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  1.


  Esther Dale was unsure whether the strange man entering her bedroom meant to kill her, or seduce her. Since she had never killed anyone she wasn’t sure how to tell. She was hoping for the latter. As it was, she squirmed beneath the surface of the cool, linen sheets. Although she was fairly certain that her heart ought to be pounding by this point in the process, for some reason anxiety and anticipation escaped her. Instead, she felt flushed, and full. She rubbed her legs back and forth in anticipation, waiting for the shadowy form that hovered in the doorway to come forward into the light.


  The figure began to move forward, slowly. Carefully. Esther squinted against the dim light. There was something odd about the way the man moved—as if the darkness from the doorway somehow stuck to his skin, cloaking him against the soft light of the bedside lamp. No matter how far he came into the room, Esther could not clearly discern his features beyond the generalities of masculine lines and musculature.


  That was fine. She could wait to solve his mystery. She had time. Her eyes closed against the approaching dark cloud, and she inhaled one long, deep breath, holding it tight against her ribs before slowly exhaling. She kept her eyes closed though. That was another odd thing. She wasn’t really one to close her eyes as unknown men approached her in her bedroom. But tonight, with him, things were different. For one thing, his scent carried with it a sense of times long passed—wood bark, damp earth, and, what was that? Smoke? But cleaner somehow ... Campfire. The word surfaced, bringing with it faint memories from a time that lay years in her distant past.


  But now, in the present, that same scent here, in her bedroom, in the middle of the night, emanating from a dark man striding purposefully toward her, her hair draping over the pillow—it was somewhat disorienting.


  And what exactly was taking him so long? She was ready and waiting. Her previous calm began to slip away as her active mind pondered the puzzle of his slow approach. It had to have been five minutes already; possibly more. And he was still clear over by the door! What the ...


  ... her eyes snapped open. Damn, she thought. Another dream. And not even a very good one at that. Who has sex dreams where they can’t see the other person, and where all the anticipation is replaced by a calm acceptance and almost analytical observation? Apparently forty-two-year-old women sleeping alone, that’s who.


  Still, she scanned around her room, just in case. In case of what, she wasn’t quite sure, but the dream had felt so real that it did seem like the prudent thing to do. The integrated bedframe, monitor lights set to night-time red; the table, the light, the chair, the closet. All of it bathed in the gentle glow of the orbiting moons, one a silver sliver high in the northern sky, and the other a quiet reddish giant, hovering above the eastern horizon.


  Esther Dale sighed, and sat up. She touched a square red button near the head of the bed, and the blinds rose, covering the window and masking the moonlights. For that reason, she also failed to see the angry white light streaking out from the trees, covering the lawn, and eventually landing among the roses where it proceeded to burn a small gazebo to the ground in 2.34 seconds.
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  In the morning, Esther awoke promptly at 4:59 am, just as she did every day. At first she was a bit put off to open her eyes and find it still dark, but, blushing only slightly, she then remembered last night’s nocturnal adventures (or the depressing lack thereof, if I’m being honest here, she thought to herself) and her uncustomary raising of the window blind. Another quick push of the square button and sunlight streamed through her open window.


  Although Esther normally followed a fairly mundane routine in the mornings, this morning, for whatever reason, she deviated from her prescribed path. For example, she did not approach her window and gaze out appreciatively at the view as she normally did. If she had, she would have been surprised to discover that the picturesque gazebo whose slatted roof had provided shade and solitude to so many, including Esther herself, no longer existed. Instead of charmingly weathered plasticene, a giant webbing of scorch marks delineated the spot of the gazebo’s demise.


  But Esther only glanced outside from her bed as she arose, and, satisfied with her view (mountains did have their advantages, after all), went into her closet to find her clothing for the day.


  And that is why she failed to notice the small, silent, silvered tech crawling up the wall, carefully crossing the threshold of the windowsill, and entering her bedroom.
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  She had just made her selection when, to her surprise, things blew up. Literally. Back in her closet Esther heard a muffled crunching of plasticene and the odd, sucking sound of a pre-programmed dampening field, which hollowed out the noise of the explosion and resulting destruction so efficiently that she doubted anyone outside her bedroom would know she was even awake, let alone that an explosion had just occurred.


  She stuck her head cautiously outside her closet door. The tech, most certainly unlicensed, given its recent behavior, was not waiting around to be snatched and examined: she caught a glimpse of it leaving the way it came in. The sunlight bounced off its body (Why is it so reflective? Is it somehow that new?) as its undulating arms slipped sinuously through the sill, and down the wall again.


  Her bed was, regrettably, destroyed. Smithereened, in fact. Shards of plasticene mixed with brown synthetic bedding in a jumbled heap. Her nightstand was partially intact, and her chair had only tipped over. Esther supposed that she ought to be grateful that her total losses were fairly minimal. She could get a new bed. Bedding, even, and all before nightfall.


  But what she needed even more than a new bed, she decided, were answers. And the only way she was going to get them involved leaving her bedroom. So Esther Dale pulled on her stark black tunic, bound her hair back, and lowered the coif into place. She quickly tossed the scapular over her habit and tied the leather belt carefully around her waist. (Her hands couldn’t help but linger over the feel of leather—real leather!—as they did every morning.)


  Clothed and covered, Sister Esther Dale of the Order of the Sainted Cumulus Mesofactia stepped out of her room and into the hallway, intent upon finding the Mother Superior.
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  The Order of the Sainted Cumulus Mesofactia in this quadrant was located on top of a mountain. Of course, given the fact that the planet of New Oregon (“NuO,” to the locals) was not very mountainous, the mountain supporting the Order had been erected through the combined efforts of the Interplanetary Corps of Engineers and the corporate manufacturing giant Plast Inc. Still, since the surrounding terrain was fairly flat to begin with, the manufactured mountain was impressive enough to serve its purpose. Which was to remind the inhabitants of NuO that the way to heaven was steep, and that the heavens above watched the earth below.


  Not that they were subtle about it. Everyone knew that the bell tower housed the most advanced optical tracking tech in the known universe. And that the carillon bells rang out not to mark the passage of time, but rather to remind them of the ever-present Gift of Sight that threaded down through the tower: thick, twining strands of data cables twisted into ropes before they plunged into the underground levels of the convent and on into the drive towers. God saw everything; the Church made sure.


  Which is why Esther—while both concerned and intrigued by the recent demolition of her bed—was not necessarily agitated. She knew as well as any novice that the interior cameras were very good, and she was fairly certain that if she could just find the Mother Superior and speak to her about the matter that the appropriate steps would be taken and the matter sorted.


  Esther was not, by nature, much of a worrier to begin with. The path of her life had followed a fairly predictable course: born on NuO at the prescribed time to law-abiding parents who had dutifully waited their reproductive turn for over thirty years, Esther was a legal offspring accorded the full benefit of the law in all educational, monetary, and social matters. Predisposed to problem-solving and showing an acute aptitude for tech manipulation, it was only a matter of time before she chose the Church. Her parents had been proud, of course; her mother did cry just a little, but perhaps that was to be expected.


  The fact was that a career in the Church, while highly prestigious, was also somewhat nebulous. Esther hadn't at all been sure what to expect in terms of her actual duties. She only knew that the wimpled nuns who recruited her had been strong, efficient, and incredibly conversant on all aspects of any tech she could think to discuss, and that was enough for Esther.


  Of course, she knew the basic contours from her history classes: back on Earth in the twenty-third century, the incessant political, economic, and environmental tensions had culminated in an increasing dependence on the early precursors of today's tech—computing, robotics, webs of competing communications networks, and, most significantly, the emergence of true artificial intelligence. It was only a matter of time before the faith of the people turned towards the tech as a way to save them from the mistakes of past generations. And thus the computer overlords were born, she thought wryly. It wasn't entirely a joke, but no one would dare call the Conglomerate Church an overlord. It was more a matter of Church leaders being in the right place at the right time. People placed their faith in the tech, and the scattered churches came together, institutional framework in place, ready and waiting to accept and channel their faith as society rebuilt itself following the Indus War. The ancient catholic modality won out due to its track record (it was the only church sufficiently permanent and simultaneously flexible) and the Conglomerate came together. God stayed in place, but the Council of Buenos Aires in 2357 made it clear that God's true miracle was not His word, but His tech—which was just His word in other form.


  All that was ancient history, but after 700 years of peaceful expansion and colonization, the system, as they said, worked. And if one wished to study, build, manipulate, program, or otherwise engage the tech, one went to the Conglomerate Church and presented him or herself as a novice. With any luck, they would test in.
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  While Esther was lost in thought as she traveled down the plasticene bricks of the convent corridor, she was not so lost as to ignore the odd sensation that something had joined her on her walk to find the Mother Superior. Life-forms on NuO were still something fairly rare—human life, of course, was carefully controlled and monitored in order to ensure equality as well as efficiency in resource distribution. Such measures were necessary. And the remaining animals brought to NuO by the original colonists had been part of a tried and true recipe designed to support human life and the building of the colony. All births and all deaths were carefully scheduled through the appropriate governmental offices. There were the occasional regrettable accidents, of course, but they were relatively few and far between.


  So while Esther knew that, according to the convent schedule, she ought to be alone as she travelled down the corridor, she couldn't shake the feeling that something followed her, unlikely as it might be. Given the recent events in her bedroom, it was actually quite unsettling. And Esther didn't unsettle easily.


  "Sister Esther!" called a cutting voice. Esther broke mid-stride, turning with cat-like grace as she sank down to one knee, hands clasped in formal recognition of her mentor. "Rise," the Mother Superior said drily. "I'm glad to find you this morning. I received a report from the sisters in Ocular Security that there was a bit of an explosion in your room this morning."


  "Yes, Mother."


  "What, exactly, happened?"


  "Small techbot, coil propulsion. Unlicensed. Entry through exterior window. I was in the closet, dressing, or I would have disabled it immediately of course."


  "Hmmm." Esther rarely saw the Mother worried, but the slight line crossing the Mother's forehead was creasing and deepening as her eyebrows knit together.


  "Mother?" Esther queried. "Is there something troubling you?"


  The Mother Superior cast a quick glance behind, then, oddly, looked up towards the high arched ceiling. She shook her head quickly, as if to dislodge an unpleasant thought.


  “Not here.” She motioned for Esther to follow as she hurried off towards the main offices located at the northernmost end of the convent. Esther followed, eyes sweeping the hallway for signs of anything out of the ordinary, but failed to discern anything of significance. They turned, passing a group of white-robed nuns on their way to the clean rooms. The pale nuns paused as they saw the Mother Superior, bowing their heads in respect. The Mother paid no attention; her feet pounded onward, focused on their goal.


  Once they reached the main office complex, the Mother Superior slowed down. She apparently did not want anyone to think that there was anything unusual going on. Exchanging pleasantries with the secretary, pausing to read and sign the latest comestibles order as it was placed in front of her by a rather over-enthusiastic administrative assistant (Novices! Esther snorted to herself)—no one looking at the Mother Superior would ever have thought that just a few short minutes ago she had been practically charging down the central corridor in order to reach these offices. The Mother Superior appeared to have forgotten that Esther was even there.


  Esther chewed her inner cheeks impatiently until she realized what she was doing and, slightly upset at such a thoughtless loss of control, immediately clenched her jaw shut, willing herself to ignore the insistent sensation that something about this whole morning was not just off (for, Esther had to admit, almost being blown up in one’s own bedroom was certainly not normal, although her training and disposition had permitted her to act in the most efficient and least hysterical manner possible) but deeply, perhaps even dangerously, wrong. One does not just blow up a nun and not expect a rucus.


  “Esther, please come in. Let’s go over your training rotation schedule for the next few weeks, shall we?” The Mother Superior’s deep-voiced request radiated a relaxed authority that Esther could only hope to achieve someday. She nodded, and followed the Mother into her private offices. Once inside, she headed towards her customary seat across the imposing plasticene table (the plasticene had been treated in such a way that it looked like real wood—so much wood, even imitation wood, was fairly intimidating on an outpost planet like NuO). But the Mother shook her head, signaled silence, and gestured for Esther to stay put. Curiosity sufficiently aroused, Esther stilled as she watched the Mother, who appeared to be having some sort of conniption.


  The Mother had walked to the center of the room, directly beneath the large, hanging oc-tech orb that served as the room’s security, light, and thermostat all in one. The Mother raised her hands above her head, folded her body to the left, then right, and then carefully convulsed in a tight circle, fingers weaving in intricate, interlacing patterns. Just as Esther was seriously considering coming over to the Mother in order to help calm her until the fit passed, a blinding flash of red light silently cracked off every reflective surface in sight. But instead of fading, the light appeared to be clinging to, even coating, the entire interior surface of the office.


  “Internal dampening field combined with ocular holographic projection and real-time data stream. Anyone looking into this office, either with their eyes, their ears, or any teched permutation of the two, will see you and I, sitting as we always do, across the desk, talking about a variety of mundane items as well as a more detailed training schedule. I programmed it in several months ago, should the need arise. And it apparently has,” said the Mother Superior.


  While not talkative, Esther was rarely at a loss for words. But at this announcement, she gaped embarrassingly at the Mother, unable to respond.


  “This morning, Sister Anna, Sister Maria, and Sister Tia were all found dead. Smoking in what remained of the charred residue that once had been their beds.” The Mother Superior’s voice, which Esther had never heard be anything but calm and authoritative, shook ever so slightly as she shared this news.


  Esther blanched, her head spinning. “Dead?” she repeated.


  “Quite.”


  “And ... you think that the unlicensed tech-bot in my quarters this morning would have done the same to me, should I have still remained in my bed?”


  “Undoubtedly.”


  “But how is this even possible? Sister Anna and Sister Maria—they were with me, in training! And Sister Tia ...” Esther trailed off as she wondered at Sister Tia’s connection to the others.


  “Sister Tia had been identified as a potential candidate. We have been in negotiations for several weeks. She was coming around,” the Mother Superior supplied bleakly.


  Esther fingered the necklace of plasticene beads that hung around her neck. Inside each bead, she knew, lay a powerful processor attuned to a combination of her own electromagnetic skinprint, phermonic scent, and vocal chords. The beads were designed to be readily accessible and instantly manipulated, and their powerful internal transmitters gave Esther near-instantaneous control of virtually any tech produced by the Conglomerate Church. And therefore any tech in the known universe. Not every nun wore the t’rosary—their power made them potentially dangerous in inexperienced hands—in fact, in this Order of the Sainted Cumulus Mesofactia, there were likely only a dozen or so nuns who did. Esther had only been aware of herself, her sisters-in-training (the recently-departed Sisters Anna and Maria), and the Mother Superior. As initiates into the High Tech, it was essential that they master the t’rosary in order to serve and protect the nuns in their care and the people that they served. Working the t’rosary over the past few years had given Esther a sense not only of pride, but of safety: no matter what malfunction she encountered, she had the ability, training, and tools to deal with it efficiently and effectively. She never removed the t’rosary, and she was sure that Sister Anna and Sister Maria had done the same. So why, then, had they been burnt to a crisp in their own beds? Why hadn’t their t’rosaries defensively activated at the first sign of trouble?


  For that matter, why hadn’t hers?


  That thought made Esther pause. She was well aware that the Mother Superior watched her expectantly, waiting for her response to such monstrous news. But as she replayed the morning’s events over in her mind, she was certain that her t’rosary had remained dormant. Was it possible? Where would tech outside the purview of the t’rosary even come from? Esther felt a tight knot begin to clench in the pit of her stomach.


  “So,” Esther began, “the logical deduction is that the tech responsible for these deaths somehow exists outside the range and reach of the t’rosary.”


  “Exactly. I am pleased to see how quickly you have grasped the gravity of the situation.”


  “Our primary line of defense, the secrets of the High Tech, is, then, useless.”


  “I would not be so dismissive,” replied the Mother Superior. “Those practitioners of the High Tech whose deaths we mourn—their deaths present us with a specific problem. Given our aversion to the violence inherent in a life stopped before its natural expiration, we may, at this point, choose to read these deaths in emotional terms. As such, they would signify loss, grief, despair, and, most importantly, ignorance. But I believe that whoever is behind these attacks is counting on such a reaction. I believe they count on our reading the situation defensively—in other words, given what is known about the Order of the Sainted Cumulus Mesofactia and specifically about its cultivation of the practitioners of the High Tech, whoever initiated these attacks will expect us to draw in tight against any future attacks.”


  “And that is what we will do, won’t we?” asked Esther.


  “Of course, it makes tactical sense to give one’s attacker the appropriate response they are looking for, in order to help draw them out. But what they do not know is that I, the Mother Superior, am choosing to revise the situation at hand.”


  Esther looked up, puzzled.


  “These deaths do not signify attack. They do not represent a need for defense. I refuse to read in them these terms. Instead, I willingly misread these deaths: they are, instead, invitations extended to engage in a very serious game. And I accept!” The Mother Superior’s voice heightened during the course of her speech, ending on a brilliant note of power, authority, and decisiveness. Esther shivered despite herself, anticipation and adrenaline running through her veins.


  Esther struggled to display a calm that she felt desperately slipping away in the midst of a flood of thoughts, emotions, and questions. “Mother Superior,” she said, “What do you want me to do?”
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  At Esther’s question, the Mother Superior took out her t’rosary. Carefully she activated a set of twelve beads, then lifted the ocular disk to her left eye. Quickly, she walked to her desk and placed the finial cross of the t’rosary against the whorls that occupied the lower left portion of the surface. Esther watched as a hidden compartment opened in the desk’s otherwise smooth surface. The Mother Superior reached in, and carefully lifted out a cream-colored envelope. Esther couldn’t be sure, but it looked as if it were actually made of real paper.


  “I have here a key.”


  “A paper key?”


  “Yes, a key written on paper in ink. We must utilize such precautions in order to obfuscate whoever is responsible for these attacks. They clearly have access to advanced tech, and as such, all tech communications are potentially compromised. We use paper for the keys in order to add an additional level of security and secrecy to the project,” explained the Mother.


  “Who is this 'we' you refer to, Mother?” asked Esther.


  “There exists within the Conglomerate Church a network—the Shadow Network, as it is commonly called, although it technically has no name—of true believers dedicated to the continued survival of not only the Conglomerate Church itself, but more importantly, the survival of the human race. Humans: we are flung across the stars, scattered like sand across time and space. The race is fragile, far more fragile than we often want to believe.”


  Esther nodded. She was not surprised at this news: the existence of such a network made a kind of logical sense when put into such terms. “But how would this Shadow Network deliver the key to you so quickly? We’ve only just experienced these deaths here."


  “The key was prepared beforehand, should the need arise. A careful calculation has been made, and a possible course of action determined. I believe the mysterious and disturbing circumstances surrounding the deaths of Sister Anna, Sister Maria, and Sister Tia are of such a nature as to demand the use of this key. And, of course, we have an advantage.”


  Esther tried to imagine what could possibly be considered advantageous in such a situation. “Which is?” she queried.


  “You, of course,” replied the Mother. “Your death—this is our advantage.”


  Esther blinked rapidly, willing her pulse to slow and her breath to even out. “I am, of course, honored to die for the safety of the Order of the Sainted Cumulus Mesofactia. When I began my training in the High Tech, I understood the risks.”


  “Don’t be a fool!” snapped the Mother Superior. “There has been far too much death today—more blood on my hands than I ever thought possible. I would have to be a desperate fool to begin Sacrificial Protocol in these circumstances!”


  Esther felt a soft release at the back of her neck.


  “You, Sister Esther, are, however, for all intents and purposes, dead. Those behind this attack may or may not have had the ability to collect complete data on the success of the tech-bot. It hardly matters: as long as we here at the Sainted Cumulus Mesofactia publicly mourn your loss along with those of the others, you will be dead. You will be wiped from the system, and the attacker will assume that any contradictory data supplied by the tech-bot is an unfortunate glitch.”


  Esther imagined the face of her own mother upon hearing the news that Esther had died. It was, of course, unimaginable. “Forgive me, Mother Superior, but what advantage does this strategy give us?”


  “If you are for all intents and purposes dead to this community, then you will be in the ideal position from which to use this key.”


  “And what is this key? What does this paper say?”


  “A name. An identity.”


  “Whose?”


  “I do not know. But it will be your job to kill them.”
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  "You want me to kill someone?" Despite all the odd, unusual, and even unnerving events of the day, this announcement by the Mother Superior that she, Sister Esther Dale of the Order of the Sainted Cumulus Mesofactia and Initiate to the Mysteries of the High Tech, was to intentionally end the life of another human being, thus betraying every religious, moral, ethical, and social taboo she knew (not to mention the law) struck her as the most unimaginable turn of events possible.


  "I'm afraid so."


  "But ... why? How?"


  "I’m afraid I can only address your first question: this is the purpose and function of the key. The individual identified on this paper has been fully researched by the network, and it has been determined that, in the event of an apparent attack by malicious forces intent not only on harming others, but on unraveling the strands that bind the human race together, that the appropriate retaliation is to kill this person."


  "But how do you know that they are the responsible party?"


  The Mother Superior shook her head sadly. She's saddened by knowing who's responsible? Esther wondered distractedly. Why sorrow? Why not revenge? Or relief? The Mother Superior cleared her throat as if preparing to deliver unpleasant news.


  "I'm afraid you misunderstand. The key does not identify the responsible party. Indeed, the individual named on the key likely has no possible connection to the unfortunate events of this day. But their position has been fully analyzed, and it has been consensually determined that their death will initiate a chain of events that will shore up both the Conglomerate Church as well as the varying legal and social structures that undergird human society in this quadrant. We have been attacked. Our attacker has utilized tech that apparently falls outside the influence of the t'rosary. Ponder the long-term consequences implicit in this action."


  Esther pondered. She considered the potential fallout—the inevitable loss of all Initiates (for their identities would eventually be located within the system, buried and encrypted though they were) and the resulting loss of t'rosary function would quickly prove catastrophic. Medical tech would fall into disrepair; the financial sector would quickly become corrupt as viruses, worms, and ghosts ran unfettered through both the tech and its programming; civic services would fail. It was only a matter of time before the corruption reached the convent here on NuO, and from there it would spread out across the quadrant. The Brotherhood would crumble. Her sisters would be held accountable. War.


  "I understand," she told the waiting Mother. "I accept my responsibility according to the oath I undertook as an Initiate of the High Tech to guard the tech against inevitable corruption. I will accept this key, and I will unlock peace." She hoped her words sounded appropriately calm. Inside, she hated to admit, her stomach rocked back and forth, hovering between anticipation and revulsion.


  "I knew you would not fail us, Sister Esther. And I am pleased by your willingness to act despite your current blindness. You demonstrate the admirable qualities of true faith." The Mother Superior crossed the room, leaving the broad table behind. She pressed the paper envelope into Esther's cold hands. "I hope you understand when I say that I must now go and prepare for the mourning of Sister Anna, Sister Maria, and Sister Tia."


  "And myself."


  "Of course. Begin Protocol 43F. Report to me directly when you have finished the unenviable task that lays before you. God bless, my child," she added in an unexpectedly kind, almost maternal tone. Esther wondered if it were possible that this woman with whom she had worked and worshiped for over two decades cared for her, Esther, personally. Before today, she never would have considered the possibility. But the day had proven so far to be quite exceptional; she would not be surprised to learn that hidden depths of humanity lay within the Mother Superior's weathered chest.


  She drew the envelope up quickly to place it in her upper pocket. The smooth, crisp paper caught against the thinning skin between the thumb and finger of her left hand. A slight red line appeared as blood rushed to the site of the shallow papercut. Esther held her hand out, palm turned up toward the ceiling to keep the blood from spilling onto the floor of the Mother's office.


  Her head bowed in brief submission and then she left. Apparently, she was now dead.
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  Protocol 43F involved, first and above all else, securing a tech sanctum on the lower levels of the convent. Although the need for complete tech isolation was rare in their daily lives, the sisters of the Order often found themselves in need of such a space, usually to conduct research or test some new manufactured piece that required isolation in order to prevent any potential unfortunate accidents.


  Somewhat ironic that I now am one of those unfortunate accidents, Esther thought as she descended the worn stairs. At first she had worried that the Mother Superior had cancelled her security clearance upon decreeing her death, but the door opened to the normal t’rosary code. Apparently she was being given a brief moment of grace in order to get her affairs in order.


  She entered as the solid steel door slid open to reveal a windowless bunker. The lights overhead flickered to life as the room’s internal sensors registered her body heat. Without hesitation, she strode across the floor and pressed her palm against the black button on the far wall. A panel next to the button opened, and as Esther methodically removed every piece of clothing on her body, save her t’rosary, she tossed things towards the container revealed by the panel. Once her clothing was all in the metal drum, she closed the lid. There was a small, incendiary burp as her clothing was reduced to ash and dust.


  Next, Esther pressed the blue button. The first panel closed, and a second opened. This time, Esther herself stepped into the small square space that had opened up in the wall. A clear panel of plasticene clicked shut behind her. She paused, unsure for a brief moment at how to proceed. But without any further action on her part, a slow, warming mist began to fill the chamber. Soft music played in the background, and a soothing voice spoke over the internal speakers.


  “Welcome to the Re-Birth. Your request is being processed. Please relax as the micro-techs work to adjust your chemical signatures.” The swirling steam clouds that surrounded Esther began to thrum and pulse as they gently swarmed over her entire body. The process was not uncomfortable, but it was a rather odd sensation to know that one’s electromagnetic skinprint and phermonic scent were being redesigned.


  “Please remove your t’rosary and place it in the calibration chamber to your left.” Esther did so. The last thing she wanted was for her t’rosary to fail due to re-birth.


  “Please open your mouth and inhale. The micro-techs will now begin your vocal adjustment. If you wish to control the direction of the adjustment, say ‘Pitch.’” Esther inhaled, but remained silent. She refused to think of the re-birth as permanent. While the Mother Superior had been quite clear regarding the necessity of her current death, she had not definitively ruled out the possibility that Esther would, in the end, be allowed to resume her identity, at least within the confines of the convent, which is where Esther was certain she would end up after this unpleasant business was over.


  “Please close your eyes. The micro-techs will now adjust your features.” Esther wondered if this portion of the process would be as unpleasant as it sounded. But all she felt was the gentle pulsing of the micro-techs against her skin. They tickled under her nose, and Esther stifled a sneeze. She was fairly certain that the micro-techs would be able to adjust should she happen to sneeze, but she certainly didn’t want to find out while they were performing micro-adjustments to her facial tissues.


  Esther remained in the chamber for the better part of an hour. The micro-techs performed their adjustments admirably, sculpting, shaping, and shifting minute portions of Esther’s flesh. Her fingerprints were, of course, rewritten. Her eyes received a careful coloring thanks to the microscopic plasticene implants the micro-bots injected during one of the more unpleasant moments of the procedure. Her hair was colored and cut, her teeth received a bit of minute chipping (Esther had winced as she realized what was going on—she had always been rather unreasonably proud of her large, straight teeth), and in the end she emerged from the chamber a new person. Not that the newness was noticeable, for that would have defeated the purpose. And while she would look different to those who knew Esther before her re-birth, she would not be completely unrecognizable. That was a much more involved re-birth than the one she had received. But she would, for all intents and purposes, no longer register as Esther Dale when scanned by any tech in the known universe.


  “Thank you for utilizing the Re-Birth. Congratulations on your new identity,” said the voice from the chamber. “Please pick up your identification from the slot on the left. Your t’rosary has been recalibrated and is now available in the exterior door. Thank you, and have a nice day.”


  Esther was fairly certain that she did not want to look in a mirror. It would do no good to focus on her new looks. Luckily, the nuns had little use for mirrors generally, and thus did not keep many around the convent, let alone in the tech sanctums. As she gathered a new set of clothing, identical to the set she had so recently incinerated, Esther couldn't help but remember the last time she had gone through the Re-Birth chamber.


  She had been at the convent for over ten years when the Mother Superior approached her about joining the Mysteries of the High Tech. Up until that time, Esther had been following a meandering path throughout the various groups and disciplines within the convent. She had spent some time in Re-Search, studying old printouts and scans, piecing together past tech in the hopes of improving their present production. She had enjoyed getting to know the sisters in the Finery, whose abilities to separate and manufacture the various ores and materials needed by those in Production. Her longest time had been spent moving about the various sub-schools of the Scriptorium: copying code, embedding programs, and, most importantly, developing defenses against the ever-present viral threats. It was likely her defensive ingenuity that drew the Mother Superior's attention to begin with. She had been persuaded—she was not difficult to convince, given that, in all her time and in all the disciplines she had studied with, none had yet gripped her with the call of vocation. And so she had entered the Re-Birth a novice, and emerged an Initiate. That time, she had been allowed to keep her name. Curious, she glanced at the screen to her right, which held her newly-assigned identity: Agnes Bartholomew. Somehow, Esther was irrationally disappointed.


  But she had other things more pressing to worry about. Like the key that lay sealed in its paper envelope. Esther lifted the cool, smooth paper up closer to her face. She took a breath, paused, then opened the envelope, breaking a thin plasticene seal that instantly shattered, falling to the floor Inside, a single sheet of cream paper, folded into thirds. She spread the paper flat, willing herself to look at the name.


  Inside, written neatly in blue ink: Engineer #3, Plant #2.


  She didn't even know how old they were, or if they were male or female, or if they had children or a loving companion at home, but this was the person she would now go and kill.
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  Richard Xiao woke abruptly, startled to find himself on the verge of falling off of his small, single mattress yet again. He really ought to go and purchase a double, given his height, but ever since his wife had passed away unexpectedly seven years ago, he'd been unable to sleep in anything but beds meant to hold a single person—nothing more.


  He was fairly certain that there was a great deal of psychological literature on the subject, but he didn't need to see a shrink to know that his coping methods left much to be desired. Still, most nights he did sleep, at least well enough to wake the next morning, get Amelia off to school, and make it to his job down at the plant.


  He rolled over and saw that it was still the middle of the night. Richard felt vaguely unsettled, as if a prickling chill were working its way up the base of his spine, slowly spreading uneasiness until it reached his upper back and then inched its way across his shoulders. His grandmother had a word for this feeling—he remembered her talking about the uncanny knowledge that someone was talking about you as having someone "walking over your grave."


  The saying had never made much sense to Richard before, in part because he failed to understand why someone would ever choose to be placed whole into the ground to slowly decompose, rotting away in the guts of various bacteria and wriggling worms. No one on NuO had ever been buried that he was aware of. The cleanliness of cremation and the peaceful image of being released on the winds that swept across the hills overlooking Pendle and riding their currents out over NuO—this was how to take care of such things. Still, that night, he felt for the first time that he understood what his grandmother had meant.


  Determining that sleep would not be arriving any time soon, Richard made the decision to go and check on Amelia. He knew that if she was aware of the fact that he still checked on her in the middle of the night that she would protest vehemently against his paternal protectionism. And he had to admit that she would be right: she was far too old for her father to be worrying about her sleeping habits, middle-of-the-night or otherwise.


  But he couldn't help himself. He cracked the door to her bedroom and peeked inside.


  Her bedroom always reminded him of his wife. There was something about the way Amelia organized her possessions, carefully creating a sense of order as she stacked her clothing, placed her various tech screens out of harm's way upon an upper shelf, and displayed her mementos, that evoked Claire's own organizational efforts in their home. At the time, Richard had greatly resented the various encroachments onto his personal habits. Now, he found that he missed the hundreds of small ways she had held their lives together, organizational strategies included.


  His gaze swept across Amelia's room, willing the items to remain in their familiar places, not wanting to see anything amiss, awry, or askew. Her desk, normally tidy, was currently strewn with tablets, vid-screens, and readers from the library. Richard frowned. He knew that Amelia had been studying a lot lately, especially with her qualifiers coming up, but it wasn’t like her to leave things tossed haphazardly about before she went to bed. His eyes quickly crossed the room, straining to see her bed against the thick darkness. The pit of his stomach dropped.


  The bed was empty.
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  Calm down, Richard told himself.


  It wasn’t working.


  The last time a bed had been empty in his house, the last time he had come upon an unexpectedly vacant pillow, the last time ... the last time hadn’t gone well. He struggled to keep images of Claire, face down along the ground, out of his mind.


  Amelia was not Claire.


  Amelia was not dead.


  Amelia was ... well, he wasn’t sure where she was, to be truthful. But he was highly unlikely to figure out what was going on here if he didn’t get himself working again.


  Richard stretched his arm out in front of him to clear his way as he entered the darkened room. He watched the arm extend, enter into the shadow, and somewhere in his brain small alarm bells began ringing again, tingling against his skin. It was as if he needed to re-connect his brain and his limbs, because they really weren’t working well together right now. Stiffly, Richard forced himself to think, move, and respond like a normal human being. He stepped into the room.


  He knew that if anything was truly wrong—if, say, Amelia had become lost on her way home (Ridiculous!) or if there had been a gang of murderous thugs who had accosted her in the street (A gang of thugs? Where do you think you are? Earth?) or if she had somehow fallen and hurt herself while out running along the trail (Possible ...) that, in the long run, it would all work out.


  The local police had clear and ready access not only to the latest tech, thanks to Pendle’s favorable location by the quadrant’s convent, but also the convent’s own optics network via the Panopt. Sure, there were people who complained from time to time about how the Panopt system could see and track individual movements, archiving their lives on the apparently endless drive towers built into the very stone that, beneath the layers and layers of plasticene, formed the ultimate foundation for the building.


  But to Richard, the knowledge that the data generated through the living of his life was not lost forever had provided peace of mind. He liked knowing that there were answers. That if a need should arise, proper procedure could be followed, and, ultimately, the story would be known.


  One of the reasons he and Claire had picked Pendle to begin with was the well-known security and safety provided by the Panopt. You had to have a good reason to access the information, but the information was there, and that was the important thing. And a missing daughter, especially after the unusual loss of a young spouse—that was important. The police would help him. They would find Amelia, and she would be fine.


  These were the thoughts that swirled in Richard’s mind as he stepped inside his daughter’s bedroom, groping against the wall for the light panel. There it was. He punched it high, and bright, white light streamed evenly and instantly from the ceiling panel.


  “Dad!”


  Richard jumped at the sound, in spite of the immediate relief that flooded his entire body. He twisted his head around, looking for the source of the extremely annoyed voice.


  “Argh! What are— Why are you in here?! Turn that blasted light off!”


  “Sorry! Uh, sorry,” Richard mumbled as he complied. “I couldn’t see you, and I was worried ...”


  “Ugh. Sorry Dad. I must have fallen asleep while studying. I am so worn out—I don’t remember.”


  “What were you doing studying on the floor?” Richard asked. He had finally figured out where Amelia was—she had somehow fallen asleep on the floor between her bed and her desk. Which was why Richard had failed to see her when he opened the door: she had been completely hidden from view.


  “I was tired of sitting there at the desk, and I had to go through two vids for History and one for Politics and Rhetoric and I just figured I might as well be comfortable while skimming through them, so I lay down here. Don’t worry; Mr. Totoro kept me safe.”


  Richard could hear the wry grin behind Amelia’s words as she gathered herself together and got up from the floor. It was dark again, but Richard could see her short, dark hair sticking out at odd angles, caught in the light from the hallway. She raised a ratty stuffed toy—more gray blob at this point than anything else—above her head, and Richard couldn’t help but smile. This was his Amelia: seventeen, studious (to a fault, it might seem after tonight’s events), and still irrationally attached to a child’s toy. She knew it was silly; that’s what made the whole thing so incredibly endearing.


  “I’m sorry I woke you, sweetheart. I was just worried, you know? I just wanted to make sure you were ok,” Richard explained.


  “I know, Dad. Don’t worry. It’s fine. I’ll go sleep in my bed like a normal human being. And you go to bed too—don’t you have a double shift tomorrow?”


  Richard groaned internally at the thought, but he knew she was right. Engineer #12, Plant #2. Plast Inc. That was him. “Yeah,” he replied. “I’d better get some sleep too. Night.” He turned to leave, then found himself attacked by a sudden bear hug.


  “Night, Dad. Love you much,” a sleepy Amelia whispered.


  “Night, Amy-kins.” He kissed the top of her head, then carefully disentangled himself from her soon-to-be-asleep arms. He watched as she flopped down onto her bed, her breathing sinking into a familiar deep rhythm almost instantly. Everything was fine. Everything and everyone was in their place.


  So why, Richard thought as he stumbled sleepily towards his own bedroom, Why does it feel like something is really, really wrong here?


  He lay down on his bed. Richard still couldn’t shake the anxious sensation that something had changed, that things were not as they seemed. Perhaps he was just still nervous from scaring himself half silly thinking that Amelia had vanished in the middle of the night. But deep down, he knew that wasn’t it. That earlier thing with Amelia—he’d been working himself up, responding to the vague discomfort that had woken him up to begin with.


  He sighed, hoping for sleep. It was a long time coming.


  



  


  11.


  Bacon. Richard was definitely smelling bacon. Hearing it too.


  He rolled out of bed, scratching and stretching in the gray morning light. After a good five minutes of scratching and one cavernous yawn, he shuffled off to the bathroom to take care of a few things.


  “Daaaaad—I’m making you breaaakfaaaast!” called out an amazingly chipper Amelia.


  “I’ll be there in a few. Thanks,” he replied groggily.


  Fifteen minutes later, a clean and awake Richard was sitting next to his daughter, listening as she chattered on about the tests she was taking today, her plans to study with her friends after school, and her requests for money. Richard shook his head. The irrational anxiety from last night seemed almost insignificant. He was lucky to have such a good kid. Sometimes late at night, things just were more overwhelming than they were in the day.


  “So, what do you think?” questioned Amelia.


  “Umm ...” Richard trailed off.


  “Dad! Listen, this is important—I can’t enroll in the Flight Path without your consent.”


  “Are you sure that’s what you want to do? I mean, I know we’ve talked about it, but the thought of you up there at the launch station for so long on rotation—”


  “Dad, you do know I’m turning eighteen in two weeks, right?”


  Richard shuddered in mock horror, causing Amelia to giggle. He’d known this time was coming, but it was all so fast. He just couldn’t reconcile his bright, intelligent daughter with his image of a space jockey up there in the upper stratosphere, flying in maneuvers, shooting up collision-course asteroids, and generally just being so far from home.


  All of Amelia’s early career assessment testing had pointed towards a more theoretical field—perhaps law, or even the convent. But after Claire’s passing, Amelia had shifted subtly away from the more passive Paths, concentrating instead on the active maths and conditionings. All of which ultimately led to a conversation about 6 months ago, in which she had told Richard of her plans to follow the Flight Path and become a defensive pilot.


  It made financial sense—the military incentives for the Flight Path were not small—and she seemed to be pretty sure of herself. She’d always been that way, though, even when she was little. Once she made a decision, she stuck with it, no matter how difficult. Which, of course, would make her a good space pilot.


  Richard sighed. “I know,” he said, admitting defeat. He walked over to the vid-screen embedded in the wall next to the front door and waved his hand in front of it to wake it up. “Richard Xiao,” he began, “Parental Permission form for Amelia Xiao, Pendle Upper PS number 2654.” The form appeared, blinking red to indicate its priority. He should have signed this thing weeks ago. “Sign,” he said. “Authorization RX473-06-8992. I, Richard Xiao, give permission for my daughter, Amelia Xiao, to enter the Flight Path. March 57th, 3014. Archive.”


  “Thanks Dad,” Amelia grinned. “You’re the best.”


  He winked at her. “That’s right, flattery will get you everywhere.”


  “Pretty much. In fact, I’m thinking of having that etched onto the walls here. It really is the life lesson I’m taking from our humble home.” She smothered a laugh in spite of herself.


  “Get out of here, smarty. You’re going to miss the shuttle.”


  Amelia threw her dishes into the sink. The sharp clattering of plasticene made Richard wince. She gave him a quick but enthusiastic hug, and darted out the door.


  “Bye, Dad! See you for dinner!” she called back. Normal kid. Normal morning. Richard settled back into his chair to flick through the morning vids. The sharp buzzing of his wire cut through the calm.


  “Hello?” Richard answered as he tapped the implant beneath his left ear.


  “Hey, Richard? That you?” a gravelly voice returned.


  “Hey, John. Course it’s me. You wired me, remember? Or you gettin’ so old now that all this tech’s just too much for you?” Needling John about his age now that he had passed fifty was one of Richard’s small life pleasures. They had been coworkers for several years down at the plant before John had, out of the blue, asked Richard if he’d like to go fishing with him and some friends one weekend. Richard had thought the request a little odd since they weren’t really that close, but it ended up being fantastic. One of those little turning points around which a close friendship had unexpectedly developed. John listened to Richard without complaint, even when all Richard wanted to do was talk about Claire. And Richard helped take care of John. He was always getting into scrapes it seemed—he would try anything once, and that tendency had gotten him on a first-name basis with the company doctors.


  “Hmph,” John snorted. “Not likely. I’ll outlive you, and you know it. Besides, isn’t it blasphemous to suggest that there’s such a thing as too much tech?”


  “You know that isn’t what I said.” Even though Richard knew John was kidding, and knew that the Panopt archives were meant to ensure the safety of the people of NuO, it still made him irrationally nervous to think that somehow someone, somewhere, would misunderstand their innocuous friendly banter, should it ever be screened, as somehow un-Faithful.


  And then they really would have something to worry about.


  “You know, for someone who’s always spouting off praising the Great Conglomerate God, you’re awfully jumpy today,” John observed.


  “Sorry—rough night. It’s fine; just up too late,” Richard explained, hedging his bets that John wouldn’t pry unless Richard offered more details.


  “Too bad. I was hoping you could maybe help me out today ...” began John.


  “What did you do this time?”


  “Well, you know Javier?”


  “Yeah.” Richard did not know Javier, but he had learned by now just to acknowledge and move on.


  “So, Javi has this cousin who’s got a private liftship, the kind that can go ground to upper atmosphere in sixty seconds flat. And he was going out of town, past the convent, to do some jumping, and Javi thought it might be fun....”


  After several minutes, Richard thought he had pieced together the details: John had jumped, landed wrong (again), and tore up his leg. The doctor had fixed him up, but the regrowth hormones were going to take another day or two before they really became effective. And since John was scheduled during Richard’s second shift today at the plant anyway, he was hoping that maybe Richard wouldn’t mind checking in on his line and covering for him, again. And he would owe Richard. Again.


  Richard swallowed a sigh. “Yeah, I’ll cover for you, but you definitely owe me. Working two jobs on my second shift—it’s a good thing your job is so cushy that even a kid could do it. Take your meds and grow that leg, because I’m off tomorrow.” As close as he and John were, sometimes it just rubbed him the wrong way when he acted like the universe owed him help. But then again, he’d come through for Richard before too, too many times to count. He really must be tired, to get so edgy about something as simple as covering for John. Again.


  “Thanks, man. I really do owe you one.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” Richard paused. “Look, I gotta go. I signed permission for Amelia to enter the Flight Path today, and I want to get her something to celebrate for later. See ya’.” He tapped off the wire without even waiting for John’s reply.
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  Richard was tired. His second shift had started a few hours ago, and while, for the most part, he’d been able to complete his own responsibilities as well as cover for John (at least enough that John’s absence wouldn’t cause too many difficulties), he still felt like a wreck. Every time things would calm down and he’d have a minute to himself, he’d notice some new nervous tic that had started up. Scratching his elbows. Tapping his feet. A twitch in his right eye.


  Zoop. Zoop. Zoop.


  The small tech-bot sidled up alongside Richard, signaling its arrival in sound and light. Richard reached down and tapped the sensor on the top. The proximity alert cut out. A small vid-screen raised up from the side of the tech-bot, displaying the latest data from John’s station. Looked like Richard needed to run over there one more time before taking his dinner break. He tapped his wire to talk to Amelia.


  “Hey Amy-kins, where are you?”


  “Dad! I’m here, coming down from the shuttle! I’ve got this fantastic soup from the counter over by the park—you know, the one where they use that imported kelp powder? You’re going to love it!”


  “That sounds great, honey. Hey, I’m covering for John, and I have to run down to his station quick for a few minutes to adjust a few things. Just wanted to let you know in case you get here before I’m back.”


  “Okay, sounds good. Don’t take too long, or I’ll eat this soup all by myself!”


  Richard grinned. “I’d like to see you try,” he returned. “See you soon.”


  “Bye Dad.”


  The whole walk down to John’s station Richard continued to glance back over his shoulder apprehensively. He didn’t know what he would do if he actually saw someone or some thing there, following him. And every time he checked, there was nothing to see. In fact, everyone seemed to be gone at the moment. He glanced towards Julia’s station: empty. Nils: gone. Joo-won: nothing. Where had everyone gone? They must already be at dinner. He hadn’t meant for things to get so late, but managing both his and John’s data streams this afternoon had been a bit more involved than normal.


  When he arrived at John’s station, he glanced around. Everything appeared to be normal. He dragged a finger absentmindedly across the nameplate at the station: John Bucksmith, Engineer #3, Plant #2, Plast Inc. He inhaled slowly, held the breath for a count of five, then exhaled. He crossed over to examine the readouts for the data stream on the vid-screen.


  Richard wasn’t sure how he ended up on the floor, but there was no denying the fact that his eyes were no longer looking towards the vid-screen. In fact, they didn’t seem to be looking anywhere. He could feel the cold, hard plasticene flooring beneath his head, but when he opened his eyes, they seemed to be stuck together. Some sort of thick, warm liquid covered them.


  Using what seemed to be an undue amount of effort, Richard struggled to raise his right hand to his face in order to wipe away whatever was keeping his eyes glued shut. He noticed that his heart, which had been racing and pounding away all afternoon, had apparently decided that now was the moment to finally get things under control and slow down. In fact, no matter how hard he tried to get his hand moving, his arm failed to respond.


  Richard could not move.


  He could not see.


  He could hear, but what he heard made no sense: a faint, almost silent, hum. A slow swishing as hands cut through air: down, and across. Far away, across seconds that stretched like eons through Richard’s fading consciousness, he heard the sharp sound of hardened plasticene colliding with itself, the clattering ringing in his ears like a bell. Richard struggled to move something; anything. He knew what that sound meant. He could smell the pungent soup wafting through the air. He needed to get up. He had to be there to meet her. He just needed to rest first. Then he would arrive. And help clean up. But first, this peace, this rest—
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  Sister Esther Dale of the Order of the Sainted Cumulus Mesofactia turned her t’rosary over in her hands. She rubbed a few spattered drops of blood with the edge of her sleeve. The clothes would be incinerated anyway as soon as she returned.


  Normally, she was fairly certain, one ought to dispose of the body when killing someone. But normally, if she were to make a habit of this sort of thing, she would not have been startled and the kill would have been cleaner. Still, for her first effort, she was, she supposed, pleased with herself. After all, the engineer working Station #3 at Plant #2 was now dead at her feet. Esther glanced down. She knew she ought to close the man’s eyes. It was the only decent thing to do, given the circumstances.


  Esther extended her thumb and index finger towards the blood-caked eyes. After a bit of delicate poking around, she located the eyelids and drew them down. The white skin of the eyelids, only slightly smudged due to Esther’s retrieval methods, appeared to gaze at her, stark and pale against the thick band of blood that ringed the man’s head. Under this accusing stare, Esther felt herself begin to retch, violently and swiftly. She turned her head to the side to avoid further desecrating the corpse.


  She stared at the evidential nightmare piled in front of her. Her skills with the t’rosary were considerable, but she had not planned on leaving a large pile of intermixed bodily fluids for the local police to sift through. Ganic, she swore silently, then wiped her mouth across the back of her sleeve.


  Manipulating the t’rosary with lightning fingers, Esther positioned herself over the body and pulled a small, metallic square out of her pocket. She unfolded the square, stretching the sticky material that unfolded over and around the body, taking care to extend the edges out over the pooling blood and vomit. She gestured violently with the t’rosary to up the power of the internal dampening field already in place. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, she twisted the t’rosary to the side, and hit the small black dot in the center of the tacky metallic sheet that now covered all organic matter in the room, herself excepted.


  There was the briefest of power surges, slight enough that Esther was able to convince herself that the data streams had remained uninterrupted. The last thing she needed at this point was for a full investigation to be triggered due to a data breach. Manipulating the Panopt system was as close to child’s play as it got when learning to use the t’rosary, but Esther had been moving quickly given the complexity of the operation involved in entering the right building at the right time in the middle of the crowded Pendle downtown. Esther watched as the metallic sheet began to slowly crumple, collapsing in on itself. The remaining organic matter beneath the sheet was burnt beyond crisp: all that remained of Engineer #3 at Plant #2 was a small pile of dust-like ash.


  For a split second, Esther was tempted to gather up the ash and deposit it in the closest incinerator loop, where it would mix with other waste material. But she could not bring herself to do this. She didn’t know the man whose ashes now lay piled a few centimeters from her feet, but she knew herself. While apparently she, Esther Dale, could kill another human being, she could not cavalierly then dispose of the remains by tossing them into the waste system.


  She had a decision to make, and she needed to make it quickly. Apparently her body was not quite finished with its efforts to empty the entire contents of her stomach. Quelling her nausea, Esther flipped and folded the metallic sheet down to about a quarter of its original size before placing it on the floor alongside the remains. With a decisive push, she slid the ash pile onto the sheet. Forcing her hands to remain steady, she folded the sheet several more times until a makeshift pouch had been produced. She opened her jacket and slid the pouch into the interior pocket. It was heavier than she had been expecting; the dead man’s ashy weight would throw her off balance if she wasn’t careful.


  She called out to the tech-bot in charge of cleaning the area and quickly programed it to scrub the place down before engaging in self immolation via the incinerator loop. Not her most creative solution—she still felt incredibly guilty about having to clean up another person’s remains in this industrial manner—but one that would work. Her original plan had been to simulate an unexpected cardiac arrest through a manipulation of the electrical currents available at Station #3, but when her proximity sensor had sounded, indicating the presence of an interloper (Who? How? The timeline was cleared!), she had had to improvise.


  She wished her original plan had been successful. It would have been much neater: a body, dead of natural causes, available to the family for the mourning process. As it was, she now had a missing persons case, which would be periodically reviewed by the police and occasionally perhaps even investigated. All of which could bring trouble later on. But she would deal with that later. She was fairly certain that the Mother Superior had access to the Panopt that exceeded her own, perhaps even to the point of actual complete data erasure. That would come in handy at times like this. Perhaps she ought to be thinking about ways to obtain this access herself. It would be helpful to look at the data reverse-scrubbed by the t’rosary and see if the proximity alarm had been triggered by anything significant, or just a stray tech-bot wandering off schedule.


  All these thoughts swirled as Esther Dale exited the room she had entered five minutes ago. If she hadn’t been watching, she might have slipped in the puddle of soup that lay just outside the door to Station #3. The fact that the soup was still steaming troubled her. It must have been spilt just before she arrived, though she didn’t remember seeing it. Her attention had been directed elsewhere. Understandably so. But the price had been paid; the key killed; the shadow network assuaged. And Sister Esther Dale was relieved to realize she would not have to kill again.
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  “Welcome, Sister Agnes. We hope you will be happy with us here. The Conglomerate Church appreciates your willingness to serve. Why don’t you step into my office, and we will discuss your service path?” The Mother Superior motioned to Esther, maintaining an unnerving amount of eye contact throughout her perfunctory welcome speech. Although it was unusual for the sisters to leave one convent for another, it did happen from time to time. And since the monthly off-world transport ship had just landed on NuO several days ago, Esther supposed that a quadrant transfer made the most sense as the backstory to her new identity. Still, the loss of her identity was hitting home now that she actually was home. She felt like the ancient prodigal: resources spent, and seeking for the familiar comforts of home, all while anticipating rejection. Apparently those comforts were to be denied, at least for the time being.


  Esther closed her eyes, then stiffened. Flashes of the bloodied face, her own vomit pooling alongside the neck—she opened her eyes, concentrating instead on the peace she had felt as she released the man’s ashes over the open dust fields at the edge of the dunes to the north of Pendle. May your flight be long, she thought, as if the addition of prayer at this point in the procedure could help in any way. She rubbed her cold fingers against her temples, straining against the silence of the room and the pounding in her head.


  “I am sorry that you have returned at this juncture,” the Mother Superior said. The tone of her voice—dangerous? Disappointment? Esther looked up, steadily.


  “I have completed the task set before me by the Shadow Network, and as such I request sequester in the convent with the restoration of my full identity so that I may continue my training as initiate in the High Tech and serve the Conglomerate God.” Might as well lay things out on the table, since they were off to such a good start.


  “You misunderstand, Sister Agnes. The key has not been turned. The mission is not complete.”


  Esther stared at the Mother Superior, noting distractedly the fine network of lines that surround the Mother’s eyes. She felt the bile rising against the back of her throat, and consciously relaxed the muscles in her upper thighs.


  “But the third engineer at Plant #2—the position identified on the paper as the key—I killed this man. I admit that it was not a clean kill, and that the disposal of the remains without the family’s mourning was unfortunate, but given the circumstances I felt I had no other choice. The alternative would have involved a fairly complex revisioning, and I felt my time was better spent in distancing myself, and thus the convent, from the unfortunate events that lay strewn at my feet.” Esther could hear the tension in her voice, the pleading edge to her words. She winced at such an unprofessional display.


  “You killed the man who entered Station #3, but we have received intelligence that this man was not, in fact, the man assigned to this position,” replied the Mother.


  “Then what the ganic was he doing there?!” Esther swallowed the rest of her unexpected outburst. She hoped the Mother Superior would overlook her lapse into vulgarity. Her hands crept together unconsciously, seeking solace in her own skin.


  “Apparently, covering for a friend. That friend, we have recently learned, is named John Bucksmith. It is he whom you were meant to kill.”


  Esther concentrated on stilling the emotion she could feel rising in her chest. When she spoke again, she spoke calmly. “So I have killed a man who was, for all intents and purposes, innocent not only once, but twice over? I have this blood on my hands?”


  “Yes. But the mistake was an honest one. We are not trained to kill, Sister Agnes. All initiates of the High Tech seek to extend life, not end it. We dedicate ourselves to upholding the order and peace that has been the way of life for man in the universe for hundreds of years. And you were given a direct order in contradiction of all your teaching, and all your training. You were told to apply your knowledge without hesitation, and you complied admirably. As the Mother Superior, I absolve you of this death, and dedicate the sacrifice. He will be remembered in our prayers,” said the Mother Superior. Perhaps these words were meant to be comforting, but Esther could not shake off the guilt that was descending on her mind and soul so easily. She had killed an innocent man. Fear raced along her nerves, crackling down her spine and into her gut.


  “You will be in need of comfort, Sister Agnes. At such times, it would do you well to remember your vows. They have the power to help you find both strength and comfort.”


  “Remember my vows?” Esther repeated dazedly.


  “When I accepted you into my convent, you gave us your word, which was archived and recorded, to serve the God of the Conglomerate Church in all things. And when you found your vocation and entered the path as an Initiate to the Mysteries of the High Tech, this vow was repeated, and archived again. You have bound your soul twice over to the Conglomerate God, you have learned His mysteries, and you understand the degree to which the narrative of mankind among the stars is bound up to His will. We will not continue should we fail Him. And we must ever maintain our diligence against corruption.”


  Esther shook her head, trying to clear away her exhaustion, her guilt, and a pounding headache. She knew her duty. She knew the Mother Superior was simply trying to give her the strength she would need to face the task that lay before her. She knew that she would return to the lower level of the convent, secure a tech sanctum, and initiate Protocol 43F, again. What she didn’t know, what she could not ascertain at this point in time, was what she would do when she returned to Station #3 at Plant #2.
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  Sister Beatrice Cortez, who had been Sister Agnes Bartholomew, and who had been and still was, at least in her own mind, Sister Esther Dale, paused. She cocked her head to one side, listening for the faint and steady breath of the man she intended to kill. But for all her good intentions, all her dedication, she could not muster up the strength to move forward.


  As she made her way back to Plant #2 near the center of Pendle, Esther had felt an unsettling mixture of exhaustion, revulsion, guilt, and fear swirling about her mind and body. The first time, she had gone about it all wrong, she decided. She had simply walked out the front door of the convent and continued until she reached the plant, at which point she had located Station #3 on the plant schematics, and then simply manipulated the surrounding areas so that they were cleared from any witnesses. Her plan had been straightforward: induce a heart attack, and kill the person inside Station #3. But her little plan had, she saw now, been too clean: it was a kill designed to conceal the person she was killing. And in hiding this person from her awareness, she had unwittingly and, even worse, unknowingly killed the wrong man.


  Esther would deal with her guilt later. Right now, however, she needed to concentrate. She needed to develop a plan that would allow her both access to and confirmation of this John Bucksmith, prior to her murdering him. Sacrifice, she mentally corrected. Better to call things as they really were. The death of the man at Station #3, Plant #2 was not some pointless murder: it was a death full of significance, and saving. It would set things right. It was a sacrifice.


  So Esther watched security footage hacked onto her vid-screen and waited. She listened to the audio file recorded by the Panopt, looped via her t’rosary into her wire. She heard John Bucksmith talk, and laugh, and worry about his friend Richard, who hadn’t shown up to work today. She heard him breathe. In and out. Over and over.


  It was the breathing that convinced Esther, as she sat squirreled away, that she would kill him. The words of her vows repeated again in mind in time with his breathing, and she saw herself giving her word and archiving that word away in the drive towers. She knew what that recording signified: the drive towers housed the essence of the Conglomerate God. That was, in part, why the lives were recorded and archived. They were an offering to this god, this tech that ran through every strand of their existence. It was impossible to conceive of life separate from the various techs that, by their very existence, made the continued expansion of the human race possible. So as John Bucksmith breathed in, and out, Esther remembered what she had offered, recorded, and vowed.


  If only she could communicate this conviction to her body.


  Her legs shook, her stomach roiled, and her headache had shifted from mildly annoying to blinding. Each time she reached toward her t’rosary to initiate the series of events that would leave sector empty, taking people away on various errands, assigning last-minute tasks and meetings and rerouting the data streams from the sector to avoid any possible interruptions due to unforeseen power fluxes or any other innumerable permutations of the events that would go down during the five minutes it would take Esther to enter Station #3 and kill John Bucksmith through the original application of electromagnetic impulses previously but ineffectively deployed (she thought she had fixed that bug), her arm would freeze, and her fingers would again feel the pressure of warm blood on unseeing eyes.


  Finally, she stood. She worked her t’rosary stiffly, almost mechanically. She watched as surrounding stations and corridors emptied, leaving John Bucksmith alone, exposed, and unaware.


  As Esther slipped silently along the walls leading to Station #3, she coldly reviewed the steps she would have to take in order to calibrate and deploy the electromagnetic impulses that would stop John Bucksmith’s heart. He would die a quick, “natural” death. And she would leave his body behind for mourning. That was as close as Esther could come to convincing herself that she was doing the right thing.


  She had not counted on her nose betraying her.


  


  



  


  16.


  The minute she entered Station #3, she was hit with a strong undercurrent of olfactory shock: the weathered scent she knew as “campfire” permeated the entire room. Campfires were, of course, not strictly illegal on an outpost world like NuO, but it was difficult to think of situations in which wood, once obtained, would be burned merely for an evening’s entertainment. So the cold musk of embers, ashes, and stars she associated with the concept of “campfire” came instead from the old stories on the tablets and the fanciful flights of imagination indulged in by those producing various low-budget entertainment vids. That, and the spate of vaguely erotic dreams she’d been having lately. But she’d taken that scent to simply signify some odd combination of old-fashioned genderism and otherness—she hadn’t really thought that there were people alive on NuO who actually smelled that way.


  Apparently, John Bucksmith was one such person. Even as Esther raised her t’rosary, diverting the data streams from Station #3 and preparing to launch her killing command, she inhaled. And as John Bucksmith turned to raise his eyes towards hers, Sister Esther Dale lost what remained of her carefully constructed control and dropped her t’rosary back against her chest.


  “Can I help you?” a friendly, deep-chested voice asked.


  Esther just looked.


  “You look like you might be in the wrong place?” he continued.


  She did not know how it was possible, but there was no denying the fact that the man who stood before her, the man she knew to be John Bucksmith, was one and the same with the indistinct shadowy man who had been visiting her dreams, leaving traces of campfire smoke in her nostrils as she woke each morning. Esther had no time to reevaluate—this killing was coming apart, unraveling at the seams before she even began. She made a decision.


  “John Bucksmith,” she began, voice firm, low, and commanding. “You are in significant danger. I cannot give you details, but I can show you my credentials.” The t’rosary she held out towards him for identification was warm to the touch. She didn’t know what she would do if he didn’t recognize it, didn’t realize its significance. Luckily, his eyes widened slightly as he identified the t’rosary. He looked at her curiously, almost expectantly, as if he had been waiting for something like this to end his workday.


  Before he could speak, Esther motioned for silence. With a quick twist and tap, she used her t’rosary to scramble the Panopt signal temporarily. The effect extended to the data stream. Ganic, Esther swore. She had left the data stream running so as to maintain the illusion that John Bucksmith’s death was an unfortunate accident of poor health (although, looking at him, she was beginning to think that no one in their right mind would have believed his body to be on the verge of heart failure). But now, the interruption from the scrambling had caused the alarm to go off. Security would be here almost instantaneously. She had to get them out of there, now, before any record of their interaction could be made and archived.


  “Come with me if you want to live,” she commanded in what she hoped was a calm and authoritative voice. John Bucksmith, hesitated, but nodded, placed his hand in hers, and followed her without further hesitation as she raced across the station to the industrial-sized hatch. Esther threw the hatch open, and the two of them jumped down into the incinerator loop.
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  At one point in her time down in the archives at the Re-Search, Esther had come across a tablet that contained the work of a cultural anthropologist whose life’s mission had been to trace the connections between tech and entertainment. Her thesis had been fairly blasphemous: that many of the innovations of the original Tech Emergence back on Earth had come about not through the divinely inspired acts of investigation undertaken at the convents, but rather through the decidedly banal impulse toward entertainment. As part of her argument, the anthropologist had discussed some of the earliest vids on record, and, curious, Esther had searched them out and even watched some of them. One of the ones she had enjoyed even in its amazingly inaccurate speculations had featured a scene in which the heroes had found themselves trapped in a rapidly shrinking waste receptacle aboard a planet-sized warship. Esther had been extremely amused to think that her ancestors had considered it even possible that anyone would use such a means of escape.


  She wasn’t laughing anymore as she and John Bucksmith slid down the track to the plant’s incinerator loop. Esther worked frenetically at her t’rosary, accessing schematics and overriding systems controls with a speed and control she had previously thought to be inaccessible to her. Focused inward, she scarcely noticed as her body tumbled to a stop. The ground beneath her was scorching, but she had not been incinerated, so she believed her manipulations of the tech that controlled the incinerator had been sufficient. Not that there was time to stay around and find out if she was wrong.


  John Bucksmith stared at her intently, waiting and watching to see what she would do. Esther approved. His ability to commit to a decision once made was commendable. He likely could have gone into the Brotherhood had he been so inclined.


  “Maintenance door should be to the left,” she said. John nodded once and they were off. She singed the fingertips of her left hand against the walls, trying to feel for the door. After that, they avoided touching the walls and resorted to staring intensely at the walls, trying to discern some sort of doorway. A faint, red glow caught her attention, and she held the ocular disk of her t’rosary up to her eye. Yes, there was the door, and there, to the right, an emergency access panel. Esther passed her t’rosary over the retina scanner, then made a few adjustments. Ocular disk still raised, she activated the scan. There was a slight hiss, and the sticking sound of a weathered plasticene seal breaking free. They were through.


  Once they were no longer in immediate danger of incineration, Esther stopped. “I feel I owe you an explanation,” she said. John raised an eyebrow.


  “I’m listening,” he said.


  “The short version is that your death has been ordered by the....” Here Esther faltered, unsure of what to say. She could not reveal the existence of the Shadow Network, for such an institution did not legally exist. John clearly knew that she was an initiate into the Mysteries, but what, exactly, this identification meant outside the context of the convent, she did not know. For the most part, the residents of Pendle treated the sisters as curious but essentially friendly custodians of the tech that made the life-blood of their existence flow. She was also fairly certain that the idea that anyone involved professionally with the Conglomerate Church should not be connected with ordered executions in any way. Which left her momentarily bereft of words.


  “Your death has been ordered,” she revised. “I am not at liberty to say by whom. But I am here to help you.”


  “Lucky me,” John said, his voice tinged with admiration.


  Flirting?! He’s flirting at a time like this? Why isn’t he breaking down into a hysterical, sobbing mess? Although it was extremely helpful that this John Bucksmith failed to follow the normal and predictable behaviors of those who did not practice the control taught at the convent, it was imbuing him with more mystery than she had time for. It was then she realized that what she had taken for admiration in his voice was much more likely to be the unexpressed strain of shock and stress. You vain idiot, she thought.


  “Unfortunately, there are only two options: Option A, I smuggle you into the convent and essentially procure for you an entirely new life. New ID, new location—off-world, of course—new career. You may never contact your friends or family again, or you will be killed.”


  “And Option B?” he queried.


  “Option B, I place you back in the incineration loop, seal the exits, and re-engage the scheduled incineration.”


  He seemed to mull this over. “Okay,” he announced. “I’ll take Option A, if you don’t mind.”


  Esther was relieved. For all her talk of “options,” she was not certain she actually could go through with killing this man. It hadn’t worked the last time. “An appropriate choice, given the situation at hand,” she replied.


  “I’ve always wanted to get off-world, see the universe, that kind of thing,” John explained.


  “Really? I assume your familial obligations have held you back.”


  “No—I’m alone. Just never quite made the leap to leave. Perhaps this is simply the push I needed.”


  “I see, yes, well, that will simplify things given your current situation.”


  John turned to head out. Spinning through a fairly complex set of mental calculations designed to implement a plan she had, again, failed to think through in its entirety, Esther led them through the bowels of the plant.
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  As the off-world transport spun lazily through the upper atmosphere, glinting in the sunlight as it flashed against the giant reddish moon in the eastern sky, Esther felt herself relax for the first time in what seemed like days. Given the fact that NuO’s days were only eighteen hours, this wasn’t as daunting as it might have been on someplace like Arizo with its ungainly forty-two-hour days. That was where she had arranged to transport John.


  Levi, she corrected herself. John Bucksmith had, for all intents and purposes, died in the lower tech sanctum under the minute sculpting efforts of several million very persistent micro techs. His time in the Re-Birth had been significant. His finger and voice-prints were reshaped, all exterior features modified, and his face had been completely changed, including an unfortunately painful retinal sculpting. Esther had had to turn aside during that section of the Re-Birth. The blood from John’s burst capillaries had been disturbingly reminiscent of other bloodied eyes she had recently closed.


  In the end, he emerged: Levi Sarig. His official biography indicated that he had lived on NuO for thirty-seven years, and, after a career as a systems manager at Pendle’s incineration loop, he had decided to take his skills off-world and settle on Arizo, a planet that happened to have many openings in such civil engineering markets. Esther had located a job for John in a small mining town far from that quadrant’s local convent.


  Even though she knew it was highly unlikely that any initiates from the convent would be paying attention to this job, let alone that they would decide to begin an investigation on the very ordinary migrant worker coming to fill the position, she was still somewhat apprehensive that at the last minute Levi Sarig would be denied a migrant tablet or that the off-world transport itself would develop a mysterious mechanical difficulties and be unexpectedly grounded.


  Protocol 43F’s assignation of a work history in the civil sector, specifically with incineration loop systems, had given Esther the odd sensation that, despite all of her precautions, manipulations, and downright scrubbing, someone, somewhere in the program management for Protocol 43F had seen her jump down that waste hatch in Station #3. Someone with an irksome sense of humor.


  But of course, Esther knew that it was impossible. By the time they left Plant #2, she had regained full control, and the t’rosary had scrubbed everything within five centimeters of John’s DNA. The only record of Esther’s return to the convent and expected descent into the tech sanctum was that of Esther herself. But still, the coincidence had set her on edge, and she was more relieved than she cared to admit at the off-world transport’s departure.


  And now, Sister Esther Dale AKA Beatrice Cortez was making her way up past the archives and the sisters of the Re-Search, past the clean rooms filled with her white-robed sisters, past the Scriptorium with its cubicle maze—up to the office of the Mother Superior. She had rehearsed what she would say: that John Bucksmith no longer existed on the face of this planet. In this way, she could maintain her vow of truth, although she was not certain how effective it would be in the long run.


  The Mother Superior looked pleased to see Esther. She took this as an encouraging sign.


  “Come in, Sister Beatrice, please. Do sit.” As the Mother Superior began to engage in the now-familiar genuflections necessary to engage the internal dampening field complete with ocular holographic projection and real-time data stream that she put in place whenever Esther was there, Esther settled back into a plasticene armchair. The synthetic foam that filled the cushions was soft, and the upholstery warmed almost instantly to her touch, filling her aching bruises with gentle relief. Tiny electric impulses gently massaged her lower back as she sank deeper into the chair. It wasn’t often that Esther experienced true desire for an actual physical object, but this chair ... it was changing some of that. Perhaps she would be able to request one now that she had turned the key. She had missed her own funeral services that morning in order see John (Levi!) off safely—seemed like she ought to be able compensate herself for the lost opportunity to mourn her own mortal passage.


  “I have communicated with my contacts in the Shadow Network. They are most pleased with your recent actions. The key is no more. The resulting consequences are already at play.” The Mother Superior smiled thinly at Esther. Considering that this was the first and only smile Esther had ever seen directed personally at her, despite decades of faithful, inventive service, she felt like she had really accomplished something worthwhile.


  “Thank you, Mother,” Esther said. She decided to remain silent; it was fairly clear that at this point, it was the Mother Superior’s opportunity to offer Esther the restitution of her identity and the chance to continue her training in the Mysteries of the High Tech. Esther would not even mind if she were to be transferred to another quadrant, or even sector. Her activities during the past few days had, in an odd way, boosted her confidence in her skills. Perhaps she could even seek a ship assignment. Initiates were especially valuable during interstellar voyage, when a corrupting virus or ghost could cripple an entire vessel, endangering crew and passengers alike.


  “I suspect that these initial consequences may be a cause for concern,” continued the Mother. Esther paused her internal musings. “I understand that the taking of life is a difficult choice, and yet the timeliness and efficiency with which you carried out your killings—for the first death, though unfortunate, did not deter you from continuing on to complete your mission—this single-minded dedication to obedience has won you great favor within the Shadow Network. We are in need of someone with your particular expertise.”


  Esther most definitely did not like the turn this conversation was taking. She considered speaking up, but what could she say? That the commitment and dedication being extolled right now was a lie? That wasn’t true either, for Esther was committed to the protection of the human race. She was committed to the eradication of those elements that threatened the gifts from the Conglomerate God. Her lapse with John Bucksmith had been just that—a lapse. A failure of judgment at a critical juncture. But surely the actions that followed this failure—the essential “death” of John Bucksmith on NuO, the erasure of his previous identity, the replacement of his memories, even knowing as she worked the Re-Birth to effect this replacement that doing so would erase any beginnings of confidence, any hint of trust, that had begun to develop between the two of them—surely this sacrifice was as real and as potent as any killing?


  The Mother Superior seemed to still be waiting for a response from Esther at this point. Esther bowed her head and said “Thank you, Mother.” But that was all she could get out past the knot that was forming in her chest.


  “Good. I had hoped you would continue down this Path.” Esther heard the slight emphasis on the word “path” that changed it into the formalized “Path.” She was certain that she had not formally accepted a change in vocation. And yet, it was true that killing had brought a different dimension to her practice with the t’rosary. Had she somehow stumbled away from the Mysteries? Or was this simply a Path within the Mysteries?


  “Yes, Mother,” she replied. The Mother Superior seemed to be waiting for verbal affirmation from Esther. This behavior, too, was a bit odd. The default behavior ingrained in all users of the t’rosary was to avoid unnecessary speech and action that would later have to be manipulated and scrubbed before it could reach the data stacks via the Panopt.


  “This arrived for you this morning. It has been waiting for your return.” The Mother held out the last thing Esther wanted to see: a cream-colored envelope of pure paper. Esther took the envelope, its weight and texture alarmingly familiar. She flipped it over: the same seal, pressed in a thin, hardened plasticene that would shatter the minute she opened the envelope. Just like last time.


  The world seemed to slow. Esther stared at the sealed envelope in her hands. She could hear her heart beating rhythmically against her chest. Da-dum. Da-dum. Da-dum. The Mother Superior looked at her expectantly. Her gaze began to harden under Esther’s apparent rejection of the task she had accepted into her hands.


  Moving under their own volition, Esther’s hands fingered the envelope, flipping it over expertly, as if she handled such things regularly. Her index finger extended, slipping into the gap between the top crease and the flap. She thrust her finger across the crease, slicing the envelope open. The seal did not shatter this time.


  With thumb and forefinger, Esther reached into the envelope and drew out a single sheet of paper. In the same careful handwriting and blue ink lay the identity of the person she was apparently being asked to kill: The Mother Superior, The Order of the Sainted Cumulus Mesofactia, Quadrant 18, Sector NA.
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  Sister Esther Dale did not hesitate. She knew that if she stopped to think about the words on the paper that lay at her feet where she had dropped it only moments before that she would falter. And she could not falter now without undoing the confidence that allowed John Bucksmith to live on as Levi Sarig. And if he was killed due to a failure on her part, then any hope she had at making up the deficit caused by her murder of the man known to her now as Richard Xiao was lost. All these thoughts pierced through her consciousness simultaneously. But they did not cause her to lose her focus.


  Esther had practiced the sequencing necessary to effectively induce cardiac arrest via electromagnetic interruption of the heart’s beating so many times in preparation for the sacrifice of the key that her hands were already finishing their movements by the time she had taken the two steps forward to close the space between her and the Mother Superior. Perhaps the Mother Superior thought that Esther was coming to show her what was on the paper; perhaps Esther was simply moving too quickly for the Mother to react. She was old, after all. Old enough that a heart attack was certainly not out of the question.


  And so as Esther came face to face with the Mother Superior, she watched as the Mother’s eyes widened in surprise. The protections in place on the room did not apply to attacks from the interior, apparently. And while the Mother’s t’rosary was sounding its defensive alarm, the internal dampening field absorbed it: no one outside the office could see or hear anything amiss.


  The Mother Superior’s eyes bulged, then squeezed tight in evident pain. Esther upped the intensity of the cardiac interruption. The Mother collapsed against Esther, seeking support as her thin bones shook. She’s so light! Esther noticed, distractedly. Esther obediently caught her, gently lowering her to the ground. How would she explain her failure to summon help? It must have happened quickly, Esther decided. And her impulse had been to try to help herself, given her training. But sometimes even an initiate would fail.


  Esther excused herself from the limbs currently straightening and stiffening in their final agonies of death. She walked back to where the cream paper lay on the floor. Picking it up gently, Esther returned to the Mother’s side. It was a sacrifice, after all. A sacrifice that would allow Esther to cut her ties, and leave. No one else need know the tasks she had undertaken. The Shadow Network could not be so extensive; it would take effort, perhaps even a new vocation, but she could sink from their view.


  With these thoughts bringing the calm and control she sought, Esther placed the cream paper into a plasticene trash can and then quickly initiated the incineration mode. The thin smoke wound gently towards the ceiling, dissipating slightly as it neared the end of its journey. The Mother Superior lay dead at her feet. Esther turned to rise and disable the defenses in place on the room itself. She sought for the correct stream frequency with the t’rosary, but struggled to locate the source of the defensive deceptions. Just as she was beginning to wonder if it would be possible for her to find a way to use the remaining electromagnetic residue through the Mother’s manipulated fingers in order to disable the wards, she heard a soft click followed by a gentle sliding. A hidden panel opened up behind the Mother Superior’s imposing desk.


  And out stepped the Mother Superior.
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  “As you can see, Sister Esther Dale, currently using the alias Beatrice Cortez thanks to illegally obtained identity alterations, is fully capable of committing murder,” the Mother Superior said.


  Esther stood still. Her mind, however, was racing. Who was the Mother Superior talking to? As if in answer to her question, several heavily armed special forces followed her through the hidden door.


  “It is my opinion that Sister Esther has, in fact, long been nurturing these psychopathic tendencies. We have kept an eye on her for some time, especially once she showed interest in being inducted into the Mysteries of the High Tech. Until the vicious murders of Sister Anna, Sister Maria, and Sister Tia, we had no direct proof of her instability.”


  Esther stared at the Mother Superior. Surely this was some kind of bizarre test? Some way to prove her loyalty, to demonstrate her ability to keep her oaths as the Mother had previously admonished? Why in the world would the Mother Superior wish to assign the blame for her fellow initiate’s deaths to Esther Dale? She still had not moved. She was not certain that she even could move, based off of the limiting sequences she observed the Mother working on her own t’rosary.


  “But you have seen with your own eyes the rapidity with which her psychosis now appears to be manifesting itself. Whatever delusions she has concocted, there is no denying the proof of the vicious attack just made ... on my own person. A desperate move by a woman desperate to cover up her guilt. I’m afraid this is not the first time she has killed on these sacred grounds.” The Mother Superior sounded as if she were not only appalled, but emotionally moved by the depravity of the sister she had fed, sheltered, and taught all these years.


  Bravo, thought Esther. The Mother Superior’s latest words had made it clear to her: she had created a perfect double through Protocol 43F. Someone—some poor sister likely emotionally manipulated by the Mother Superior—had willingly undergone a complete Re-Birth and become a perfect facsimile of the Mother herself. Esther had no idea how long the facsimile had been in place, but she suspected that this was a very recent development. It would be quite difficult to keep two Mother Superiors a secret for long.


  Then the true Mother Superior had hidden herself and the special forces within the secret compartment. Who knows what they had seen—Esther knew well that unless one was face-to-face with another person (and apparently not even that was always safe) that both image and sound could be manipulated. At any rate, they clearly saw her kill the false Mother Superior. She wondered if the special forces realized that the false Mother had been, at heart, an actual person—a person willing to suffer an innocent and violent death, though to be fair they may not have realized that was part of the package—or if the true Mother Superior had somehow convinced them that she was some sort of embodied hologram or even artificial intelligence.


  I wonder when she made the decision to blame me for the deaths of my sisters. And why me? What could she possibly gain?


  It did not matter now. They were clipping her hands behind her back. They removed her t’rosary with help from the Mother Superior. They pushed her head down roughly. She knew where she was going. She watched as two tears—her first in over eight years—tracked down her nose before falling softly. They landed on the dead body at her feet, washing her sister’s crown.


  Esther longed to close the unseeing eyes. But she could not.


  



  


  Epilogue


  The Mother Superior sat alone in her room. Her office was still being cleaned. And it would be a while before she really wanted to spend much time alone there again. Although she knew it had been necessary, watching Sister Esther react so quickly to the instructions contained in the second envelope had been quite difficult. The ease with which the initiate had harnessed the power of the t’rosary, twisting it towards death, demonstrated a true talent. Sister Esther’s arrest was a significant loss to her convent—and even though she had arranged it herself, carefully framing Sister Esther for last week’s deaths, the Mother Superior could not help but feel that loss.


  And then there had been the matter of seeing her own body attacked and convulsing on the floor until death arrived. She would need to see that additional prayers were said for Sister Martha. She had been loyal. And easy to persuade. Qualities that, like Sister Esther’s facility with the t’rosary, the Mother Superior had long cultivated.


  Too many losses. But all for the greater good. For the greater gain. For the greater God. And ultimately, that’s what her service all boiled down to: she served the Conglomerate God, and He had spoken to her. Unlike many others in her order, the Mother Superior was, at root, essentially practical rather than idealistic. Which meant that she provided excellent administration for her convent. And that when the Conglomerate God spoke, He did not have to deal with the overwhelming presence of ritual and abnegation that had built up over the hundreds of years He had been worshiped by mankind in the universe. He spoke; she listened.


  “Mother Superior?” A clear, young voice cut through her thoughts.


  “Yes,” she replied wearily.


  “The sisters at the school sent me here, and then the other sisters here, they had me go into this room to wait, but then I saw you pass by on your way here, and I thought I might just ask you directly....” The Mother Superior opened her door. An athletic young woman stood there, hands in pockets, thumbs fidgeting slightly.


  “What can I do for you?” she asked the young woman.


  “I would like to, you know, enroll or sign up or whatever you’re calling it here.”


  “The official path to enter the Sisterhood requires parental approval, archived via vid-screen to the Panopt. Surely you knew this before now.”


  “Yeah, I know, but—I know this isn’t common or anything, but both of my parents, they’re, well, they’ve passed.”


  Interesting. The Mother Superior gave the girl another look. “And your guardian?” she asked her.


  “I’m legal in one week.”


  “I see.”


  “Look, I’ve already archived my decision with the Flight Path a few days ago. But I’ve been having a ... a change of heart. I think that my place is here. I, uh, I want to be part of the Sisterhood. I’ve tested in since I was fourteen, if that helps.”


  Definitely interesting.


  “I am sure that we can work something out. The Sisters of the Order of the Sainted Cumulus Mesofactia are known for their beneficence towards the young. What shall I call you?”


  “Amelia. My name is Amelia Xiao.”


  “Welcome Novice Amelia. Let’s get you settled.”
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  Moon Wreck


  Chapter One


  Mission Commander Jason Strong stared at the damaged lunar lander with a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. His best friend and copilot Greg Johnson was standing next to him. They both wore cumbersome white spacesuits suited to the lunar environment. All Jason could hear was Greg’s heavy breathing coming over the suit radio. He was also having a hard time keeping his own breathing steady. The landing had been a disaster, and there were no backup plans for what had happened. They were stranded on the Moon with no way home.


  “Damn!” Greg finally managed to say in an unsteady voice. “We’re really screwed now. How could this happen?”


  Both men were staring at their lunar lander, which was lying on its side at the edge of a small crater. The crater was only four to six feet deep, but that had been enough for one of the lander’s support struts to become unstable and the lander to topple over.


  “I don’t see any way to right it,” commented Jason, thinking about what they needed to do and the equipment they had available to them. “Nobody ever considered this scenario.”


  “How about the mechanical arm on the rover?” asked Greg, sounding desperate. “Could we use it to set the lander back up?”


  He had a wife and infant son back home, and he didn’t want Elizabeth to have to raise their son by herself. He could just imagine how she was feeling. There had been no contact with Mission Control for over twelve hours. Down on Earth, they would know something had gone terribly wrong. He could imagine the people in the Control Center frantically trying to contact them and only getting silence back in return. They had lost all contact just a few minutes into their descent.


  “Not strong enough,” replied Jason, shaking his head as he thought about their options. “The lander just weighs too much. Even in the lighter lunar gravity it’s too much for the mechanical arm on the rover.”


  “Then we’re going to die here,” responded Greg, glumly. He walked over to the lander in a shuffling gate and put his white gloved hand against the small American flag on the side of the lander. It had been his lifelong dream to travel to the Moon. “We’re the first manned mission to the Moon in decades, and we crashed. It’ll be years before there’s another.”


  Jason walked over to stand next to Greg and reached out and put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. The open hatch to the lander was just above them. They were fortunate the hatch had remained unblocked, or they would have been trapped inside. “Any chance of getting the radio working?”


  “The antennas are crushed,” replied Greg, pointing toward the front of the lander, which was leaning against a large dark boulder. The boulder had put a sizable dent in the side of the lander. They were fortunate it hadn’t penetrated the hull. “Not only that, but that mysterious interference we detected on our descent will screw up any radio signal we try to transmit.”


  “That damn interference shut down our computers,” spoke Jason, recalling the harrowing descent when most of the lander’s systems had suddenly shut down.


  It had been all he could do to stabilize the lander and finish the descent to the surface. Without the advanced LIDAR ranging system online and computers, they had to resort to old fashion radar. Unfortunately, the radar system was intermittent due to the powerful interference coming from the Moon. Greg had to look out the lander’s viewports to guide Jason down the last several hundred feet. Because they couldn’t see or detect what was directly below them, they had crashed in the small crater.


  Jason was silent for a moment as he weighed their options. None were good. “We have enough air in the lander to last several weeks; if we can get power to the recycler, our oxygen supply will last for several months.”


  “The batteries are fully charged, and the emergency fuel cells are intact,” responded Greg, sounding slightly calmer. He had checked those before they had exited the lander. “But that still leaves the question of what we do about food and water. Even on emergency rations, we only have enough for about three weeks.”


  “Can we get the rover out?’ asked Jason, walking over to stare at the bottom of the lander and the compartment that held the lunar rover. He had a plan that he had been considering. Somehow, he had to find a way to get them off the Moon and back to Earth.


  “I don’t see why not,” replied Greg, coming to stand next to Jason and staring up at the rover’s shielded compartment. “It’s light enough in the Moon’s gravity that we should be able to position it properly if there’s a problem. I don’t see any obvious damage to the rover compartment. Why do you want to get the rover out? It’s sort of pointless. I mean, why do any exploration? We can’t get back to Earth!”


  Jason turned to face Greg. He knew Greg was worried about his wife and son. “Something’s causing the interference that screwed up our landing. It’s still preventing any radio signals from getting out. Don’t forget that the rover has a radio that’s capable of reaching our orbiting command module. We just need to find what’s causing that interference and shut it down.”


  “You think it’s artificial?” Greg asked in surprise, his eyes growing wide. This was something he hadn’t considered. “How can that be possible? We would have known if there had been another mission heading for the Moon. You can’t keep something like that a secret.”


  “The interference has to be artificial,” answered Jason, looking off toward the south. “It didn’t start until we began our descent. To me that’s too big a coincidence. I don’t think it was a manned mission. As you said, something like that couldn’t be kept a secret.”


  “You think another country snuck a probe up here hoping to screw up our landing so our company couldn’t get the space contract?” asked Greg with doubt in his voice. He just didn’t see how it could have been done in secret.


  He knew that a smaller rocket would have been harder to detect, but it still would have been difficult to land a probe on the Moon without it being noticed. Not only that but they had kept their landing site a secret until the day of the launch.


  “What else?” Jason replied with growing conviction in his voice. “This exploration contract for the Moon and Mars is worth potentially hundreds of billions of dollars. There are even companies in our own country that would like to see us fail.”


  “It would have cost a hell of a lot of money to get a probe to the Moon just to sabotage us,” replied Greg, doubtfully. “But I can see how the space contract would have made it tempting. With our failure, there are several other companies that will be jumping in to get their share.” Greg was silent for a moment as he mulled everything over.


  “So, do we get the rover out and go looking for the source of the interference?” Jason asked once more. While Jason wasn’t married, he still had a brother and sister he would like to get back to Earth to see.


  “I guess it’s better than sitting around here waiting for our air to give out,” Greg replied after thinking about it for several moments. “At least it will give us something to do.”


  “If we can shut down the interference, we can contact Mission Control from the rover. If they know where we are, there’s a good possibility our company can send a supply drone to the Moon. It would allow us to replenish our supplies and survive until our people down on Earth figure something out.”


  “They could even send us something to set the lander back up,” Greg spoke with some excitement flowing into his voice. “If we can right the lander, we can go home!”


  “Perhaps,” replied Jason, looking up into the star-studded sky. The Earth was plainly visible above the distant lunar horizon. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We still have a lot to do and even if we can contact Earth, we may be on the Moon for quite some time.”


  The two climbed back up into the lunar lander and shut the hatch behind them. After a few moments, they had the small airlock pressurized, and they opened the inner hatch to the inside compartment. Helping each other out of their cumbersome spacesuits and stowing them away, the two crawled over to their acceleration couches and sat down. Due to the way the lander had fallen over, they were in a reclining position, but all the controls were still within easy reach.


  “Anything on communications?” Jason asked still hoping that the interference would come to a stop on its own. They still had short-range communications from an internal antenna.


  Greg pressed several buttons and flipped multiple switches, but all that came over the speakers was static. The same thing they had heard for the last twelve harrowing hours.


  “No, same as before,” replied Greg, disappointed. “It looks as if we’re going to have to take that trip to wherever this interference is coming from. I just hope we can find what’s causing it and shut it down.”


  Jason was silent for a moment. He could see the worry on Greg’s face. He knew that his best friend was thinking of his family back down on Earth.


  “Don’t worry Greg, we’ll get out of this,” Jason said, determinedly. “Once we find the probe that’s broadcasting this interference and turn it off, we can arrange a rescue. We’ll also make sure whoever sent that probe is taken care of. I’ll personally make sure their company is put out of business.”


  “Let’s just find that probe first,” replied Greg, reaching forward and dimming the lights in the cabin. He lay back on his acceleration couch and looked over at Jason. “I still find it hard to believe that someone would intentionally sabotage our landing.”


  “Mission Control should be picking up this interference,” Jason commented as he mentally went over the companies, and even countries, that might have sent the probe.


  “Possibly,” Greg spoke in agreement. “But there’s nothing they can do. The source of the problem is here on the Moon, not down on Earth.”


  “We’ll break the rover out in the morning,” responded Jason, knowing they both needed to get some sleep. “It shouldn’t take us too long to find the source of the signal.”


  “I hope so,” replied Greg, reaching into his pocket and taking out a photograph of his wife and baby. He looked at his family in the dim light. He swore to himself he would do whatever was necessary to make it back home to them.


  Jason tried to relax, knowing they would have a strenuous day coming if they succeeded in getting the rover out. Jason had been a military test pilot for six years before retiring and applying for the job of chief pilot for the new space company that Greg and he now worked for. His sister had been against him volunteering for this mission. She had said it was too dangerous, especially with a new space vehicle built by a private company. She had reminded him repeatedly that if something happened on the Moon, there would be no one to rescue them.


  His brother had been excited and slapped Jason happily across the back when he found out that Jason had been chosen as chief pilot and mission commander. His sister had been very quiet and had gone into another room for a while. She eventually came back out and wished him good luck, knowing this was what Jason had always wanted. However, Jason could tell from his sister’s demeanor that she really didn’t want him going to the Moon.


  Jason closed his eyes and tried to sleep. His sister had been right, and now Greg and he were stranded on the Moon with no way home. Jason knew that his sister would be at Mission Control and would not leave until she heard something. Her husband was currently overseas working as a consultant for an oil company and wasn’t due back for another month. Someway, Jason had to find a way home. He couldn’t let his sister down.


  -


  Jason and Greg had gotten up early and were out working diligently on the hatch to the rover compartment. It hadn’t been designed to be opened from a nearly horizontal position. After a little work, they managed to get the hatch open and secured so they could get to the rover.


  The rover slipped out of its compartment a lot easier than Jason had expected. A little pushing and shoving and they had it positioned far enough away from the obstructing landing struts that it could be activated.


  Jason stepped forward and pressed a large recessed button on the side of the rover. Instantly the rover unfolded, and the six large wheels rotated around until they were touching the lunar surface. It looked just like a giant spider unfolding its legs.


  “That was easier than I expected,” commented Greg, looking at the rover.


  “I don’t see any damage,” Jason replied. The rover compartment was well shielded, and the crash didn’t look as if it had harmed it.


  Jason walked slowly around the rover, carefully inspecting it. The rover was a fully contained vehicle with a nuclear power source furnished by the American government. It was equipped with cameras and communication equipment that would allow them to communicate with either the lander or the orbiting command module.


  Stepping over to the controls on the small instrument panel, Jason checked the dials. Power was operational, oxygen supplies were topped out, and the onboard guidance computer was flashing a warning light. Just like the computers in the lander, the one on the rover was experiencing problems with the mysterious transmission.


  “Same as the lander,” muttered Greg, noticing the blinking light. “I guess it was to be expected.”


  “Yeah; same as the lander,” replied Jason, looking over at Greg. “But everything else checks out.”


  “So what do we do now?” asked Greg, perplexed. “How do we navigate without the guidance computer?”


  The computer had a three-dimensional map of the lunar surface programmed into its memory. Normally all they would have to do was plug in their destination and the rover would drive them to it.


  “I guess we do it the old fashioned way,” Jason replied. It didn’t seem as if they could catch a break. “We have detailed maps, which show the lunar surface. We can use them.”


  Greg looked toward the south. Navigating wouldn’t be easy. There were several craters and small hills between them and the source of the interference. Without the navigational computer, the trip was bound to take longer.


  Greg hated leaving the safety of the lander. At least inside of it, they had some comforts. Food, water, air, power, and they could take off their spacesuits. The lunar rover had two seats and hookups so they could run their spacesuits off the rover’s power system. There was also a small air recycling system that could regenerate their air.


  “Let’s go inside, get a little rest, eat, and then we can head toward the source of the transmission,” Jason suggested. He knew they needed to be doing something to take their minds off their precarious situation.


  “That source is approximately thirty miles away,” Greg responded still looking toward the south. “Even with the rover, that’s going to be a long trip.” He kicked his foot at the lunar surface and watched the dust fly up. “There’s an awful lot of this damn dust everywhere. I hope it doesn’t screw up the rover.”


  “All the moving parts are shielded against the dust,” Jason reminded Greg as he walked back over to the side of the lander where the open hatch was waiting.


  “Are we doing the right thing?” asked Greg, stopping just below the hatch and looking at Jason. “There’s still a chance the lander could be spotted by Earth based telescopes. They could already be in the process of sending a supply drone.”


  Jason paused. This was something he had already considered. “Possibly,” he admitted. “But why put all of our eggs in one basket? If we can find the source of the interference and shut it down, we can easily contact Earth. The telescopes on Earth might have a hard time spotting the lander. After all, it’s lying on its side at the edge of this small crater, which will make much it more difficult to see. We’re also over fifty miles away from our planned landing site. Even if they can spot us from Earth, it may be days before they do so.”


  “You’re right,” Greg admitted with a heavy sigh. “Our best bet is to find the source of the interference. Let’s get back inside the lander.”


  With a little help, Jason climbed into the open hatch and then leaned out to pull Greg up. Soon the two were back inside the lander. After getting their spacesuits off, Jason settled down in his acceleration couch and pulled down a detailed map of the Moon. He had spent several hours earlier pouring over the map, calculating the most likely position for the source of the interference. A red x was marked in a crater approximately thirty miles away in a southerly direction.


  Jason turned to Greg and then spoke. “You don’t have to go,” he reminded him. “I can handle this by myself.”


  “Yeah; stay here in this lander alone and I will go space happy,” answered Greg, shaking his head. “I would rather take my chances with you. Besides what would your sister say if something happened to you and I was safe back here in the lander? How would I ever explain that to her?”


  Jason smiled at Greg. His sister definitely wouldn’t be happy about that. If they made it back to Earth, Jason knew he would get a long I told you so lecture from his sister. If they made it back, that lecture would be worth it.


  The two settled down, ate a light meal, and drank some of their precious water. They lay quietly on their couches, both lost in their own private thoughts.


  Greg finally stood back up and made his way over to his spacesuit. “No point in delaying this.”


  “You're right,” responded Jason, moving over to help Greg put on his cumbersome spacesuit. Once Greg’s suit was on, Greg helped Jason with his.


  A few minutes later, they were both back out on the lunar surface. Jason took his seat in the vehicle and Greg climbed in beside him. They had both spent many long hours training in the rover in the Arizona desert, and now that training was about to be put to the test.


  “Let’s go,” said Greg, buckling his harness.


  Jason pressed the accelerator, and the rover began to move. Jason drove slowly at first, trying to get the feel of driving in the light lunar gravity. He had to be careful to avoid small boulders and the occasional shallow crater. After a few minutes, Jason began to feel more at ease driving the rover over the desolate lunar surface.


  “Just like driving a car,” he quipped, trying to sound lighthearted.


  “Without shocks,” groaned Greg as they hit a small rock.


  -


  For several hours, Jason drove the rover across the rough lunar surface. He carefully picked his way between the boulders and small hills that blocked their path. After each detour, he always came back to a bearing of due south.


  “What do you think we’ll find?” asked Greg, breaking the silence. “Do you think the probe was sent from a country or a rival company?”


  “I don’t know,” Jason responded as he drove around a small boulder, stirring up more lunar dust. “It just doesn’t make a lot of sense if you really think about it.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Greg, looking over at Jason feeling puzzled.


  Jason hesitated as he tried to organize what he wanted to say without worrying Greg too much. “I can’t see the probe being from another country. It could cause some serious international problems if it was ever discovered that our landing had been sabotaged. I’m not sure any of the ones wanting to reach the Moon and Mars would risk that.”


  “What about another company?” asked Greg, agreeing with Jason’s assessment of other countries probably not being involved. “Do you have any in mind that might want to take us out in order to get one of the contracts?”


  “A couple, possibly,” responded Jason, thinking about the half dozen rival companies that were competing for shares of the lucrative space contracts. “There are only two that might be willing to take such a risk. What surprises me is that no one detected the probe being launched.”


  “It could have been launched from a ship out on the ocean,” suggested Greg, trying to think of how a launch could have been accomplished in secrecy.


  “Possibly,” Jason said. “Even then, it should have been detected. Someone should have noticed. There are a number of tracking stations that should have picked up an ocean launch.”


  “Or they didn’t mention it,” added Greg, knowing that money sometimes had an extremely long reach. “Someone could have been paid to look in the other direction.”


  “It’s a possibility,” Jason admitted as he drove the rover up the slope of a small hill and then back down the other side. So far, the rover was responding very well.


  -


  Three hours later, Jason brought the rover to a stop at the base of a long ridge. He looked to his left and then to his right, seeing that the ridge extended as far as his eyes could see.


  “I don’t think the rover can climb over that,” commented Greg, frowning. “It’s too steep.”


  “Way too steep,” Jason replied in agreement. Everything had been going too smooth. He should have expected to run into some type of obstacle.


  He took out the map of the lunar surface for this area of the Moon. It was difficult to unfold with his thick, insulated gloves. After struggling for a moment, he finally succeeded in opening the map, and he gazed at what he thought was their location. The suspected location of the interference was in a crater just on the other side of the obstructing ridge ahead of them. He had noticed the ridge while still in the lunar lander, but he had hoped to find a way to cross it with the rover.


  “Looks as if we’re walking,” muttered Greg, reaching forward and unbuckling his safety harness. They had come too far to turn back now. “It’s time to find out what’s causing this interference.”


  “Make sure your oxygen tank and power supply are topped off,” spoke Jason, agreeing with Greg’s assessment. They would have to walk from here. If the map was correct and he had properly pinpointed the location of the interference, they had about a mile to go.


  Jason reached forward and unbuckled his safety harness. As he did so, he checked his oxygen supplies and suit power levels. Both were topped out and should last for six hours, there was also a two-hour emergency supply if needed.


  The two men exited the rover and walked over to the base of the ridge. It wasn’t too terribly steep. However, the rover wasn’t designed to climb such a slope. Being careful, the two began their ascent. They had to watch for loose rocks and small patches of lunar dust. Some of the dust was several inches thick in places. More than once, they dislodged small stones and caused patches of dust to begin sliding down the ridge. Due to the low gravity on the Moon, everything moved as if it were in slow motion.


  Jason was the first to reach the top of the ridge. He turned and grabbed Greg’s hand, pulling him up the last several feet. Then they both turned and looked down at the crater in front of them trying to spot the probe. From the top of the ridge, Jason knew it should be easily visible.


  “Oh my God!” Greg uttered his eyes growing wide in disbelief. He felt a cold chill run down his back. “It can’t be!”


  Jason looked down at the crater and the massive amount of wreckage strewn across it. This was a crash site! A crash site that extended for nearly a mile, with mangled wreckage everywhere. It ended at the far side of the crater. Jason felt stunned by what he was seeing.


  On the far side of the crater were the remains of an extremely large spacecraft. Only the front section of the spacecraft still seemed to be intact. The rest was scattered across the crater. Jason estimated that the intact front section must be nearly four hundred feet long and at least two hundred feet wide.


  “That wasn’t built on Earth,” spoke Greg, quietly. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest. This was the last thing he had expected to find. Hell, he hadn’t even considered this possibility.


  “No, it wasn’t,” agreed Jason, wondering what to do next. It had taken them nearly forty minutes to climb to the top of the ridge. He figured it would take another twenty minutes to climb down and about thirty more to reach the main part of the wreckage.


  “I wonder how long it’s been here?” asked Greg, trying to estimate how big the spacecraft had been from all the wreckage scattered in the crater.


  “For quite some time,” responded Jason, turning to look at Greg. “A crash like this and all the dust it would have stirred up would have been spotted from Earth. For all we know, this thing has been here for hundreds of years or even longer.”


  “What do we do now?” Greg asked still gazing at the wreck. Exploring a crashed alien spaceship wasn’t in his job description. But did they have any other option? “That ship must still have an active power source and some type of working transmitter on board that’s causing all the interference.”


  “We have no choice,” answered Jason, trying to sound calmer than he felt. “We go down there and see if anyone’s home.”


  “You think someone might have survived that crash?” Greg asked, taken aback at the thought. Greg didn’t know if he was prepared for a first contact scenario. “You think someone in that wreck activated the transmission that caused us to crash?”


  “I doubt it,” replied Jason, looking at the mangled wreckage. “This was a very bad crash, and I don’t think anyone could have survived. That transmission didn’t start until after we began our descent. It might be some type of emergency beacon that was activated when our lander came within range.”


  “An emergency beacon!” Greg said worriedly his eyes looking upward toward the stars. “I wonder who they’re signaling.”


  “Probably no one,” said Jason, trying to sound confident. “That wreck's been here for too long. If someone had been searching for it, they’re long gone by now.”


  “I hope so,” responded Greg, gazing back down into the crater. Here they were stranded on the Moon with a wrecked alien spacecraft. Could the situation get any worse?


  “Let’s go,” said Jason, starting down the steep slope. “The sooner we get there, the better.”


  Greg followed Jason down the crater wall. Every so often, he glanced at the alien shipwreck. He felt an icy chill run up and down his back at the thought of what they might find. They had just learned a startling fact, one most astronomers had always predicted; they were not alone in the universe.


  



  


  Chapter Two


  Jason and Greg quickly descended the steep slope, being careful not to trip or stumble. They had to work themselves carefully around boulders and avoid the steeper areas. Their protective, bulky spacesuits made this difficult, and they had to be careful not to trip and fall. Neither of them wanted to roll uncontrollably down the slope and risk tearing or damaging their spacesuits. They finally reached the bottom of the ridge and headed off for the first large piece of wreckage. It was about one hundred yards from the base of the ridge.


  “It looks like the ship came in low over the ridge and then hit here,” stated Jason, glancing at a shallow depression in the ground. “It was a rough landing.”


  The depression hadn’t been that noticeable from the top of the ridge. From the crater floor, it was obvious the spacecraft had struck the crater floor with some force and then slid all the way across, coming to a stop nearly a mile away at the far wall of the crater. The force of the impact had caused tremendous damage to the ship.


  “This definitely happened a long time ago,” commented Greg, gazing at the wreckage and the indentation in the ground. He had an advanced degree in geology and several other sciences. “When the ship struck, it must have sent a cloud of dust high above the lunar surface. When the dust fell back down, it covered everything with a thin, camouflaging layer. That’s why this wreck isn’t visible from Earth.”


  They reached the first big piece of wreckage and stopped to examine it. It was about twenty feet across and looked to be part of the ship’s hull.


  Jason reached out and put his gloved hand against the strange looking surface. It was slightly pitted; another indication it had been here for quite some time. The pitting had probably been done by micro meteors. The piece of metal itself had a slight curve to it and several large dents, probably caused by hitting the lunar surface.


  “This metal’s about twelve to fourteen inches thick,” commented Greg, looking at one of the rough edges. “That seems awfully thick for a spacecraft. Why would they use such thick hulls? It would make the weight of the entire ship nearly astronomical.”


  “It’s a big ship,” replied Jason, looking around at all the scattered wreckage.


  From the looks of the wreckage around them, a large part of it seemed to be from the ship’s hull. There was a much larger piece several hundred feet away that seemed to have some sort of rocket engine attached.


  Jason and Greg walked over to the larger piece and stood, mystified. It resembled a rocket engine, but it was unlike any they had ever seen before. It obviously didn’t burn any type of chemical fuel.


  Greg examined the rocket engine section for several minutes before turning to face Jason. “Whatever this thing used for power, it’s far greater than anything we’ve ever thought about. I would guess we’re looking at nuclear fusion, or perhaps even anti-matter.”


  “I’m not surprised,” responded Jason, wondering what type of advanced science they were dealing with. He was familiar with numerous theories about advanced spacecraft design and what would be needed for power. This looked as if it was far beyond anything that he had studied. “Look how large this ship is. Conventional power sources like those that we use currently would never be able to move it. It has to be something exotic.”


  “There’s a lot to learn here,” Greg spoke in sudden realization. “We could advance several fields of science by hundreds of years from what’s in this crater.” He turned and faced the larger, nearly intact front portion of the ship. “Jason, do you realize that there’s no way this ship ever originated in our Solar System? The secret to interstellar travel may be waiting for us over in the front section.” Greg had always dreamed of someday traveling to the stars. He felt a thrill of excitement run up his back as he realized that tantalizing secret might be resting right here in front of him.


  “Don’t get your hopes up too high, Greg,” Jason cautioned. He knew why Greg was feeling so excited. He was feeling the same way. “We don’t know what the inside of the ship may be like. Keep in mind that we’re on the Moon, not down on Earth. This ship will be very difficult to study. We also need to find the transmitter that’s sending out that signal or the people down on Earth will never know what’s here.”


  “You’re right,” Greg replied with a heavy sigh. “But the transmitter is working, and that means there’s still some power in that wreck. That front section looks mostly intact.”


  “I wonder why they crashed?” asked Jason, looking at Greg. “A ship as advanced as this one evidently was shouldn’t have crashed on our moon.”


  “The more complicated a ship becomes, the more likely it is for problems to pop up,” Greg answered. “It could have been a navigational error or some type of serious mechanical problem with the ship. We may never know why they crashed.”


  “Let’s go on to the main section,” suggested Jason, gesturing toward the crater wall where the front of the wrecked spacecraft was. “We’re not going to find any answers out here.”


  The two began walking across the crater toward the main part of the wreck. They had to be careful because there were numerous pieces of wreckage laying everywhere and some of those were quite jagged. It would be easy to fall and rip a hole in one of their spacesuits. After carefully making their way through the field of debris, they found themselves at the main part of the wreck.


  “My God, it’s huge!” Greg spoke in awe, staring upward. The wreck towered above him. “It's over two hundred feet high.”


  “It must have had a large crew,” added Jason, trying to imagine the technology it would take to build such a large spaceship. “I wonder where this ship came from and how it ended up here on the Moon? The bodies of its crew could still be inside.”


  “Bodies?” uttered Greg, stepping back away from the wreck. That was something he hadn’t considered. He looked at Jason with sudden worry. “What do you mean, bodies?”


  “If no rescue ship ever came, there will be bodies inside,” replied Jason, looking at Greg. He was surprised that Greg hadn’t realized this possibility.


  The thought of finding alien bodies made Greg feel uneasy. Was it right for them to enter what was in reality an alien tomb? However, what other choice did they have? The transmitter inside had to be shut down. Greg took a fortifying breath. He knew they had to go inside.


  Greg looked along the hull of the ship. There were several hatches visible above them on the higher levels, but none down where they were. “I don’t see any way in.”


  “Let’s walk around this section of the wreck,” Jason suggested. “There has to be an entry somewhere. We just need to find it.”


  One thing Jason had noticed immediately was the conspicuous absence of portholes. The hull was solid except for what looked like numerous indentations and hatches. Why were there so many hatches?


  The two slowly walked around the massive wreck. It was obvious that several large explosions had occurred in the rear section, but there was so much tangled and loose metal that Jason didn’t feel it was safe to enter. On the far side, they finally came to a hatch that was within easy reach. It was about fifteen feet high and about the same width.


  There was a large handle on the hatch at chest level, and Greg reached out and pulled on it. He nearly stumbled and fell as the hatch swung easily open. “It’s not sealed!”


  “No,” responded Jason, looking inside. The inner hatch door was partially open. “This might be an indication that a rescue ship did come and the surviving crew were evacuated. That could be why we saw no bodies outside.”


  “That’s great!” Greg said with obvious relief in his voice. “No live aliens and no bodies.”


  “I said it might indicate a rescue,” Jason reminded him.


  Jason turned on his suit lights and carefully stepped farther into what was obviously a very large airlock. A few more steps and he reached the inner hatch. Jason put out his hand against the partially open hatch and pushed. The hatch swung open easily with no noise. The silence was eerie. However, they were in a vacuum, and it was to be expected.


  “Do you see anything?” Greg asked from where he was standing directly behind Jason.


  Jason cautiously stepped out into the corridor and slowly turned to look both ways. He could see a closed hatch toward what would be the front of the ship. In the other direction, he could see what looked like several large metal beams and tangled wreckage blocking the corridor. Looking back toward the closed hatch, he could see what appeared to be several doors or possibly corridors leading off deeper into the ship.


  “Not a lot,” Jason reported as he walked several feet down the corridor in the direction of the closed hatch.


  Greg stepped into the corridor and looked around. He felt a little lightheaded as he realized that he was inside an alien spaceship. The corridor was about twelve feet high and nearly ten feet wide. The only light was coming from the bright lights on their spacesuits. He recalled several of the horror movies he had seen as a kid about what could happen on alien spacecraft. He felt the hair on the back of his neck stand up. Those old movies never ended well. He took several deep breaths and calmed back down. He wasn’t a kid anymore.


  “Let’s go down this corridor and check some of those other doors,” suggested Jason, gesturing toward the sealed hatch in the distance. “I want to at least go to that hatch and see if it will open.”


  Greg followed Jason slowly down the corridor. Reaching the first doorway, they found the heavy metal door fully open, exposing the contents of the room. Looking inside, Jason saw several large pieces of strange equipment against the walls. The equipment was covered with numerous dials and switches and what looked like some type of computer screens. All the computer screens looked to be busted, probably from the impact of the crash.


  “Nothing much in here,” commented Greg, trying to imagine the type of beings that might have once worked in this room. He also was relieved to see that there were no bodies.


  “Let’s go on to the closed hatch,” Jason suggested. He was afraid it was going to take them too long to find the transmitter. They only had so much air and power in their suits before they would have to return to the rover.


  The two walked down to the sealed hatch and looked down at the large handle in the center. Reaching forward, Jason grasped the handle and pulled. Nothing happened. Jason spent a minute examining the hatch and decided that it did indeed open toward him. This made sense if this was a pressure hatch since there was an airlock behind them. Jason put his hands on the handle again and tried to turn it, but it still refused to budge.


  “Let’s both try,” Greg suggested.


  Greg moved up until he was standing next to Jason, put his hands on the large handle, and then they both tried to turn it. Nothing! It didn’t budge any at all.


  “It’s not moving,” muttered Greg, disappointed. “Now what do we do?”


  Greg suspected the radio transmitter was somewhere on the other side of this hatch. If he wanted to get back home to his wife and son, they had to find a way around it.


  Jason stepped back and looked at the large hatch, wondering what to do next. This seemed to be the only viable exit from this corridor. “We have to get through this hatch,” he spoke, determinedly. Turning to face Greg, he continued. “As much as I hate to say it, we need to return to the rover and go back to the lander. We’re going to need a few tools to get in. We also need to find some way to get the rover to the wreck. With its oxygen recycling system, it will give us the time we need to explore this ship. As big as this thing is, it may take us a while to find the transmitter.”


  “If it’s in a part of the ship we can even get to,” Greg added worriedly, recalling the tangled wreckage at the other end of the corridor.


  He knew that if it was in the wrecked section, they might not be able to get to it. Their faint hope of being rescued would be dashed. Greg tried not to think about what that would mean.


  The two turned and made their way back down the corridor to the airlock. They walked most of the way in silence. They had a long trip ahead of them back to the lunar lander.


  -


  The next day, they were back at the obstructing hatch. They had gotten a good night’s rest and loaded up what tools they had available to them on the rover. Jason had spent considerable time examining the maps they had of the lunar surface. He had found what appeared to be a lower section of the ridge where they could get the rover across. It had taken an extra two hours, but the rover was now parked next to the open airlock.


  They had brought with them a small mallet and what looked like a short piece of metal pipe. They had found the four-foot length of pipe in the wreckage scattered about the ship.


  Using the pipe as a lever, Jason and Greg tried to force the hatch handle to move. At first it resisted, and then it moved an inch.


  “It’s moving,” Greg grunted as he put even more effort into forcing the hatch handle to open. For another moment, it refused to move, and then the handle suddenly seemed to quit resisting and turned all the way.


  “That’s it,” Jason spoke as he slowly pulled on the handle and the hatch began to open.


  Jason pulled the hatch completely open until it touched the corridor wall. They had brought a powerful portable light with them from the lander. Jason shined the light down the corridor piercing the darkness. There was another metal hatch, but in front of the hatch it looked as if the corridor turned and went deeper into the ship.


  Stepping through the now open hatch, the two slowly walked down the corridor. Occasionally they would stop and glance into rooms with open doors. Inside the rooms, more mysterious equipment and even large crates were visible. In every room, there were signs of damage. There was equipment broken loose from the walls, shattered computer screens, even some evidence of fires.


  “At least we haven’t found any bodies yet,” Greg muttered as they went deeper into the ship.


  Occasionally Jason would stop and mark the metal wall. He was using a rock they had found on the lunar surface to place an x and an arrow indicating the way back out. They had found several more hatches but so far, all had been open.


  “What does this remind you of?” asked Greg, coming to a stop at a flight of stairs that led upward. Something had been haunting the back of his mind for several minutes now. The stairs looked like something you would find on a modern naval ship.


  “A navy ship,” replied Jason, looking in surprise at the stairs. “To be more precise, a navy warship.”


  “Exactly,” responded Greg, nodding his head. “All those indentations and small hatches in the outer hull, I bet there are weapon emplacements behind them. That’s why the hull is so thick and there are so many pressure hatches in the corridors. This is a ship of war!”


  Jason was silent for a long moment. He realized that Greg might be right. If he was, then what did that mean for Earth? The universe might be a much more dangerous place than one might have imagined.


  “Whoever manned this ship was human like in size,” commented Jason, pointing at the stairs. “They must have been very similar to us.”


  “That’s comforting to know,” Greg replied. He still hoped they didn’t come across any alien bodies.


  Jason stood for a moment at the base of the stairs. He put one foot cautiously on the first step. “Let’s go up to the next level. We need to find the Command Center.”


  They carefully climbed to the next level. It was not an easy job in their bulky spacesuits. Reaching it, they found several more large, open hatches in front of them.


  Something on the wall drew Jason’s attention. Looking closer, Jason saw what looked like writing. Walking over to it, he looked in amazement at a map of the ship. There were several maps displayed. On the first map, there was a round dot in a corridor. Jason guessed this was an indication of their current position. The next two maps were for the levels directly above them. Looking carefully at all three maps, he saw nothing that indicated a Command Center or a communications center. He wasn’t sure he would recognize such if he saw it.


  “We need to go up higher,” Jason reported after studying the maps for another moment. Jason could see another set of stairs a little bit farther down the corridor they were now in.


  For the next thirty minutes, they continued to climb up into the heart of the ship. They were encountering less damage as they moved closer to the center.


  “If this is a ship of war, the Command Center would be located in the most protected spot,” Greg pointed out as they finished climbing another set of stairs.


  “The center,” Jason responded. He had been thinking about that possibility himself. Jason stopped and looked at the three new maps on the wall. On the second map, everything seemed to lead to one general area.


  “This might be it,” spoke Jason, putting his gloved finger on the spot.


  Jason sure hoped it was for Greg’s sake. He had promised his friend he would get him home. Only by finding and shutting down that transmitter would it be possible. The front section of this ship was so large it would take days for them to search it. Having to drive back and forth from the lunar lander to the wreck would make that almost impossible.


  Climbing up to the next level, Jason checked the map and then indicated for Greg to follow him. They were both becoming tired from their exertions. Following the corridor, they finally came to a large sealed hatch.


  “Is this it?” asked Greg, breathing heavily.


  “I think so,” replied Jason, putting his hand on the handle and praying that it would open.


  Jason grasped the handle firmly and turned. Much to his surprise it turned easily, and the massive hatch swung inward. This hatch was twice as thick as the others.


  “Said the spider to the fly,” Greg mumbled over his suit radio.


  “If there were any spiders here, they’re long dead,” Jason responded as he stepped inside and shined his light around.


  The room he was in was obviously a Command Center of some kind. The walls were covered with instruments and viewscreens. There were consoles with chairs in front of them and numerous computer screens. In the center of the room was an upraised console, where possibly the ship’s commander and his second in command would have sat.


  “This is it!” Greg said excitedly, looking around. “The transmitter has to be here somewhere!”


  “Turn your suit lights off,” Jason ordered. He turned his off as well as the portable light.


  Greg did as ordered and looked around the darkened room in surprise. There were numerous dim lights glowing feebly on several consoles.


  Neither of the two noticed that behind them, the massive hatch they had just come through slowly swung shut and sealed itself. A sensor in the Command Center had detected human life forms. Following an ancient program, it slowly began activating the ship’s AI.


  Jason turned his light back on and slowly swung it around the room. He froze when he saw the hatch behind them was closed.


  “How did that happen?” asked Greg, feeling bewildered. If neither Jason nor he had shut the hatch, then how the hell was it now closed?


  Jason suddenly had the creepy feeling that they were no longer alone in the ship. He stepped back over to the hatch and was about to grasp the handle when the lights in the Command Center began to blink on, one by one. He stopped in mid motion and turned back around. Consoles seemed to be coming alive and the overhead lights were now on.


  “What’s going on?” asked Greg, suddenly wishing he were back at the rover. He was beginning to feel as if he was in one of those old science fiction horror movies.


  “I don’t know,” replied Jason, thinking furiously. “We must have activated something when we opened the hatch to the Command Center.”


  A light began flashing on Greg’s wrist where a small sensor pad was located. It was used to show breathable atmosphere in the airlock of the lunar lander. “Jason, I’m showing a breathable atmosphere in here now.”


  “What, that’s impossible!” exclaimed Jason, walking over and looking at the sensor on Greg’s wrist.


  “Nevertheless, it’s true,” replied Greg, looking around the Command Center nervously. He had a sinking feeling that they were no longer in control of the situation. All they needed now was for one of the alien crew to make an appearance.


  Jason stood perfectly still for a moment and then reached a decision. He slowly reached for the hasps that would allow him to remove his helmet.


  “Jason, what are you doing?” spoke Greg frantically, realizing what Jason intended.


  “I’m taking my helmet off,” Jason responded as his hands found the two outer clasps and popped them open.


  Once they were unfastened, there was one more inner hasp he had to undo. Hesitantly, he reached for it and slowly popped it open. Then, taking his helmet with both hands, he twisted it and it came loose. Jason tensed, and then relaxed as nothing happened. He slowly took his helmet off and stood in the alien Command Center, breathing the air. It was a little cold in the room, but other than that, the air seemed just fine.


  “Are you okay?” Greg asked with concern in his voice. He couldn’t believe that Jason had risked his life like that. He didn’t know what he would have done if something had happened to Jason.


  “Yes, I’m fine,” replied Jason, taking a deep breath. The air seemed fresh and perfectly normal.


  “Well, I guess we know now that these aliens breathed an Earth normal atmosphere,” Greg stated as he began reaching for his own helmet fastenings.


  Jason stepped over and helped him. Soon both of them had their helmets off. They both turned off their suits' air to conserve it. They would need it later when they left the Command Center, assuming they could find some way out. Right now, the internal atmosphere would be holding the hatch securely shut. For the moment, they were trapped inside this room.


  Jason saw another open door on the far side of the Command Center. He walked over toward it and glanced curiously inside. He froze at the sight in front of him. “Greg, you need to come over here! You have to see this!”


  Greg came over and stood next to Jason looking into the small room. It looked like a small office with a large desk on the far side. However, what was shocking was what was sitting in the large, comfortable chair behind the desk.


  “That’s a human!” Greg cried in shock. “How’s that possible?”


  Jason gazed at the body sitting in the chair. It was mummified, but there was no doubt that it was indeed a human. “It must be the ship’s commander,” Jason suggested. “We haven’t seen any other bodies anywhere. I would guess there was indeed a rescue mission that found the ship. They left the commander here for some reason.” Jason reached out and pulled the open door closed behind them. The commander of the ship could rest in peace. They were not going to bother him.


  “Sprk, crackle, cmdr, crackle, Earth,” suddenly came from a speaker somewhere in the Command Center. “Human, crackle, recu, here,” the strange voice continued.


  “What’s that?” asked Greg, looking around trying to find where the voice was coming from. It sounded artificial, like one of the voice programs on a computer or phone. He wondered what else they had activated by coming into the Command Center.


  “I am crackle, ship’s compteer,” the voice said unclearly.


  “We need to talk more,” Jason said in sudden understanding. “I think it’s trying to learn our language.”


  For the next fifteen minutes, Jason and Greg talked about everything they could think of. They even walked around the room pointing to different objects and speaking their Earth names.


  Then suddenly, for the first time, the voice spoke clearly.


  “Ship’s status report follows.


  Life support operational in Command Center only.


  Sublight drive is offline.


  FTL drive is offline.


  Weapon systems are offline.


  Long-range communications are offline.


  Emergency beacon has been activated.


  Main power sources are offline.


  Emergency power is at .05 percent.”


  “Stop,” ordered Jason, hoping the computer would obey him.


  “Ship’s status report stopped,” the voice replied obediently.


  “Emergency beacon,” repeated Greg, looking over at Jason with renewed hope in his eyes. “That’s what we want to turn off. It must be the source of the interference.”


  “Computer, turn off the emergency beacon,” Jason ordered. He waited for a moment, but all that met his ears was silence. He looked over at Greg and then tried again. “Computer, turn off the emergency beacon.”


  “Emergency beacon will not turn off,” the voice replied. “Damaged circuits are not allowing the necessary commands to reach the beacon.”


  “Crap,” Greg muttered. “Now what do we do?”


  “Computer, where is the emergency beacon located?” asked Jason, wondering about their next move. The logical thing would be to locate the emergency beacon and turn it off manually.


  “Deck seven, section four, communications room two,” the voice responded. “There is currently no viable access available to this area due to structural damage to the ship.”


  “What about from outside the ship?” Jason asked. If they could find a hatch close enough to the damaged area, perhaps they could gain access that way.


  “All access hatches have been sealed in that area and will not open due to a lack of power,” the voice responded.


  “Now what?” asked Greg, worriedly. It sounded as if they couldn’t get to the beacon to shut it off.


  Jason stood next to the command console, thinking. They had come all this way, found an alien or human spaceship, and now were at an impasse because there was no way to shut down the beacon. He just felt as if he was missing something. However, what it was he couldn’t quite pin down. It seemed to be just at the edge of his mind.


  “I don’t know,” replied Jason, looking around the room. “There has to be some way to shut that beacon down.”


  Jason and Greg spent several minutes walking around the Command Center, examining the various consoles. They found navigation, propulsion, weapons, sensors, and various other stations they asked the computer to identify. They found nothing that would help them to turn the emergency beacon off.


  Jason asked the computer about the weapons the ship was armed with but was told in a polite voice that he didn’t have the proper security clearance to access those files.


  “Computer, why are you responding to my voice commands?” Jason asked.


  “You are human,” the computer replied.


  “Was your crew completely human?” Jason asked.


  “Yes, this was a human ship.”


  “Where did this ship come from?” continued Jason, seeking more information.


  “That information is classified,” the computer responded.


  “I still don’t see any way to reach that beacon,” Greg stated, unhappily. If they could shut down the beacon, they could use the radio on the rover to contact their orbiting command module and speak to Mission Control on Earth.


  “There has to be a way,” replied Jason, feeling angry with himself and refusing to give up. What was he missing? He knew that there had to be a way.


  “We’re going to have to start back shortly,” Greg said, glancing down at the power reading on his suit. “It took us quite some time to get to the Command Center, and we have just enough power to get back to the rover with some still in reserve.”


  Jason stared at Greg, wide eyed in astonishment. How could he have overlooked the obvious? “Computer,” he said quickly. “What is the ship’s current power level?”


  “Emergency power is at .045 percent,” the voice replied.


  Greg looked back at Jason with renewed excitement in his eyes. “Power,” he said excitedly. “It’s almost out of power.”


  “How long until all power is exhausted and the emergency beacon shuts down?” Jason asked.


  “Four hours and twenty-two minutes at current power usage,” the voice responded.


  Turning to Greg, Jason smiled. “I think it’s time for us to return to the rover. Once the power fails and the beacon stops, we can contact Mission Control through the command module.”


  “We’re going to survive then?” Greg asked. He realized with immense relief that he would indeed get to see his wife and son again. It might just take a while.


  “I think so,” Jason responded. He then turned and faced the console where the computer voice had been coming from. “Maintain current power usage until the emergency beacon shuts off.”


  “Affirmative,” the voice answered. “Power levels will be maintained until emergency power is depleted.”


  Jason and Greg helped each other put their spacesuit helmets back on. The air in the room was pumped out and the hatch swung open. Carefully following their marked path, they retraced their steps until they found themselves back at the large hatch. Stepping outside, they walked over to the waiting rover.


  They both sat down in the rover and hooked their suits up to the rover’s air and power systems. Now they just had to wait until the interference disappeared from their radio receiver. Once it was clear, they could send a message back to Earth. For several minutes, both men sat staring at the massive spaceship that lay against the crater wall in front of them.


  “How do we tell the people back on Earth what we’ve found?” asked Greg, gazing at the ship in awe. It was hard to imagine something this large flying in space, much less between the stars.


  “I don’t think we say anything until we get back to Earth,” replied Jason, thinking about the ramifications of their discovery. This would turn the scientific world upside down. “This discovery has the possibility of advancing the human race hundreds of years in a relatively short time.”


  “It will have to be shared,” Greg responded. Their find was going to shake a lot of things up down on Earth. “This discovery is too big for any single country.”


  The hours passed quickly and then suddenly the static on the radio receiver vanished. For the first time in several days, the radio was clear of the ever-present static that had been with them since they started their ill-fated descent to the lunar surface.


  “The static's gone,” Greg said with relief in his voice. The power in the ship had been exhausted.


  Reaching forward, Jason set the radio to transmit and took a deep breath. His signal would be relayed by the command module to Earth.


  “This is lunar mission New Beginnings to Mission Control. Do you read? Over.” Jason repeated the message several times and then waited, hoping for a response.


  -


  Down on Earth, Elizabeth Johnson was in Mission Control holding her infant son. She was sitting in the observation room gently rocking her baby. For several days now, she had stayed in Mission Control waiting for word on her husband Greg. Her brother’s wife sat next to her and was helping to take care of the baby. She had slept very little and had spent a lot of time praying for the safe return of her husband. Commander Strong’s sister had just stepped out to get them something to drink.


  They both looked up startled when screams and yells of excitement suddenly erupted from the men and women in Mission Control. The director of Mission Control, Tom Hays, turned and sprinted toward the observation room, then swung the door open.


  “They're okay!” he said excitedly, his eyes glowing. “We have Commander Strong on the communications channel!”


  Elizabeth looked at her sister and started crying tears of joy. Then she looked down at her infant son. His father was okay.


  “Where’s Katherine?” asked Tom, excitedly. He couldn’t wait to tell Jason’s sister that her brother was on the communications channel.


  “She stepped out for a moment,” Elizabeth’s sister replied. “I’ll go get her.”


  -


  Jason and Greg were back in the lunar lander. They now had continuous communication with Mission Control. Jason had spent over an hour explaining the current predicament they were in with the lander. Several mission specialists had been called in to evaluate the dire situation.


  “We’re going to spend some time evaluating your situation, Jason,” Tom said over the radio. “For the time being, we want you to get some rest. We’ll contact you as soon as we know something.”


  “Confirmed, Mission Control,” replied Jason, shutting down the transmitter.


  “They didn’t ask about the interference,” Greg commented with a puzzled look upon his face. “I wonder why?”


  “They had to have picked it up,” Jason responded. He also had wondered why they hadn’t asked about it. “I don’t want to say anything unless they bring it up first.”


  “So what now?” Greg asked. Tom had arranged for him to talk briefly with his wife. Greg felt as if an immense load had been lifted off his shoulders. Jason had also talked briefly with his sister.


  “Let’s get some sleep,” suggested Jason, feeling exhausted from the day’s events. Tom had promised to get word to Jason’s brother that he was safe. He knew his sister was relieved. He also knew he was going to hear about this when he got back home.


  -


  When their sleep period was over, Tom contacted them again.


  “It’s the opinion of the experts that it’s not worth the risk to try to set the lunar lander back upright. The risks of more damage, or even a hull rupture, are too great.”


  “Then what’s the plan?” Jason asked.


  He had been afraid it would be impractical to try to put the lunar lander back in an upright position. It was beginning to sound as if they were going to be stranded on the Moon for quite some time.


  “We can launch several supply drones to the Moon,” Tom replied in a calm voice. “Both can be landed close to your current position. However, it will take us nearly two weeks to get them ready. They’re going to have to go through a lot of modifications.”


  Jason looked inquiringly over at Greg. That would be putting them right on the edge of their food and water supply. It would take some tight rationing.


  “We can do it but just barely,” replied Greg, doing some quick calculating.


  “Affirmative, Mission Control,” Jason responded. Then, after thinking for a moment, he continued. “We have some special equipment we would like to request. It looks as if we’re going to be stranded here for quite some time.”


  “At least four months,” Tom said. “It will take that long to get another lunar lander ready that we can land and then get it back up safely to the command module.”


  Jason and Greg looked at each other and then looked around the inside of the cramped lunar lander. Four months in here was going to seem like an eternity.


  “We understand,” Jason responded. “That’s why we’re requesting some special equipment so we can get by until then.”


  “We’ll do what we can to accommodate you,” Tom replied. “Just remember, we only have so much room on the two supply drones.”


  “We understand, Mission Control,” Jason replied. “We’ll get back to you shortly.”


  “What kind of supplies did you have in mind?” asked Greg, curiously. There just wasn’t much room in the lander to store too much more.


  “The wrecked spacecraft has a number of compartments that are airtight. Particularly the Command Center and the immediate area around it. If we had a proper power source, some oxygen containers, and another air recycler, we could repressurize part of it. Even if it’s just the Command Center, we would have a lot more room than the lander. It would also give us an opportunity to explore that wreck. That would give us something to do for the next four months.”


  Greg was quiet as he considered the possibility. “If we had the right equipment we could learn a lot. It would definitely be a lot better than sitting around inside this lander for four months.”


  “Then let’s work on a supply list,” Jason suggested. “I think Tom already suspects something isn’t right. When he sees the list of supplies we’re requesting, he’s probably going to suspect that we have found something significant. If they know about the interference, which I suspect they do, it won’t be too hard for them to put two and two together.”


  For the next several hours, they put together a list of supplies they would need. They were figuring on one drone for basic supplies such as oxygen, food, water, clothes, and other necessities. The second drone was all supplies to explore the crashed ship with.


  When they were through with their list, Jason contacted Mission Control once more. He waited as Tom was summoned and they began going over the list. When Tom heard what they were requesting for the second drone, he became very quiet.


  “We’ll do as you ask,” he said finally. “I think I comprehend the importance of all this equipment. It sounds as if you want to set up a habitat away from the lander. I can understand you and Greg not wanting to stay in those cramped quarters for four months. There are a few more things you haven’t thought of that we’ll include to help. Is there anything else?”


  “Not at the moment,” Jason replied. “We’ll let you know if we think of something.”


  “What do you think?” Greg asked after they finished talking to Mission Control.


  “Tom obviously suspects we’ve found something,” Jason replied. “I felt that when I was talking to him.”


  “Then I guess now all we have to do is wait,” commented Greg, glancing around the small confines of the lander. “I wish I had brought a deck of cards.”


  Jason smiled and reached down into a small compartment next to his seat. He had a few personal items stored there. He pulled out an unopened deck of playing cards. “Poker?” he asked, gazing innocently at Greg.


  “Sure,” Greg replied with a smile. Maybe these next two weeks wouldn’t be so bad after all.


  -


  Two weeks later, they watched as the first drone slowly descended and landed a little over one-mile from the lander. A short time later, the second drone also landed but in the opposite direction. They had instructions to go immediately to the first drone.


  Using the lunar rover, they reached the drone and quickly opened it. Inside the small cargo compartment were numerous small containers and cylinders. The cylinders obviously contained oxygen. The rest of the containers were all labeled with a list of their contents.


  It took them three trips to bring everything to the lunar lander. Once at the lander, they moved several of the containers inside. There was one small container about the size of a briefcase that was labeled open first.


  Once safely inside, Jason opened the small container. The container held the latest laptop with expanded memory and graphics and a folder marked "Urgent Read First."


  Opening the folder, Jason discovered that it contained a long list of possible scenarios that they might have encountered on the Moon.


  “This is one hell of a list,” Greg commented as they read it. “Everything from competitors from Earth to alien contact. Someone has a really good imagination down there.”


  “It looks like Tom and his people tried to cover all the bases,” Jason replied as he read the list.


  There were over two hundred different scenarios listed. Each one had a code at the end that was to be transmitted to Earth. It looked as if the list started with the most likely scenario down to the least likely.


  “Here’s what we need,” Jason said finally. “Wrecked alien spacecraft discovered, no survivors. Code 187ASD.”


  “What if there had been survivors?” Greg asked, thoughtfully.


  “Easy,” Jason replied. “The one directly below that says wrecked alien spacecraft discovered, alien survivors.”


  Greg opened another small container he had brought on board. He smiled as he handed Jason a medium sized bulb of drinking water. They each had one and felt much better afterwards. They had been rationing their water very carefully for days.


  -


  They transmitted the code to Mission Control, knowing it was going to stir up a lot of questions and excitement. For nearly an hour, there was no response. Finally, Tom came back on the radio.


  “Jason, we recognize the code. Will you confirm it, please?”


  Jason retransmitted the code once more. Then they waited.


  “Thank you, Jason; you’ve stirred up quite a ruckus down here. The laptop in the container contains a set of codes we’ll be using to communicate with from now on. We’re also setting up a more secure channel for communication. Activate the laptop and follow the instructions there.”


  Jason did so. The first thing Greg and he saw was a request for a detailed report of everything that had transpired since they had crashed on the Moon. For nearly four hours, the two worked on the report. When they felt it was as complete as possible, they hit the transmit icon on the laptop. They had also included their plans to move to the wreck and try to make a small section of it livable.


  For nearly eight hours, there was no communication with Earth. Several times Jason was tempted to establish radio contact, but something told him to wait.


  “I guess we really stirred up a hornet’s nest down there,” mumbled Greg, wishing they would hear something. He was also thinking how long four months were going to be without seeing his family.


  It was a few minutes later that the laptop chirped, indicating that it was receiving an incoming message. What it said surprised both of them.


  “They got the president involved,” Greg commented, his eyes widening. That wasn’t too surprising. This was something that couldn’t be kept away from the government.


  “They’re going to modify the experimental lander that’s still in the test facility,” spoke Jason, reading aloud. “They’re sending four specialists to aid in our investigation of the wreck. Four weeks until they can get here.”


  “I guess they’re going to strand them here with us,” Greg commented. It would be nice to have four more people to talk to. However, this did bring up the question of how Mission Control planned to get all six of them back home.


  “They’re also sending a lot more equipment and supplies. All of it will be landed in the crater where the crashed ship is. It looks as if they’ll be launching one supply drone per week once they get started.”


  “That’s one hell of a lot of money someone is shelling out,” responded Greg, thinking about the cost to send something to the Moon.


  Jason leaned back and smiled. “Yes, it is, but look at what we’re going to get to do. Just think about what we might learn in the alien ship, especially if we can get the computer working again.”


  The two took a few moments to think. They would be making history. This was where the human race first made contact with an advanced civilization! The key questions were how was this civilization a human one, and where was it located? The galaxy was a big place. They also wondered what had caused the ship to crash. Had it been in a battle with another spacecraft? There were so many unanswered questions.


  Greg opened up another container that had his name on it. Inside were several pictures of his family as well as a private letter from his wife. He gazed for a long moment at the picture of his infant son. Greg looked out one of the viewports in the direction of the crater that contained the wrecked spacecraft. Someday, when his son was old enough, he might travel to the stars. The secret to that was resting in the crater thirty miles distant. Greg leaned back and smiled; the future looked extremely bright.


  -


  On the wrecked alien spacecraft, a small dim light was glowing on a console. The ship’s AI was fully activated. The AI had carefully watched the two humans in the Command Center. It had made sure the computer listed the remaining power on its list of ship systems. It had wanted to see if these new humans were capable of figuring out how to shut off the emergency beacon. They had passed the test, and now the AI waited. It had its own internal power source. It had much to tell this new human race.


  _o0o_


  



  


  Moon Wreck: Revelations


  Chapter Three


  Jason stood in his spacesuit at the top of the ridge, gazing down at the wrecked spaceship in the crater. It was still difficult to accept that a spaceship manned by humans had crashed here on the Moon many years ago. The main section of the wreck was on the far side of the crater and relatively intact. There were so many unanswered questions. Where had the ship come from? What was it doing here? Why was it manned by humans? What had caused it to crash? Jason took a deep breath and shifted his mind back to the job at hand. Those questions would have to wait for a while.


  He was using a special camera sent up by Mission Control to take photos of all the different wreckage scattered across the mile wide crater. The wreckage was covered with lunar dust, and there was a massive amount of debris. Jason wondered if there had been an explosion in the ship, which had split it into multiple pieces. Greg was down on the floor of the crater walking from one mangled piece of wreckage to the next as Jason took photos. Greg would stop and stand by a piece of wreckage so they would have something to show the comparative sizes of the debris they were taking pictures of.


  “I think it’s about time to go back in,” Greg complained over his suit radio. “I’ve walked all over this crater today. I didn’t realize there was so much wreckage.”


  Jason laughed and nodded his head in agreement. It had been a long day. “Get over to that next large piece that looks like part of an engine assembly. Once we have that one recorded, we can go in. Mission Control wants images of everything.”


  Greg trudged over to the indicated piece of wreckage. After reaching it, he turned to face Jason. He could just barely make out Jason’s white, spacesuited figure on top of the ridge.


  After the last photograph was taken, Greg waited patiently as Jason made his way carefully back down to the floor of the crater. Once the two were together, they turned and started walking toward the large wreck against the crater wall. They had discovered the wrecked human spaceship a little over four weeks ago after their lunar lander had crash-landed on the Moon. The wrecked spaceship had detected their descent and activated an emergency beacon. Its broadcast had disabled all the computer systems in the lander, causing the crash.


  “I still can’t believe this ship is here,” spoke Greg, looking at the looming wreck.


  “Well, it is,” replied Jason.


  It had been a busy four weeks, which had been a good thing. That had helped to take their minds off their families down on Earth. Even so, with everything they were trying to accomplish they still thought about their loved ones, knowing it would be months before they saw them again.


  A few minutes later, the two approached the wrecked spaceship. For the last three weeks, the two of them had been photographing and exploring the accessible sections of the ship. In two more days, the refurbished lunar lander from Earth would be landing with four more explorers. Then all six of them would be stranded on the Moon for at least another three months until a new lander and command module could be made ready for the rescue mission. The U.S. government had stepped in and furnished literally unlimited funding for the current mission and the retrieval. The technology inside the wrecked spaceship had been incentive enough to get the government heavily involved.


  They entered the ship through the large airlock they had discovered when they first found the wreck and made their way down several long corridors. They had rigged up some emergency lighting powered by several large solar panels to furnish a dim light in the corridors. The solar panels had been sent up on one of the supply drones after Jason and Greg had reestablished contact with Mission Control.


  They reached their destination, which were two small rooms with a portable airlock attached. The airlock had also been sent up on one of the supply drones. After a few minor modifications to the airlock, they had managed to seal off several rooms to live in. The idea of being cooped up in the lunar lander for a number of weeks had been extremely unappealing.


  After passing through the airlock, they entered the sealed compartments and began removing their suits. They were in a small, twelve by fourteen foot room, with another room of the same size visible through an adjoining door. These two rooms had been their living quarters for the last several weeks.


  “Home sweet home!” said Greg as he sat down in a comfortable chair, glad to be able to get off his feet. He reached down and began massaging his right ankle. “Glad we’re still not cooped up in the lander.”


  “I agree,” Jason replied as he sat down behind a desk they had managed to carry in. The desk had a laptop and printer on it as well as other documents. There were numerous photos spread out across the desk of some of their more interesting discoveries.


  They had found several chairs and other furnishings, which they had moved into the rooms to make them more livable. Power for the rooms came from a solar power bank they had set up outside, and a small air recycler kept their air fresh and breathable. A small self-contained heating unit kept the rooms warm.


  “I want to try to go deeper into the center of the ship tomorrow,” said Jason, studying some printouts he had made of their explorations so far. He laid the tip of his finger on a photo. “If we can get through this large sealed door, we should be able to access the center section.”


  Greg nodded his head in agreement. “I wish we could power up that computer in the Command Center. It’s bound to have a lot of stored information we could access. Maybe we could find out what happened to this ship and where it came from.”


  “I agree,” replied Jason, laying down a printout and looking over at Greg. “But we don’t dare risk activating the emergency beacon again. One of the people coming up on the lander is a computer expert, and two of the others are engineers. Hopefully, they can help us to bypass or turn off the emergency beacon so it won’t come back on. Colonel Marten Greene is the pilot, and he has a pretty solid background in communications.”


  Greg nodded. It had been a good idea to move into the ship. They had managed to explore several areas, but the center section, as well as the weapons areas, were still locked down. They had stayed out of the damaged areas for the time being, not wanting to risk getting trapped by the wreckage. Tomorrow, they would try one more time before the other crew arrived to access the center section.


  So far, they had found no more bodies in their exploration of the crashed spaceship. It was obvious that all the bodies had been removed except the commander, who was in the small room off the Command Center. The big question was, had the bodies been removed by a rescue ship or were they waiting for them inside the center section? The more they had explored, the more obvious it became that this was a ship of war. It was heavily armored with numerous bulkheads and hatches. From their explorations outside, they estimated that there were over sixty weapon emplacements behind the sealed hatches. That was assuming that each of the hatches contained weapons.


  “Who do you think they were fighting?” asked Greg, picking up and looking at several photographs of the hatches on the outside of the ship.


  He could just imagine laser cannons or some type of sophisticated plasma beamers hidden behind the closed hatches. He had watched numerous science fiction shows as a kid, and he knew he was letting his imagination get the best of him. However, it was still intriguing to think about.


  “It’s hard telling,” replied Jason, leaning back in his chair and looking over at Greg. “It could have been other humans or even aliens. We won’t know until we can access that computer.”


  “I hope it wasn’t aliens, and I hope this crash occurred a long time ago,” spoke Gregg, feeling an icy shiver run down his back. That had been his biggest fear when they had first found the ship. Finding alien bodies or even a live alien wasn’t on his agenda.


  “I just hope we have enough power to activate the computer when the others get here,” added Jason, rubbing his forehead with his right hand.


  The isolation from their families had been difficult for both of them since the crash. Staying busy had helped, but they couldn’t stay busy all the time. There were times when it was difficult not to think about their families down on Earth. Especially when they were done with their explorations for the day and they had a little spare time.


  “We have two energy sources that Mission Control has sent up on the most recent supply drones,” reported Greg, looking at an inventory sheet, which listed all of the supplies that had been sent up so far. “They seem pretty sure that these will be able to supply the energy needed to power up the computer and the other equipment in the Command Center. They are similar to the RTG power sources of a few years ago. These are supposedly more efficient and don’t have the heat problems.”


  “Have you talked to your wife today?” asked Jason, knowing that Greg was really missing his family.


  The truth was they were both missing their families back down on Earth. To communicate with Mission Control they had to go outside and use the radio on the lunar rover, which was parked just outside the large airlock.


  “Briefly,” responded Greg, feeling the loneliness of being separated from his wife and son. “Elizabeth’s doing fine, and I hope to have a longer talk with her tomorrow. She’s having a difficult time considering the situation.” It had been hard being away from his family for so long. The occasional conversations set up by Mission Control helped. However, they were still separated by nearly a quarter of a million miles.


  Jason nodded his head in understanding. He had talked to his brother briefly the previous day over a secure com line. His brother had told him there were all kinds of rumors going around about what had happened to the New Beginning’s mission. Trevor had also mentioned that their sister Katherine was still highly upset. She had taken it extremely hard when all contact had been lost initially with the lander as it was descending to the Moon. Katherine had camped out in Mission Control until contact had finally been reestablished.


  Once he got home, Jason knew he was going to get an earful from his sister. He couldn’t blame her. This also wouldn’t be the first time. She had been extremely upset when he had volunteered to be a military test pilot. It had put a strain on their relationship for quite some time.


  “The last two drones also have a lot of different tools and equipment on board that we may be able to use to get into some of those sealed compartments,” Greg continued as he studied the supply list.


  They had found numerous compartments that seemed to be locked down and wouldn’t open. Greg guessed that the more sensitive and interesting equipment the ship contained were behind those sealed hatches. They had yet to find any power sources or weapons.


  “Let’s get some rest; we can get a good start in the morning,” suggested Jason with a yawn.


  He would have to go outside in the morning and send the latest photos and a report to Mission Control of their most recent explorations. Their communications didn’t work well from inside the ship. The hull was just too thick.


  Unknown to either of them, the ship’s AI was monitoring their conversations. It was still evaluating these new humans and trying to decide when it should make its presence known. The AI’s internal power source was rapidly weakening from its increased use since the humans had arrived. At its current depletion rate, it would be too low to sustain the AI in another two weeks. The AI desperately needed a new power source and that might force it to contact the humans before it was ready.


  -


  Early the next morning, Jason and Greg were standing in front of the large hatch, which led to the center section of the ship. The lights from their spacesuits lit up the hatch and the corridor around it. They had walked through a number of dark corridors to reach this point deep inside the ship. Reaching forward, Jason grasped the handle and turned it. Much to his surprise, it turned easily and the hatch swung open.


  “What the hell?” exclaimed Greg, looking over at Jason.


  Just yesterday morning the handle had refused to budge. They had tried everything they could think of to open it, and it hadn’t moved an inch. Now it opened without any use of force at all.


  “Well, it’s open,” commented Jason, shining his lights inside the open hatch. It showed another corridor leading off into the darkness.


  “That’s just it. It shouldn’t have opened,” Greg muttered.


  Sometimes he had the eerie feeling that something or someone was watching them. He felt an icy shiver race up his back. That was happening too often recently. Even though this ship had crashed years ago, Greg still found himself jumping at shadows. He didn’t believe in ghosts, but sometimes he felt as if there was a presence inside the ship watching their every move. He couldn’t explain the feeling; it was just with him constantly.


  Jason stepped inside the open hatch and then, as an afterthought, laid a small tool across the hatch wedging it open. Shining the portable light down the corridor, he saw numerous doors, all of which were shut. “Let’s check several of these rooms and see what they contain.”


  Greg walked over to a door and opened it. Shining his light inside, he was surprised to see a small desk, several chairs, and two bunks. The chairs and the desk were heavily damaged from being knocked around. He knew they had probably been damaged as a result of the crash. “These look like crew’s quarters.”


  Jason stepped inside and looked around more closely. Going over to the desk, he set it up and opened one of the drawers. The drawer had a small catch on it that had kept it closed. There were a few papers inside, but he didn’t see anything of interest. Looking around, he didn’t see any personal items either. He had hoped to find some photos or something that might have given a hint as to the life style of the crew. Most crewmembers on Earth military ships had pictures of their families around somewhere. He didn’t see any of that here.


  They checked a few more rooms and found them all to be the same. This section must have been where the crew lived. The quarters were small but still spacious by military standards. It was also obvious that everything of a personal nature had been removed.


  As they walked down the corridor, Jason placed small magnetic LED lights on the wall every fifty feet or so to furnish some illumination. The lights would allow them to find their way back more easily, and all you had to do was press their lighted surfaces to turn them off.


  For several minutes, they made their way deeper into the heart of the ship. Some of the rooms now contained more sophisticated equipment, much of it damaged or hopelessly smashed. The crash had wrecked almost everything that wasn’t anchored down. They stopped and examined some of the equipment, but for the most part, it was difficult to tell exactly what it had been used for.


  “I’m surprised anything survived intact,” Greg commented as he looked into a room containing numerous boxes and crates that were in shambles. These were obviously supplies of some kind. He rummaged through several damaged boxes, finding them all to be empty. Whatever had once been here had been removed.


  Going into another corridor, they found another large, sealed hatch in front of them with some sort of writing on it. It didn’t look like any form of writing either of them were familiar with. They looked at each other, wondering what could be behind this one.


  “That looks like a warning of some kind,” Greg said uneasily as his eyes studied the strange letters.


  “It could be,” replied Jason, wondering if they should attempt to open it. “We’ve come this far; we might as well have a look.”


  Most of the hatches had some type of writing on them. On this one, the writing was much larger. In Greg’s mind, he could hear his wife saying, “Don’t go in there!” She had always been the cautious type. Just thinking about her made Greg wish that he could see her and their newborn son; he really missed them. However, that was at least another three months in the future. He let out a deep breath and turned his attention back to the hatch.


  Jason hesitated for a moment. Greg was right; there was something about this hatch that didn’t feel right. Fortifying himself, he reached out and turned the handle. He had to use a little more force than he expected and then the door swung open. Stepping inside, he froze when brilliant lights flashed on, illuminating the entire area.


  “Lights!” exclaimed Greg, his eyes opening wide. How was that possible?


  “Emergency lighting,” responded Jason, studying the lights on the wall. “Probably battery powered, and they turned on when we activated a hidden sensor as we stepped in here. I doubt whether they’ll last long. Over the years, most of their charge has probably bled off.”


  Jason turned his own lights off and noticed what looked like long glass windows that stretched along both sides of the corridor. This had to be some type of heavy-duty safety glass to have survived the crash. He walked up curiously to one of the windows and looked in. He stepped back, shocked at what was on the other side. “We just found the rest of the crew!”


  “What?” responded Greg, walking over and looking inside the brightly lit room. He shuddered involuntarily at what he saw inside.


  There were dozens of beds with crewmembers laid out. Someone had taken the time after the wreck to bring the dead crew down here for their final resting place. He wondered if it had been the commander. Going over to the other window on the opposite side, Greg saw the same thing. There must be over a hundred bodies laid out.


  “This looks more like a hospital,” spoke Jason, taking out his camera and photographing what they were seeing. It looked as if there were monitoring equipment and other specialized medical devices against the walls.


  “Jason,” Greg said quietly as he studied the bodies inside of the room behind the glass, “I don’t think these people all died from the crash. Some of them don’t look to be that injured.”


  Studying the men and women in the room, Jason realized that Greg was right. “A disease?” asked Jason, wondering if that was possible.


  “That would be my guess,” responded Greg, turning around to face Jason. “I don’t think we want to open any of these doors. Whatever killed these people should be gone by now due to the extreme vacuum. Colonel Greene, the pilot flying the specialists up, has some medical experience. Perhaps he can give us a better idea as to what happened here.”


  Jason took a deep breath. It seemed that everywhere they went in the ship they found more mysteries and unanswered questions. If they could get the ship’s computer back up and running, once the specialists arrived, perhaps they could find out what had happened.


  Let’s go back,” spoke Jason, stepping back away from the glass and turning to face Gregg. “We’ll come back when the others get here.”


  “Sound fine to me,” replied Greg, looking at the lighted rooms. The emergency lighting was already starting to dim. “This ship is spooky enough. Now we have all these dead bodies.” Greg had no desire to stay in this section any longer than necessary.


  The two started back down the corridor, shutting the hatches behind them and retracing their steps by following the LED lights they had placed on the walls. They would write their report up and then wait for tomorrow. The inbound lunar lander would be arriving and Jason and Greg had a lot to show the four new explorers.


  -


  Jason and Greg were outside in the rover watching the space above them expectantly. A bright light suddenly appeared amongst the stars and began to descend toward them.


  “There they are!” Greg said excitedly, pointing upward. With his eyes locked on the descending lander, Greg took a deep, steadying breath.


  “This is Rescue One to New Beginnings,” a friendly voice came over the com channel. “We have begun our descent and should be with you shortly.”


  “We read you,” answered Jason, evenly. “We’re standing by in the rover.”


  “It’s going to feel good to see some new faces,” Greg commented, his eyes still focused on the descending lunar lander. He felt growing excitement knowing that shortly they wouldn’t be alone on the Moon.


  “Tired of looking at me,” joked Jason, smiling.


  He knew how Greg felt. New faces and new voices would help break the monotony. Greg and he were running out of things to talk about, other than the wreck. Four weeks was a long time to be stranded together in small quarters.


  “Once they get here, we can really begin exploring the ship,” Greg spoke, elatedly. “We can get the computer powered back up and maybe get some of those other sealed doors open. I really want to see what’s behind those sealed hatches on the ship’s hull.”’


  “So does the government,” responded Jason, recalling a recent conversation with Tom Hays, the mission controller back down on Earth.


  For several minutes, they watched the new lander descend until it finally landed nearly half a mile away from them in a level and debris free section of the crater. They watched as its engines shut off and the dust began to settle back down. Once everything seemed clear, Jason started the rover toward the landing site.


  “Their touchdown went smooth,” commented Greg, sounding pleased and relieved. It had been one of his worst nightmares that the emergency beacon would come back on and sabotage the landing.


  “Their computers and other vital equipment are shielded,” responded Jason, maneuvering the rover around several small pieces of wreckage. “We weren’t going to take a chance on anything happening to this lander.”


  It only took a few minutes to reach the landing site. As they pulled up, the hatch to the lander was already opening. An astronaut appeared and looking around waved at Jason and Greg.


  “Commander Strong, it’s good to be here!”


  “Glad you could join us, Colonel Greene,” responded Jason, climbing out of the rover. “That was a textbook landing.”


  “Computers handled it,” Greene confessed as he stepped down onto the lunar surface. “We have some supplies to unload, as well as another rover we need to get down.”


  Looking up, Jason saw another astronaut step out of the lander and begin their descent to the lunar surface. “Let’s get to it,” Jason responded.


  



  


  Chapter Four


  Four hours later, all six of them were in the quarters that Jason and Greg had put together. They had made several trips between the lander and the wrecked spaceship. All the supplies were stacked in the corridor outside. Along with Colonel Greene, there were engineering specialists Adam Simmins, Marcus Edwards, and computer specialist Lisa Gordon.


  “I must say, I’m impressed,” commented Greene, looking around the two rooms. “This is definitely better than staying in the lander.”


  “It’s nice just to be able to stretch,” commented Lisa, brushing a lock of blonde hair out of her eyes.


  She was glad she had brought some regular clothes besides her blue flight uniform. There wouldn't be a lot of privacy in these two rooms, but she had been prepared for that when she had volunteered for this mission. It was still a lot better than sleeping in the lander.


  “We have several supply drones that we need to unload, as well as the rest of the supplies from your lander,” commented Greg, realizing that both Jason and he probably could use a shower.


  He was extremely conscious of the fact that their quarters didn’t smell all that great. With the new supplies, they could at least take a sponge bath. It wasn’t his favorite way to take a bath, but it was better than nothing. They had water, but they had been conserving it since they had no way to recycle it.


  Lisa continued to look around, recognizing that these quarters could certainly use a woman’s delicate touch. But for now, she was more interested in seeing the computer and the control systems in the Command Center. That was why she had come. “How soon can we go to the Command Center? I would like to see the computer and the other control systems.”


  “I suggest we spend the rest of the day getting all the supplies inside, then early tomorrow we can check out the Command Center and some of the other areas,” Colonel Greene commented. He had spent quite a bit of time talking to Tom Hays back in Mission Control. "We may need some of those supplies for our exploration of this ship."


  “I agree with that,” added Jason, nodding his head.


  Turning toward Jason, Colonel Greene continued. “From your reports and the images you’ve sent back, the ship’s Command Center seems to be pretty much intact. As soon as Lisa, Adam, and Marcus feel it’s safe we’ll attach one of the RTGs to the computer system and see if we can power it back up.”


  “That might reinitiate the emergency beacon,” Jason warned his eyes narrowing.


  There were still some supply drones on the schedule that would be landing over the next several weeks. He didn’t want to cause them to crash. They would need those supplies. That damn beacon had already caused enough problems.


  “I’m not too worried about that,” replied Greene, folding his arms across his chest. “We have the equipment to get into the section the beacon's located in if necessary. The equipment is still on the lander. Unless these bulkheads are much tougher than they look, we should be able to cut through them.”


  “This is a warship,” Jason reminded Colonel Greene. “I suspect those bulkheads are a lot tougher than you think.”


  Greene was silent for a moment and then replied. “We can always take the power away and silence it like you did the first time.”


  “We also need to look for a larger area to attach a portable airlock,” added Adam Simmins, looking around critically and noticing the size of the two rooms. “A lot of the equipment we brought needs to be inside where we can access it easily. It’s going to become crowded in here rather quickly.”


  “I don’t see a problem with that,” Jason replied in agreement. Six people in these quarters plus equipment and the lander might suddenly seem roomy. “There are some larger interconnected rooms farther down the corridor that we could use. We would have to move some equipment and other stuff out, but I think we could make them livable.”


  “That would work,” spoke Simmins, pleased at the thought of having even more room to live and work in.


  “However, I suggest we get the computer activated first,” continued Jason, thinking about the possibilities. “It controls the ship’s environmental systems, and we know they still work since the computer pressurized the Command Center when we first went in there. We might be able to use the computer to pressurize some other compartments that would be more comfortable.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” replied Lisa, anxious to get to the computer. “I’m curious to see just how this computer is programmed and the differences between it and our own operating systems.”


  “Be patient, Lisa,” Colonel Greene said, smiling. He well understood the young woman’s desire to see the Command Center and the computer; he wanted to see it also. However, they had other work to do first.


  “Let’s take an hour to relax and then we’ll start moving the rest of the equipment and supplies,” ordered Greene, wanting to get started as soon as possible. “With two rovers it shouldn’t take us too long.”


  -


  Two hours later, Jason and Greg were on the far side of the crater where one of the drones had landed several days previously. The small drone was basically a small cargo pod with an engine and four short landing struts. The landing didn’t have to be perfect as long as the drone got down relatively undamaged. The drone sat at a slight angle with a bent strut. Burn marks beneath marked where the descent engine had fired.


  Greg looked around the desolate landscape of the crater. Even from here, the wrecked spaceship was imposing. It lay smashed against one rim of the crater. He wondered how much farther it would have slid if the crater wall hadn’t stopped it. There was a thin layer of lunar dust on everything. That was one thing Greg hated about the Moon, all the damn dust. It got into everything!


  Greg kicked the dust with one of his spacesuit’s boots and frowned, watching it fly up. Just walking sent up little puffs of dust at times. “I hate this dust,” muttered Gregg, looking at the drone.


  Jason stood next to the drone. Reaching up, he grasped a latch on the hatch and turned. He followed the same procedure for the other three latches. In moments, he had the small hatch open and, reaching inside, began taking out the small bundles of supplies that were stored inside. More food, water, and other basics that they might need. It would take two trips with the rover to get everything back to the wreck. Looking up, Jason stared at the Earth. The friendly blue and white globe made him feel homesick for his sister and brother. All his life, the three of them had always been there for each other. Due to the security slapped on the current mission, his conversations with his siblings the last few days had been brief.


  “Let’s get this unloaded,” said Jason, turning to Greg. “We have a lot to do.”


  -


  The next day, they were all in the Command Center. Lisa was examining the computer and had a panel off one side so she could see the processors. The two engineers were tracing wiring and checking for obvious damage.


  “This doesn’t look too different from our own computers,” Lisa commented in surprise, shining a bright light inside the console. She turned her deep blue eyes toward Colonel Greene. “There are a few things different internally, but it’s still just a basic computer.”


  “I would have thought it would be far more advanced,” commented Greene, frowning. “These people seem so far ahead of us technically that I assumed their computers would be also.”


  “Is it safe to turn back on?” asked Jason, walking over to stand next to Lisa. He was still nervous about the possibility of reactivating the emergency beacon.


  “As soon as I get this panel back on, it shouldn’t be a problem,” replied Lisa, standing back up and wishing she could stretch decently. It wasn’t easy to bend over in a cumbersome spacesuit. “We just need to get some power to it.”


  “What about the power?” asked Greene, looking over at the two engineers who had several panels off one wall, examining the wiring behind it.


  “No problem,” responded Adam, turning to face the colonel. “We’ve located the main power lead, and all we have to do is attach the RTG to it.”


  “What do you think, Commander Strong?” asked Greene, turning toward Jason.


  “Let’s do it,” Jason answered with a nod. “We have a lot of unanswered questions and that computer could hold the keys. As you said, we can always cut the power.”


  “Very well, let’s get the power hooked up.”


  -


  Power, the AI thought as it watched the humans in the Command Center. It could siphon off power from the human’s power source to replenish its own diminishing power reserves. This would solve the immediate power problem and give the AI more time to observe these new humans. The AI watched with interest as two of the humans attached their power source to the main power conduit for the Command Center. The AI made a few quick adjustments to some of the systems to ensure that all the power went to the systems in the Command Center and didn’t bleed back out into damaged lines and consoles in other sections of the ship. Its own power levels were getting dangerously low.


  -


  “RTG is hooked up,” reported Adam Simmins, stepping back from where he had been working. Trying to get everything attached properly while wearing a bulky spacesuit was a challenge. The RTG was a round cylinder approximately four feet tall and two feet in diameter.


  “Turn it on,” ordered Colonel Greene, taking a deep breath. “I want everyone to watch the consoles and see if anything happens. Adam, if I tell you to cut the power I want it off instantly!”


  Simmins nodded and reached over and flipped a switch. Instantly, several lights on the RTG blinked on. Other than that, nothing seemed to happen.


  “The computer’s not coming on,” reported Lisa, gazing at the screen and wondering if there was a button she needed to push. She felt disappointed that the computer hadn’t reacted to the power being restored.


  “It may be necessary to let the power build up,” suggested Jason, looking around the Command Center. “There may be some type of minimum power requirement for the Command Center in order for its systems to function.”


  He had at least expected a few lights or something to come on when the RTG had been activated. No lights had come on or anything. All the consoles were still dark. Everything was eerily still. Jason felt a little uneasy that nothing had come on. Something just didn’t feel right. Where was the power going?


  -


  For two hours, Jason watched power flow into the systems in the Command Center. While they waited, everyone spent their time examining the consoles and controls. Jason did his best to explain to the others what Greg and he had found out the first time they had talked to the computer. Everyone listened and asked questions. They all felt intrigued by what the computer had said and what it might know.


  “This computer seems very advanced in its programming,” Lisa commented as she listened to Jason. “The way it reacted to your voice commands indicates a high level of programming.”


  “I just hope it can answer some of our questions,” Greg added. “I’ve been waiting for weeks to find out where this ship came from.”


  “We have a lot of questions to ask also,” spoke Colonel Greene, recalling everything that Tom Hays and he had discussed. For the time being Washington was leaving Tom Hays in charge of this mission. Tom was well qualified and had worked with Washington before on other missions.


  Jason looked speculatively around the Command Center. It was laid out in the shape of a rectangle. There were a dozen control stations along the walls, a command console in the center where the commander would have sat, and a plotting table off to one side of the command console. Jason stood, trying to picture in his mind what this room must have looked like when it was operational and with its crew in place. He found it hard to imagine the sights the crew of this ship must have seen. There were large viewscreens on all four walls, with the largest on the front wall. This room must have been breathtaking when the ship was flying between the stars with all the screens on.


  Bringing his mind back to the present, Jason realized there had to be some type of power storage device located somewhere that required a minimum charge before activating any of the Command Center’s systems. Simmins and Edwards had checked the RTG and confirmed that it was generating power.


  “Nothing wrong here,” reported Simmins, standing up and stepping away from the RTG once again. “It’s generating plenty of power, but I can’t tell you where it’s going.”


  “I would think by now there should be sufficient power to operate the computer,” added Edwards, feeling confused. “The power has to be going somewhere.”


  “This is taking a lot longer than I expected,” commented Lisa, walking over and looking at the dark computer console. She was beginning to get impatient. She wanted access to the computer!


  The words were hardly out of her mouth when the computer console suddenly came on. The screen lit with a faint glow. At the same instant, the hatch to the Command Center suddenly shut. Before Jason could say anything, the overhead lights turned on.


  “What’s happening?” snapped Colonel Greene, realizing they were shut in. He looked over at Jason wanting an answer.


  Jason looked at a readout on his suit and saw that the Command Center was being pressurized. “The computer is pressurizing the Command Center.”


  “Just like it did last time,” Greg commented with relief in his voice.


  A few moments later, Jason checked the readings once more. Everything seemed normal. Nodding at the others, Jason removed his helmet. The air was fine, even though the room was still cool. The air was being heated, but it would take a few more minutes to be warm enough to feel comfortable.


  Greg and Colonel Greene quickly followed suit. When the other three saw that everything seemed to be okay, they removed theirs also.


  “Do you think it’s safe to take our spacesuits off completely?” asked Lisa, wanting to get her hands on the computer. It was difficult to work in these cumbersome spacesuits.


  “It should be,” replied Jason, nodding. “The computer didn’t depressurize the Command Center until we told it to last time.”


  “The Command Center will stay pressurized,” a computer voice suddenly spoke. “Command Center power reserves are at 1 percent and rising. All bulkheads and emergency safety fields are optimal.”


  Lisa stepped back in surprise, looking at the computer. Evidently, this computer could respond to voice commands as well as respond to what it heard in the Command Center. She recalled reading that in the report that Commander Strong had sent to Mission Control. She just hadn’t expected the computer to start talking immediately.


  Greg walked over to the computer so he could ask it a question. He had been impatient to find out the answer to one particular question that had been bothering him since they had first found the wreck. “Computer, where did this ship come from?”


  “That information is classified,” the voice replied.


  “Damn, that’s what it said last time,” Greg moaned in disappointment. He turned to Lisa and frowned. “Getting answers might not be as easy as we’d hoped.”


  “Perhaps you asked the wrong question,” spoke Lisa, thoughtfully. She had a lot of experience in dealing with computers. Oftentimes a question had to be phrased properly to get a response.


  “Computer, what was the name of your ship’s point of origin?”


  “The Human Federation of Worlds,” the computer responded promptly.


  “And how many systems were in the Federation?” Lisa continued, pleased that the computer had answered her first question.


  “That information is classified,” the computer replied.


  “Was there a war going on?” Jason asked suddenly.


  “Yes,” responded the computer.


  “Who were you fighting?”


  “The Hocklyn Slave Empire.”


  “Were the Hocklyns human?”


  “No.”


  Everyone was stunned as they gazed at each other. The war had been against aliens! This was not what any of them had wanted to hear.


  Jason hesitated for a moment trying to decide just how to ask the next question. Evidently the computer would give out information as long as it wasn’t too detailed. “What happened to the Human Federation of Worlds?”


  The computer was silent for a moment. It wasn’t going to answer the question until it was overruled by the watching AI. “The Federation was destroyed.”


  Everyone in the room became quiet. Somewhere out in the galaxy an alien empire had wiped out a human civilization. A ship from that destroyed civilization had evidently made it to Earth’s Moon. The question was, why?


  “What happened to the Hocklyns?” asked Colonel Greene, hoping that both sides had managed to wipe each other out. Earth didn’t need to get involved with a threat from space.


  The AI had now taken over complete control of the computer. It wanted the humans to know what awaited them in their future. Later, when it revealed itself, the AI would give them even more detailed information.


  “They still survive. Their empire comprises hundreds, possibly thousands of worlds.”


  “Thousands,” Greene repeated stunned, his eyes widening in concern. He looked around at the others. “How did their empire get so large?”


  “The Hocklyns are members of the Slaver Empire, which covers much of the center of the galaxy. Only twelve systems are actually inhabited by the Hocklyns. The other systems were all conquered by them or their allies.”


  “Their allies?” asked Jason, feeling uneasy. “What do you mean, their allies?”


  “There are three other races along with the Hocklyns that control the military power of the Slaver Empire. These four races are each responsible for a section of the empire. The Hocklyns were responsible for the section in which the Human Federation of Worlds was located.”


  “What do the Hocklyns do to the worlds they conquer, and why did they completely destroy the Human Federation of Worlds?” Jason asked his tone indicating his concern.


  They had just found out there were multiple alien worlds and none of them were friendly toward humans. If this Hocklyn Empire was still out there, how long would it be before they found Earth? Jason felt a huge emptiness form in the pit of his stomach. Looking at the others, Jason saw stunned and disbelieving looks upon their faces.


  “The Hocklyns conquer a world and then that world works for the Slaver Empire, furnishing whatever material goods the empire requires of it. Conquered worlds are not allowed to have a military, and their populations are strictly controlled.”


  “What happens if a world refuses to furnish what the Hocklyns demand?” asked Colonel Greene, looking over at Jason worriedly.


  “The Hocklyns will make an example of that world so others will not attempt to do the same. They have been known to destroy the largest city on the planet, and then continue to wipe out other cities until the rebelling world capitulates to their demands.”


  “What about the Human Federation of Worlds? Why were they destroyed and not conquered?” Jason asked. These Hocklyns sounded like a race he never wanted to encounter.


  “The Federation chose to fight. We had a powerful fleet and felt it could stand up to the Hocklyns. We were wrong. The Hocklyns made an example of the Federation.”


  The room was silent for a moment as everyone attempted to digest what the computer was telling them. This story sounded so fantastic! Nevertheless, this ship was a warship, and it was here on the Moon. There was no reason to think the computer was making this up.


  “Why is your ship here?” asked Colonel Greene, fearing the answer.


  “This was the only other known human world. We came to set up a base and warn your people that the Hocklyns are coming.”


  The room was quiet, and it suddenly seemed colder. No one noticed that the computer was no longer answering with "this information is classified" any longer. The AI was in full control of the ship’s computer.


  Jason stared at the computer with a cold chill running down his back. He was picturing his family back on Earth and the threat they might someday face. “When?” he asked.


  Upon the front wall of the Command Center, the large viewscreen suddenly came to life. A map of the known galaxy appeared. The center was covered in red and as they watched, the red slowly grew as it spread out across the galaxy. It approached one of the spiral arms where there was a blinking emblem. It slowly reached the blinking emblem, causing it to go out, and then continued on.


  Colonel Greene and Jason stepped over closer to the screen. There were numbers scrolling across, which they suspected represented a timeline.


  “At the current rate of expansion, the Hocklyn Empire will reach this solar system in 268 of your years. The Slaver Empire will control the entire galaxy another 1,200 years after that.”


  Everyone felt relief at the threat not being imminent.


  “We have time, then,” spoke Colonel Greene, looking at the others. “We have 268 years to get our planet ready.”


  “What do you mean?” Greg asked, confused. “Ready for what?”


  “It means that learning how this ship functions and everything that goes into constructing a warship like this one will have to be researched,” Greene replied with dark and determined eyes. From a military standpoint, he understood the threat that the Hocklyns represented to the future of Earth. “This ship just became our planet’s greatest asset and perhaps its only hope for survival. If what this computer just told us is true, the Hocklyns are coming and there is nothing we can do to change that.”


  The five others looked at each other, realizing just what Colonel Greene’s words meant. Then they gazed back at the large screen, which showed the red continuing to grow until it covered the entire galaxy. This discovery on the Moon was about to change life on Earth.


  



  


  Chapter Five


  Colonel Greene and Jason were inside one of the medical wards staring at one of the bodies on a table. It appeared to be that of a young man in his late twenties. There was considerable damage done to the body from the cold and airless environment in which it had been kept. Colonel Greene reached forward and pulled the covering completely off.


  “Body seems to be completely human,” Greene commented as his eyes swept over all the visible parts. “I would need to do a complete autopsy to make sure.”


  He walked over to several other bodies and choosing a woman, did the same thing. She looked to be in her early to mid thirties. Everything looked perfectly normal for a human female.


  “What do you think killed them?” Jason asked. He could count thirty bodies in this room. Three more rooms besides this one were full of bodies. That made a total of 120. He wondered just how large the ship’s crew complement had been?


  Greene sighed deeply. This had been troubling him also. Ever since Commander Strong had told him about the dead bodies, he had wondered what had happened.


  “Some of them may have died in the crash,” he responded, taking the coverings off several more bodies. “With the state of the bodies, it’s difficult to tell. Out best bet may be to ask the computer.”


  “I wonder if there’s a medical computer in here?” asked Jason, gazing around at all the equipment on the walls. The equipment showed very little damage as it was securely fastened down.


  “Probably,” replied Greene, taking a moment to look around the room. “Once Lisa gets finished in the Command Center, we may have to bring her down here.”


  “Have you sent Mission Control your report about the Hocklyns?” asked Jason, knowing this had been weighing heavily on the colonel’s mind. It had been on everyone’s minds.


  “Not yet. I thought I would wait another day or two and see what other information we might be able to find. The people down on Earth will not be happy with that report.”


  “What do you think they’ll do?” asked Jason, looking at the silent bodies on the tables and wondering what this ship had been like when it was fully operational. Now its crew was dead and the ship was wrecked.


  Greene looked down at the floor, then over at Jason. “I don’t know, but exploring and learning everything about this wreck is going to become a national, if not world wide, priority.”


  “This Hocklyn threat may be hard for some to accept. Even after hearing it from the computer, it still seems so unreal.”


  “That’s why it’s important that we learn as much as we can. This ship alone should be proof enough of what the computer said.”


  Jason nodded and stood looking at the dead humans. He wondered what type of lives they had lived. Had they actually witnessed the destruction of their worlds? Jason hoped not. He couldn’t imagine anything more horrifying than to watch everything you know come to an end and being powerless to stop it.


  -


  Greg was exploring with Lisa Gordon down a long corridor with a large hatch at the end of it. Lisa had downloaded some information from the ship’s computer and was trying to find the ship’s library. The computer had told them there was a room for the crew to enjoy something called holo vids and other entertainment. One of those forms of entertainment mentioned were books.


  One of the rules they had implemented now required all exploration of the ship to be done by teams of two for everyone’s safety. It had taken them nearly forty minutes to reach this spot deep inside the center section. Greg had left a string of the small LED lights behind them. Looking back down the corridor at the dim lights, it gave him a sense of security knowing they marked the way back.


  “Do you really think we’ll find anything useful in this entertainment room?” he asked as they arrived at the large, closed hatch. This would be the third closed hatch they had come across. The first two had opened easily.


  He stopped and eyed the obstruction, hoping it would be easy to open. Almost unconsciously, he glanced back down the corridor, shining his light. He had a bad habit of doing that. There was no one there; there never was. Just several of the dim glowing LED lights he had placed on the wall. Then the moment passed, and Greg turned back toward Lisa.


  “I don’t know,” confessed Lisa, looking over at Greg. “The computer in the Command Center confuses me. It seems to be severely limited in some of its data. In some subjects, it seems to have a lot of knowledge; in others it doesn’t know anything. Sometimes I feel as if I’m talking to two different systems. It doesn’t make a lot of sense.”


  “I’m sure there’s an explanation,” Greg said. “This computer is from another world; it may not be like the ones at home.”


  “Perhaps,” responded Lisa, doubtfully. “I just feel as if we’re missing something important. The answer is there, I just have to find it.”


  Greg reached forward and turned the large metal handle on the hatch. Much to his relief, it turned easily. With a push of his hand, the hatch swung open, revealing another long corridor. The two stepped inside and began walking. Unseen by either of them, the hatch behind them swung back shut and locked.


  -


  The AI had been watching their progress. It had ordered the computer to give them the information about the ship’s entertainment center and library. Unfortunately, a power feedback from damaged systems had ordered the hatch to close and lock. The AI knew it was a result of the power it had shifted to this area so it could watch the two. Now the AI had a problem. The hatch could only be opened from one side as the circuits were damaged in the section that the two new humans were in. Someone would have to be sent to rescue them. The AI knew that it had no other choice. It would have to reveal itself to the humans still in the Command Center.


  -


  Jason and Adam Simmins were in the Command Center, cataloguing the ship’s systems and labeling what each one did. They were getting a general idea of the layout of the operating stations. They had Communications, Navigation, Environmental, Sensors, Propulsion, and Weapons so far identified and labeled. They would ask the computer a question about a console and then label the controls and readouts so as to better understand its function.


  Jason was bent over another console, studying it, when Adam spoke to him in a nervous voice. “Commander, I think you need to turn around.”


  Jason stood up, turned around, and froze at the sight in front of him. The large viewscreen on the front wall of the Command Center had come on, and a beautiful woman in her early twenties was on the screen. The view was from her waist up, and she was dressed in some type of dark blue military uniform.


  “What’s that?” asked Adam, breathlessly. “Where did she come from?”


  Jason didn’t know what they could have done to make the viewscreen come on all by itself. However, the girl on the screen was gorgeous. Her deep dark eyes and shoulder length black hair drew his undivided attention. Jason wondered if the ship’s computer had caused it. Was this one of the ship’s dead officers?


  “I am the ship’s AI,” the woman on the screen spoke with a simple smile. “I have been watching you since you came aboard the Avenger.”


  Jason was astonished and could hardly speak. “The Avenger? Is that the name of your ship?” he finally forced out, staring at the screen. He knew from his computer systems studies down on Earth what an AI was supposed to be.


  “Yes. The Avenger is a light cruiser formerly in the service of the Federation before all of its worlds were destroyed.”


  “You’re the reason the computer has been answering more of our questions,” Jason spoke in sudden understanding. He felt his heart pounding, realizing that now they might get all the rest of the answers they had been seeking. “It wasn’t the computer, it was you!”


  “Yes.”


  “What did your crew call you?”


  “I’m Ariel,” the AI responded, her dark eyes focusing on Jason.


  “Why did you choose now to make your presence known?”


  “You have two crewmembers that have managed to get themselves locked inside a section of the ship. I’m afraid it was my fault for feeding some power into that section so I could observe them. You will need to go and open the hatch manually so they can get out.”


  “Which two crewmembers?” asked Jason, suspecting it was Greg and Lisa. They had gone to check out the ship’s recreation center.


  “Greg and Lisa,” replied the AI, confirming Jason’s fear.


  -


  Greg and Lisa had found the recreation room. They were surprised to find it was more like a large recreation center. There were tables, chairs, weight equipment, a large number of viewscreens, and other items. There was a lot of other stuff that they had no idea what it was used for. The center was relatively intact as everything was anchored down securely to the floor. Instead of one room, there were several large rooms.


  Lisa was walking around opening all the cabinets on one wall of the first room to see what they contained. Opening the largest one, her eyes grew wide when she saw all the books. There were hundreds of books in the cabinet.


  “You found them!” spoke Greg excitedly, looking over Lisa’s spacesuited shoulder.


  Lisa took down a few and started turning the pages, which wasn’t easy to do with the gloves of her spacesuit. After a few minutes, she chose half a dozen that seemed to have a lot of pictures inside. She would study these when they got back to the Command Center. Perhaps it would give them some insight into the people of the Federation. How they lived, what they did for entertainment, and maybe even what their worlds had been like.


  “Let’s go,” she said, turning to face Greg. “We can come back later and pick up some more. I want to show these to the others.”


  Greg nodded; he would also like to come back down here later and try to figure out just what some of this equipment was for. This holo vid thing sounded intriguing.


  The two turned and left the entertainment center, walking slowly back down the corridor. They came to a stop at the sealed hatch.


  “How did that close?” Lisa asked, worriedly. She could have sworn they had left it open.


  “I don’t know,” Greg responded uneasily as he tried to turn the handle. It wouldn’t budge.


  Greg tried to apply even more force, but to no avail. “This isn’t good.”


  “What do we do now?” asked Lisa, trying not to panic. Jason and Adam knew where they had gone, but it might be hours before they came looking.


  Before Greg could answer, the handle turned on its own and the hatch swung open. Jason and Adam stood on the other side.


  “I’m glad to see you two,” Greg said relieved but wondering what they were doing here. “The hatch shut by itself, and we were sealed in.”


  “We know,” responded Jason, thankful to see that Greg and Lisa were okay.


  “How could you know that?” Lisa asked, confused. Radios didn’t work inside the ship because of all the metal.


  “I’ll show you,” Jason responded with a mysterious smile. “You’re not going to believe what just happened in the Command Center. I can’t explain; you have to see it for yourself. Lisa, you’re absolutely going to love this!”


  -


  Everyone was in the Command Center staring at the large viewscreen.


  “What is it?” asked Colonel Greene, gazing at the young woman on the viewscreen. “Was this a member of the crew? How did you manage to get this image to come up on the screen?”


  “Not quite, Colonel Greene,” replied Ariel, smiling.


  Colonel Greene stepped back, his eyes refocusing sharply on the screen. He had a confused look upon his face. “Okay, what just happened?”


  “This is Ariel, the ship’s AI,” Jason answered with a grin.


  “An AI?” gasped Lisa, walking toward the screen to take a closer look. There was excitement showing in her eyes. “Just how sentient is she?”


  “Very,” Ariel replied with a slight nod of her head. “I have been observing you from the time Commander Strong and Greg first came into the Command Center after their crash landing. I was planning to reveal my presence to you shortly, but a crisis occurred which put two of your crewmembers in jeopardy.”


  “So that’s how you knew we couldn’t get back out of that section,” spoke Greg, gazing curiously at the screen. This explained the mysterious presence he had felt. It was the AI that had been watching them.


  “It was my fault the door shut,” confessed Ariel, nodding at Greg. “I was watching you and the power I was using caused the hatch to shut. I appeared in front of Commander Strong and told him what had happened.”


  “Ariel, what happened to this ship and how long has it been here?” asked Colonel Greene, realizing here was the opportunity finally to learn some valuable information. He didn’t want to waste it.


  “This is a light cruiser class ship from the Human Federation of Worlds fleet. It was part of an evacuation fleet that reached this solar system in your year 1917.”


  “An evacuation fleet,” Colonel Greene repeated, his head creasing in a frown. If this ship was part of an evacuation fleet, where were the other ships?


  “There was a secret base in our home system that the Hocklyns missed,” replied Ariel, accessing her memory. “After the Hocklyns succeeded in wiping out our fleet and destroying all the human worlds, the only survivors left in our home system were at this hidden base. A great battle was fought with the Hocklyns, and the survivors escaped in the ships still at the base with the aid of First Fleet.”


  “How many ships and how many people came here?” Greene asked.


  “There were eighteen civilian ships in the evacuation fleet carrying nearly forty thousand survivors.” A look of sadness came over the AI.


  “Forty thousand,” Colonel Greene repeated slowly. “Those must have been some big ships.”


  “They were. Several of them were colony ships. We landed survey parties on your world to find a place to settle. Before the survey was finished, a number of our people began falling ill. Soon the illness spread throughout the entire civilian population of the fleet. It was a disease that we had never encountered before. Our medical experts were helpless to stop its spread, and then our people started dying. Only the military ships remained unaffected. Their crews hadn’t been involved with the surveys and hadn’t intermingled with anyone from the civilian ships.”


  “The Spanish Flu,” Greg spoke with sudden realization, recalling his history. Now he knew what the men and women in the medical wards had died from. “The Spanish Flu spread across the world from 1918 to 1920. It reportedly caused as many as fifty million deaths.”


  “Yes, it was the flu,” confirmed Ariel, nodding her head slightly in acknowledgment. “We had no immunity against it. The civilians began dying by the hundreds. Our medical personnel were desperate to find a cure and worked night and day to find one. It was decided to leave your world and go elsewhere. It was obvious there were diseases on your world that the humans of the Federation had no immunity to.”


  “How did your ship end up on the Moon?” Jason asked. He wanted to know why the Avenger had crashed.


  “The flu broke out on the Avenger, striking down most of the crew within 24 hours. It’s not known how the flu managed to get on board. The commander thought that a supply shuttle might have carried it over just prior to the flu outbreak.”


  “So the flu was spreading throughout your crew. What caused the Avenger to crash on the Moon?” Colonel Greene asked. From a medical standpoint, he could well understand how a population with no immunity to the flu could rapidly fall victim to the deadly disease.


  “One of the engineers became delusional and set off an explosive device in main engineering next to our FTL drive. The explosion knocked out our propulsion systems and most of our power sources. We were already in orbit around your moon at the time. The orbit began to decay, and the Avenger crashed into this crater before we could get any of the secondary propulsion systems back online. Most of the crew died in the crash. The few that survived, including Commander Standel, moved the bodies to the medical center. The center section was relatively intact. It’s heavily reinforced since it contains the crew’s living quarters, the medical center, and the recreation center.”


  “Could none of your other ships send down rescue craft?” Colonel Greene asked. He couldn’t imagine leaving the survivors to die.


  “The survivors on board all had the flu and passed away within 48 hours. The Battle Cruiser StarStrike stayed in orbit and was in constant communication with the commander until he died.”


  Everyone was quiet for a moment. It was so sad to know that the desperate survivors of a defeated human civilization had come all this way to escape destruction, only to be struck down by a deadly disease.


  “Now what?” Lisa asked. She had hundreds of questions she wanted to ask the AI.


  “We get the power back up,” Ariel responded with a determined smile. “I have had nearly one hundred years to figure out what to do.”


  “Power?” Jason replied with a startled look. “What do you mean power, and what do you hope to accomplish with it?”


  “The center section is still airtight, as well as other sections around the Command Center,” Ariel replied her gaze switching to Jason. “This ship has a number of auxiliary vessels. There are two Raven class shuttles in the ship’s flight bay. If we jumpstart the main power source on one of them, we can use it to power up a small section of the ship.”


  “How do we do that?” Adam Simmins asked.


  “Auxiliary ships,” Greg spoke his eyes growing wide. “Are these ships still flyable?”


  “Possibly,” replied Ariel, shifting her gaze over to Greg. “I would have to run a diagnostic check on their key systems. They have been in a vacuum for the past one hundred years. The shuttles are extremely durable ships.”


  -


  Early the next morning, Jason, Greg, and Adam were deep into the damaged section of the ship. Ariel had given them directions how to reach the ship’s flight bay. She thought the flight bay was still intact. The bay was located on the bottom of the ship, and Ariel didn’t believe the explosion that had taken out the ship’s drive systems had reached the flight bay. At least she hoped that it hadn’t.


  Ariel’s sensors in that area were damaged, and she couldn’t access the bay to check on its current condition. That was one of the things she wanted Adam to repair. She thought one of the sensor couplings was damaged and needed to be replaced. Adam was carrying a spare, which he was going to install.


  “I hope we can get back out of here,” Greg commented as he helped Jason and Adam move some wreckage that was blocking their path.


  The corridor they were in had obviously been damaged by either the explosion or the crash landing. In several areas, the walls of the corridor were buckled in as if hit by a huge fist. Several small metal ceiling panels, as well as support beams, had fallen across the corridor blocking their path and had to be moved to the side so they could continue.


  This section of the ship, while still intact, was dangerous to pass through. Ariel felt this was the only reasonably safe passage to the flight bay. The AI had promised that if they could power up one of the large shuttles and access its power system, then Ariel could power up the emergency environmental systems. She would then be able to make a small section of the undamaged part of the ship habitable.


  Jason stopped and put his hands on his spacesuited waist as he gazed down the corridor. “It shouldn’t be much farther. We need to go through that hatch up ahead and then down two more levels. There should be a double airlock that leads to the flight bay.”


  “I hope the flight bay is still intact,” Greg said his tone showing concern. “As much wreckage as we found in this corridor, I can just imagine what the flight bay might be like.”


  “The more I see of this ship, the more amazed I am,” commented Adam, looking into a room that seemed to be full of a lot of damaged electronic equipment. “The technology to build a ship like this is far more advanced than anything we have ever imagined possible.”


  “Some of their science and technology is incredible,” replied Jason in agreement, stepping up next to Adam and gazing into the room. There were shattered viewscreens and heavily damaged control consoles everywhere.


  “I wonder if this room had anything to do with their weapon systems?” Greg asked, intrigued. Just from looking, this room was obviously an important control room of some kind. He was still fascinated about what type of weapons these people had used. So far, Ariel had not revealed any of that information.


  “Hard to tell,” replied Jason, looking over at Greg. “I’m sure the control systems are somewhere. Give us time, Greg; we’ll find them.”


  Jason could just imagine the men and women who must have worked in this room. Thinking of them made Jason think about his own family down on Earth. If his sister could see him now, she would become unglued. If his overly protective sibling knew that he was deep inside a wrecked spacecraft on the surface of the Moon, she would totally freak out. Fortunately, this was something she would probably never know. Jason suspected that the government would be slapping an extremely high security clearance on any information about the wrecked human spaceship.


  “Let’s go on down the corridor,” ordered Jason, ready to move on. “I can see the next hatch up ahead.”


  “At least Lisa has an easy and exciting job now,” Adam said as he turned to follow Jason. “I didn’t think we were ever going to pry her away from the AI last night. Colonel Greene had to order her to go get some rest.”


  “Can’t say that I blame her,” Jason replied with a smile. “Ariel is a computer scientist’s dream come true.”


  “I noticed that Colonel Greene and Lisa were having a long conversation this morning before we left,” Greg commented. “I wonder what that was about?”


  “The AI,” Jason replied. “Colonel Greene and I made a list last night of what we wanted Lisa to talk to the AI about. We would like more information about the Human Federation of Worlds, as well as these Hocklyns that defeated them.”


  “Do you think we’re going to have to fight these Hocklyns someday?” Greg asked his eyes turning to look at Jason.


  He knew it would be in the future. Someday his great great grandchildren and their generation might be all that would stand between a free humanity and abject slavery. He didn’t want to think about the horror that might wait in the not so distant future.


  “Probably,” replied Jason, taking a deep breath. “I’m afraid we may not have any choice. From what Ariel has told us the Hocklyns are coming, and we have 268 years to prepare. We can only hope that’s time enough.”


  “If the Federation couldn’t stop them with their technology, what chance will we have?” asked Greg, wondering if fighting the Hocklyns was a hopeless task.


  “We’ll have time to prepare,” answered Jason. “From Ariel, we know what’s coming. Perhaps this time it will be different.”


  They had made it to the hatch. Reaching forward, Jason grasped the handle and was relieved when it turned easily. Pushing against it with his hand it swung open, revealing a flight of stairs that led downward.


  “This ship and its technology could make a big difference,” Adam said as they stepped through the hatch and started down the stairs. “If we can reverse engineer all of its systems, we can begin building our own fleet someday.”


  “The AI should help there,” added Greg, thinking about all the knowledge the AI might hold the key to. “It may have everything we need to build ships of this type or even more in its memory.”


  He wondered if his son would fly one of those new wondrous spaceships that lay in the future. Perhaps his son would even command a ship like this one.


  When they reached the next level, Jason found another hatch blocking their way. This hatch opened easily also and after stepping through, they walked down the next flight of stairs and entered a short corridor. Jason stopped and looked at what was in front of them. On his left side was a heavily armored hatch. Stepping forward he tried to open it, but the handle refused to budge.


  “I don’t think we’re getting that one open,” Greg commented. “It looks as if it’s really stuck.”


  “I think it’s the backup control room for the flight bay,” spoke Adam, recalling what the AI had said when she was giving them directions. “It’s probably locked down. We can’t open it until we have some power restored.”


  Jason nodded and turned around to the other side of the corridor. There was another hatch, and he stepped forward and turned the handle. It opened easily. It was the airlock!


  “The flight bay should be through here,” he said, stepping inside.


  A few moments later, the three exited the airlock and entered the flight bay. They had brought several large, portable lights, which Greg and Adam were carrying. Switching the lights on, they gazed in awe around them.


  There were half a dozen spacecraft in the bay. The two large Raven class shuttles were in the center and seemed to be undamaged. However, two of the smaller ships had suffered catastrophic damage. They seemed to be some type of fighter craft. Both had been tossed against the side of the flight bay, either during the explosion or during the crash landing. The two fighter craft were now nothing but mangled pieces of wreckage.


  “Don’t guess we’ll be flying those,” commented Greg with disappointment in his voice. He took several steps toward the two wrecked fighters to get a better look.


  He wondered what type of weapons had been on the space fighters. Some type of lasers or blasters, he thought. He really wanted to talk to the AI about the weapons the ship was equipped with. His curiosity about that was burning inside of him. These two fighter craft were something else he would now have to ask about.


  There were two smaller spacecraft on the other side of the big shuttles, and both of these seemed relatively intact. They were box shaped, with small stubby wings on the sides. Probably some type of small supply shuttle used between ships or to the surface.


  What held Jason’s gaze were the two large shuttles. Each was about forty feet long and fifteen feet wide at their widest point. Both shuttles had short wings for atmospheric use. The nose was tapered and some type of rocket engines were in the back. Jason knew, from his brief talk with Ariel about these shuttles that they didn’t utilize any type of fuel similar to what Earth was currently using.


  Greg walked excitedly over to the nearest shuttle. Shining his light across it, he noticed several hard points underneath the wings for missiles.


  “This thing is equipped for missiles!” Greg spoke with excitement in his voice. He then turned and walked over to the tapered nose and, examining it, noticed two indentations. Running his gloved hand over the indentations, he wondered what they concealed. “There are two small hatch covers here on the nose. I wonder if they’re for some type of energy weapon?”


  “Hard to tell,” Jason replied as he and Adam walked over to stand next to Greg. “Perhaps we’ll know more after we talk to Ariel again.”


  Greg shined his light up higher, and they could see windows in what was clearly the cockpit for the shuttle. The windows were dark and undoubtedly made of some type of strong glass. Greg realized it might not be glass at all, just some clear material that the other humans had used for their cockpit windows.


  “Ariel said we can access the shuttle from the hatch on the other side,” Adam commented as he gazed in awe at the shuttle. “She said it should be easy to open.”


  “I hope so,” responded Jason, turning to look at Adam. “If we can’t get into the shuttle, Ariel’s plan for getting more power won’t work.”


  “We’ll get in! Do you realize that this ship has more capabilities than anything Earth has ever launched?” Adam said, animatedly. “According to Ariel, this shuttle is equipped with a sublight drive as well as limited FTL capability. If we could get this shuttle back down to Earth and build more like her, we could be exploring the entire Solar System in just a matter of a few years.”


  “That would be something,” commented Gregg, trying to imagine what it would be like to fly to Mars or the other planets in just a matter of a few hours. It was hard to comprehend. He would like to be on one of the flights to Mars. The red planet had always intrigued him.


  The three walked around the shuttle and found the entrance hatch. Jason reached forward and touched a small control panel. He punched in a short string of numbers and waited expectantly. Ariel had given them the command codes necessary to enter the shuttle. The hatch slid open, and the three stepped cautiously inside. They found themselves in a small room that was obviously used for passengers. A dozen comfortable seats were against the walls. In the rear, another closed hatch obviously led to the engine compartment, and an open hatch in the front led to the cockpit.


  Jason stepped through the front hatch and found himself in a small but efficient cockpit. There were four seats. There were two for the pilot and copilot, and two more seats on the sides in front of other consoles for two other crewmembers. The small cockpit was full of controls and instruments. It reminded him of other cockpits he had been in.


  Jason wondered what it would feel like to fly something like this. He could recall the exhilarating thrills back in his test pilot days when he had flown experimental jets. The first few times flying this shuttle would be very similar.


  Adam stepped around Jason and looked at a printout he was carrying. He moved over and checked a control panel next to one of the side consoles. Several screens on the panel were glowing dimly. “Battery power is at twelve percent; not enough to jump start the shuttle’s main power source. We were expecting that.”


  “So we need to lug the other RTG power source down here and hook it up to this shuttle,” commented Greg, grimacing at the thought of dragging the unit down all those corridors and stairs.


  “It won’t be that hard,” replied Jason, knowing what Greg was thinking. “It will just be tedious and something that has to be done.” Turning to Adam, he asked. “Do you see any problems with hooking our power source up to the shuttle?”


  “No,” answered Adam, standing up from where he had been bending over the console. “With the information that Ariel has given us, it should be quite simple.”


  “Let’s go back and get the RTG then,” Jason said. “The sooner we get the power up in this shuttle, the sooner we’ll have easier access to the rest of the ship.”


  “I want to install the sensor relay before we leave,” Adam stated. “That will allow Ariel to monitor what we’re doing, and she can talk us through any problems we might run into.”


  “Very well,” replied Jason, nodding his head in agreement. “Let’s get the relay installed and then we can go get the RTG.”


  



  


  Chapter Six


  Two days later, everyone waited expectantly to see what would happen when power was restored to the undamaged sections of the ship. Greg and Adam were down in the flight bay, and the rest were in the Command Center.


  “Should be any time now,” spoke Marcus, glancing down at his watch.


  Without warning, the panels in the Command Center all lit up, and the overhead lights panels came on brilliantly. They all jumped when one of the panels exploded in a shower of sparks.


  “Don’t panic,” Ariel spoke quickly. “It was just a power surge.”


  She was busily adjusting the power coming from the shuttle, rapidly shutting down areas of the ship that were damaged or where power wasn’t needed. There were numerous areas where power leads were broken or completely nonexistent. It took her several minutes to seal off all the areas where she didn’t want power going. The only areas that needed power were the flight bay, the area around the Command Center, and the central section. Once she was satisfied everything was working properly, she issued some specific commands to the computer to allow it to monitor the power.


  “What’s happening, Ariel?” Lisa asked, concerned. Her eyes were frantically looking around the Command Center for any other problems. The exploding overhead light had shaken her up considerably.


  “I’m scanning the ship to see what other resources may be available for power. The primary and secondary high-energy fusion reactors were destroyed or damaged in the initial explosion that took out the sublight and FTL systems. The resulting crash caused further damage.”


  “Are there other power sources on the ship?” Colonel Greene asked. This was something Ariel hadn’t mentioned before.


  “There is a small emergency reactor for the weapon systems which I am trying to access to determine its usability.”


  “Is it safe to turn on after all these years?” Colonel Greene asked, nervously. He didn’t want to see the wrecked ship blow up in a massive explosion. If the human race was to have a chance against the Hocklyns, they had to preserve what was left of the Avenger.


  “Quite safe,” Ariel replied with a gentle smile. “There are sufficient fail safes and redundancies built into the Avenger’s systems to prevent a core breach or a failure of any of the reactor’s primary systems.”


  “That’s a relief,” spoke Greg, shaking his head. “I didn’t really want to glow in the dark.”


  Ariel was quiet for a moment, and then a pleased smile appeared on her young face. “Reactor has been activated, and power is coming online. Standby for reactivation of artificial gravity field.”


  “What?” Jason stammered as he suddenly felt his weight increase until it was normal. “How the hell did you do that?”


  Ariel looked embarrassed as she gazed at Jason. “Oh, did I forget to mention that all Federation ships have an artificial gravity field? The field is also used to counter excessive acceleration and deceleration. The ship can maneuver at speeds of up to twelve gravities with no harmful effects to the crew. Or at least the Avenger used to be able to do that before it crashed.”


  -


  Two hours later, all six explorers were down in the center section. Power had been restored, and the environmental control systems were working. Ariel had directed them to a section where the ship’s officers had stayed. The quarters in this area were roomy and extremely comfortable.


  “A real bed,” Greg spoke with a wide grin, looking into one of the spacious rooms. Some cleaning and organizing and the quarters would be livable.


  “We need more people up here,” spoke Colonel Greene, glancing into the quarters he had chosen. “Ariel says the ship’s oxygen is recyclable and should last for several more years, even with a larger group of people on board.”


  Lisa came out of the quarters she had chosen with a big smile on her face. “We actually have running water and toilets!”


  “What about the bodies in the medical center?” Greg asked with concern.


  “Ariel is keeping the temperature in those rooms at a low enough temperature to preserve them,” Colonel Greene responded. “That won’t be a problem.”


  “What’s next?” Adam asked.


  Having the environmental systems back up and running would allow them to check out more of the ship’s systems and the science behind them. Working in the cumbersome spacesuits was a pain. Now, in many areas, they might not have to.


  “I want us all to meet in a couple of hours after we get our quarters organized,” Greene spoke with a thoughtful look on his face. “We need to go over everything we’ve learned so far and figure out our next steps. Having the power on is going to make a big difference in our explorations of this ship.”


  “We’ve learned a lot in the last few days,” added Jason, nodding his head in agreement. “This ship and Ariel have a lot to teach us.”


  “We have to learn and learn quickly,” continued Colonel Greene, agreeing with Jason. “Every moment lost is one moment closer to the Hocklyns finding us. We must begin preparing for that day as soon as possible. The future of the human race may rest with what we learn from this ship.”


  -


  All six of the explorers were sitting in a small conference room next to the Command Center. Jason wondered what kind of meetings might have been held in this room in years past. He could imagine the commander standing at the front of the table and explaining to his officers the latest developments in the war. Jason could scarcely imagine how it had affected them when their worlds had been destroyed and they found themselves powerless to stop it.


  “Okay, let’s get this meeting started,” spoke Colonel Greene, setting down a pile of reports and photographs on the table in front of him. “Lisa, if you will begin, please tell us what you’ve found out about the AI and the worlds this ship came from.”


  Lisa nodded and brushed a strand of wayward blonde hair out of her eyes. “First, let’s start with the AI. I don’t believe Ariel is a true AI.”


  “What?” Greg stammered in confusion. “She sure seems real enough to me.”


  “She is a highly sophisticated computer with some very advanced programming,” Lisa explained. “This programming allows her to act and to respond as if she is a real person. The programming I have examined so far allows her a limited amount of freedom to make some decisions on her own. Even so, these programs do control her actions, and she can’t violate them.”


  “Interesting,” commented Colonel Greene, leaning back in his chair. “What about the human worlds this ship came from?”


  “I did manage to get that information from Ariel,” continued Lisa, nodding her head. She turned her deep blue eyes toward the colonel. “The Human Federation of Worlds comprised five inhabited solar systems and a number of scientific and mining outposts in approximately twenty others.”


  “Sounds impressive,” spoke Jason, wondering how long it would take for Earth to grow that large. He leaned forward. “Do you know what their population was?”


  “From the information I have gathered, it was slightly over fourteen billion at the time of the first Hocklyn attack.”


  “Fourteen billion,” mumbled Adam, shaking his head sadly. “So many people.”


  “All wiped out by the Hocklyns,” Colonel Greene reminded everyone. “And those same Hocklyns are coming for us in another 268 years.”


  “Do we have any idea what the Hocklyns look like?” Greg asked, curiously. Surely, the humans on this ship had known what their enemy looked like.


  “Yes, we do,” replied Colonel Greene, reaching forward and retrieving several photographs. He passed these around the table.


  Greg took one and his eyes widened at what he was seeing. The Hocklyns looked like a lizard that walked on two feet with arms and hands. They were a pale green in color with a small crest on the top of their head. Looking closer, he noticed that the fingers on the hands were unusually long and double-jointed. Not only that, instead of five digits, there were six.


  “The Hocklyns obviously come from a reptilian ancestry,” Colonel Greene spoke his eyes looking around the small group. “Their skin is reported to be covered with very fine scales, and their body temperature is below what humans would call normal. Their blood chemistry is also markedly different. The Hocklyns are a very harsh and cruel race. They live to improve and grow their empire. Nothing else matters.”


  “And they’re coming for us sometime in the future,” Greg said, still gazing at the picture. These aliens could never be allowed to conquer Earth!


  “Yes, they are,” responded Colonel Greene. “They are an unstoppable force, and we are in their path.”


  The meeting lasted for nearly an hour, with each member of the team reporting on the progress of his or her studies and the exploration of the ship. They now had a pretty good feel for the layout of the Avenger. Toward the end of the meeting, Colonel Greene had some assignments for the explorers.


  “Tomorrow Jason, Greg, and Adam will be going to the Environmental section,” spoke Greene, looking at the assignments for the following day. “We want to see how well the systems are working and whether it’s feasible to bring more people up here. There are two corridors which are still airtight and should allow you easy access.”


  “What has Earth said about all of this?” Jason asked, curiously. He could well imagine the impact their discoveries were having on the politicians.


  “I have sent Mission Control complete reports of everything we have discovered so far,” Greene replied in a serious tone. “Tom Hays told me that the president was calling an emergency meeting with several other heads of state to discuss the situation.”


  “The fire’s about to start burning,” commented Greg, meeting the colonel’s eyes.


  He had talked briefly to his wife that morning, and she had inquired about what was going on. She had said there were all sorts of rumors flying around. Particularly since it had been revealed that a second lander had been sent to the Moon. Greg had tried to reassure her that everything was fine. However, he could sense the doubt and worry in her voice. He really needed to get home to his family.


  -


  Jason was standing in the Command Center, shaking his head. He could scarcely believe what he had just heard. “I don’t understand. Are you saying that both of the shuttles are still flyable?”


  “That’s correct,” replied Ariel, nodding her head. “I have run a full diagnostic check on both of them and they are flyable.”


  “How safe are they to fly?” asked Colonel Greene, sitting down at a console and staring at the front viewscreen. “What would be the risk in sending one of the shuttles back to Earth to pick up more personnel and to return here?”


  “Minimal,” Ariel replied, confidently. “Even in the shuttles there are enough redundant systems to ensure a safe trip.”


  Colonel Greene was quiet for a moment as he weighed his options. Then he turned to face Jason. “If I were to send you and Greg back to Earth immediately, how would you feel about that?”


  Jason hesitated for a moment. “I know Greg really wants to get home to his family. My own family has been asking a lot of questions. I would like to go back too, but I would like the option of returning to help study this ship at a later date. There’s so much to learn here, and I want to be part of it.”


  “I think that can be arranged,” replied Greene, nodding his head as he reached a decision. “The people on the ground need to hear firsthand what we’ve learned up here. You can only put so much in a report.”


  “How soon do we leave?” asked Jason, suddenly realizing they were going home.


  He knew his brother and sister would be thrilled to see him. He hadn’t realized until this moment just how much he had missed them. The thought of going home had brought those feelings to the surface.


  “As soon as it can be arranged,” replied Greene, leaning back and watching Jason. “We have to figure out a safe place to land and hide the shuttle. It may be necessary to keep your return a secret for a few months. It would be hard to explain how the two of you managed to suddenly reappear down on Earth.”


  “What about our families?” Jason asked. It would be terrible to return home and still not be able to see their families.


  “I think something can be arranged,” Greene said, confidently. “According to Ariel, we can have the other shuttle fully prepped and ready to fly the day after tomorrow. We will also have to make some special arrangements with Mission Control. We’re sending them a spacecraft that’s at least a hundred years more advanced than anything they’ve ever flown.”


  “We’re going to open some eyes down on Earth,” said Jason, smiling. He could just imagine the impression the shuttle would make with the engineers and technicians. “This shuttle will make them realize just what it is we have discovered here on the Moon.”


  “It will also help to emphasize the danger our world is in,” Greene replied, determinedly. “We have to make them understand the seriousness of the danger the Hocklyns represent. Just seeing this shuttle and realizing that the people that built it were soundly defeated should make them realize just what the future generations of our world will be up against. Now, why don’t you go tell Greg he’s going home.”


  “That’s one thing I definitely will enjoy doing,” replied Jason, smiling. He knew that Greg would be thrilled at the news.


  -


  Two days later, Jason and Greg were in the second shuttle. Jason was in the pilot’s seat, and Greg was sitting next to him in the copilot’s seat.


  “This is sure strange,” spoke Greg, looking out the large cockpit window toward the hangar doors, which were still shut. “I never expected to be returning to Earth in something like this.”


  “Just imagine the impact our landing will make,” replied Jason with a grin.


  “White Sands, New Mexico,” responded Greg, shaking his head. “That’s a long ways from where we took off.”


  “But it’s secure and controlled by the military,” continued Jason, recalling all the discussion about finding a secure and safe landing site. “They have a special hangar ready for us. We’re landing at night, and the sky is overcast above White Sands. Hopefully, no one will spot us.”


  “They wouldn’t be able to anyway,” Ariel spoke over the com system. “The shuttle’s stealth systems will be activated as soon as you leave the Moon.”


  “Are you sure this is safe?” Greg asked Ariel for the tenth time since he had found out they were returning to Earth. Tom Hays had assured him that his wife would be waiting when they landed at White Sands. He didn’t want to crash.


  “Perfectly safe, Greg,” Ariel replied evenly. “This type of shuttle has an extremely good safety record.”


  “Yeah, but this one has been sitting around unused for nearly one hundred years,” Greg added, worriedly.


  “Launch in five minutes, Commander Strong,” Ariel calmly informed him. “Flight bay is being depressurized.”


  Jason looked out the cockpit window at the large hangar doors. The next hurdle would be to get the doors open. Ariel was pretty confident they would open, but they hadn’t been tested.


  “Opening hangar doors,” Ariel reported.


  One of the doors slid open easily; the second didn’t budge.


  “One of the doors didn’t open,” Jason informed Ariel over the radio. She had explained to him how to operate the shuttle’s communications equipment.


  “I’m working on it,” Ariel replied. “The door seems to be bent. I don’t think it’s going to open.”


  “Crap,” uttered Greg, feeling immensely disappointed. He felt sick at his stomach knowing they might not be able to launch the shuttle. He had really been looking forward to seeing his wife and baby.


  “No problem,” Ariel responded after a moment. “We can launch the shuttle through the open door. There will be two feet of clearance on both sides.”


  “Two feet!” moaned Greg, turning pale. “Is that safe?”


  “Perfectly safe,” Ariel replied as she sent the commands to the shuttle to begin powering up its sublight engine.


  Jason felt the shuttle rise above the deck in the flight bay. It hovered for a moment, and then slowly moved toward the open door. He felt tense, and he could feel his heart beating faster. The shuttle approached the open door and then passed through it. Looking out the cockpit window, he saw the shuttle’s wing barely clear the door. Once outside, the shuttle tilted upward and began to accelerate rapidly. In moments, they were in space above the Moon.


  “This is amazing,” spoke Greg in awe, gazing out the cockpit window on his side as the Moon began to drop rapidly away.


  “Two hours to Earth,” responded Jason, recalling the flight plan. “Who would have ever thought something like this could be possible?”


  He leaned back in his seat, trying to relax. His sister and brother would be waiting for him at White Sands. They were still discussing at Mission Control just what Greg and he could tell their families about what had happened on the Moon. They would have to be told something, how else could they explain their sudden appearance down on Earth?


  The shuttle continued toward Earth, its stealth fields having been activated as the shuttle left the Moon. As it approached Earth’s atmosphere, the shuttle began to slow, then entered a gentle arc toward its destination.


  Jason looked down at the Earth below. It was dark over the United States, but the country was lit up by all the city lights. This was his home, and he was glad to be returning. There was a time a few weeks back when he had wondered if he would ever see this sight again.


  “It’s beautiful,” Greg spoke, wistfully. “I wish Elizabeth could see this.”


  “Perhaps someday she might,” responded Jason, looking over at his close friend. “With the technology we’re going to learn from Ariel and from the Avenger, space travel might become extremely common in a few more years.”


  The shuttle continued its descent. A few minutes later, the landing lights at White Sands came into view. The shuttle followed them and then entered a large brightly lit hangar. As soon as the shuttle was inside, it gently landed and the hangar doors slid shut.


  “We’re here,” said Greg, standing up. He hoped his wife and son were waiting. He could hardly wait to see them.


  “Let’s go out and see what type of welcoming party we have,” Jason replied. It felt good to be back on Earth.


  Moments later, they stepped out of the shuttle to be greeted by a large crowd of military people and technicians. Tom Hays was the first one to greet them.


  “Welcome back!” he said enthusiastically, pumping their hands, and then looking over at the shuttle. “This is great! It's a new day for our world, all thanks to the two of you!”


  Jason nodded. It might be great for today, but the Hocklyns waited in the future.


  Tom led the two outside the hangar where a vehicle was waiting. Minutes later, they found themselves inside an office. Jason looked over at Greg, suspecting that their debriefing was about to begin. The door opened and much to his surprise, his sister and brother stepped through. Right behind them was Greg’s wife, carrying their infant son.


  “Elizabeth!” yelled Greg, jumping up. He rushed over and kissed his wife, then gave both his wife and son an affectionate hug.


  “Oh, Greg,” responded Elizabeth, starting to cry.


  Jason walked over to his sister and brother. Trevor reached out and shook Jason’s hand. “I’m glad you’re back, big brother. I don’t understand how, but I’m glad.”


  Katherine stepped forward and hugged Jason. “I don’t know how you can always get into so much trouble. I warned you about going to the Moon. What happened?”


  Jason took a deep breath. How could he explain all of this? Tom Hays had told them not to talk to anyone yet about what had happened on the Moon. There would be a briefing in the morning in which Greg and he would be told what they could reveal. “You won’t believe it,” he responded with a big smile. “I’ll tell you about it in the morning. Now I just want to hear what you and Trevor have been doing while I’ve been gone.”


  Greg was holding his infant son. Deep in his heart, he knew that someday his son would be flying a new generation of spaceships. They would soon be building spaceships capable of traveling to the stars. His son would see things that Greg could only imagine. But for now he was happy. He took his wife’s hand and looked down at his son. Life couldn’t be any better.


  -


  Back on the Moon, Colonel Greene and Lisa were talking to Ariel. There was a question Colonel Greene had been meaning to ask the AI.


  “Ariel, do you know what solar system your people went to after they left ours back in 1917?”


  Ariel looked back at Colonel Greene in surprise. “I never said they left this solar system. They’re still here.”


  “What!” Colonel Greene exploded, his face turning pale. “What do you mean they’re still here?”


  “My people came here to seek refuge on Earth as well as to build a new military base. When it became obvious that due to the diseases down on Earth they couldn’t live there, they went on to build the new base.”


  “Where is this base?” Colonel Greene asked, slowly. He looked over at Lisa. Her eyes were wide in disbelief.


  “It’s inside the asteroid Ceres,” replied Ariel, looking at Colonel Greene, confused. “I told you at the very beginning that they were going to establish a base in this solar system.”


  “Have you heard from them since the crash?”


  “No,” Ariel replied.


  “This is going to be big news back on Earth,” commented Colonel Greene, shaking his head in disbelief. How was he going to explain this to the people in Mission Control? Tom Hays was going to be stunned when he heard this.


  “Ariel, can one of the shuttles make it to Ceres and back safely?”


  “Yes, Colonel; it shouldn’t be a problem. I have been curious myself as to why there has been no contact with the base since the survivors went there.”


  “I think we have a new mission for Commander Strong. As soon as he has taken a few weeks off, I think he will be flying to Ceres.”


  -


  Back on Earth, Jason and Greg were going out to eat with their families. Tom Hays had told them that a special meal had been prepared to celebrate their return in the base cafeteria. Little did Jason suspect what was waiting in his future. If he thought the Moon had held a surprise it wouldn’t compare to what was waiting inside the asteroid Ceres.


  _o0o_


  



  


  Moon Wreck: Secrets of Ceres

  
 Chapter Seven


  Jason Strong was relaxing on the front porch of his home, watching the sunset. His house was located in a quiet suburb away from most of the noises and crowds that plagued the city. It had been six weeks since Greg and he had returned from their perilous Moon mission. The clouds above the horizon glowed red and orange-red in the fading light. The colors were a stark contrast to the blacks and grays of the lunar surface that he had become so familiar with.


  Even now, he still had occasional nightmares about the lunar lander and the crash landing. Letting out a deep breath, he watched curiously as a car pulled into the driveway. His eyes narrowed, now who could that be, he wondered. He wasn’t expecting anyone and very few people even knew that he was home. He heard the front door open and sensed that his sister Katherine had stepped out onto the porch. Glancing at her, he saw that she was watching the car as if a dangerous predator had just arrived. She had been overly protective since he had returned from his Moon mission.


  The car door opened, and Tom Hays climbed out. Tom was the director of Mission Control in Houston. He waved at Jason and then turned to say something to someone else in the car. The passenger door opened, and a man dressed in a military uniform appeared. Jason stood up, frowning. What was Tom Hays doing here with a military general?


  “Jason, whatever they want, tell them no,” Katherine spoke in a low and concerned voice. “You’ve already done enough!”


  The two men walked up to the porch and climbed the steps.


  “Hello, Jason,” Tom Hays spoke in a pleasant voice. “This is General Adamson from the Pentagon.”


  Jason shook the hands of both men. “We finished my final debriefing two weeks ago,” Jason said, wondering what the men wanted. “I believe we covered everything that occurred on the Moon.”


  “This isn’t about your debriefing,” General Adamson replied in a firm military voice. “Is there somewhere we can go and talk privately?”


  “I have a small office in the house,” answered Jason, looking over at his sister. He could tell from the dark look in her eyes that she wasn’t happy with these visitors.


  “Remember what I said?” warned Katherine her eyes turning dark. “You’ve already put yourself in enough danger.”


  “Jason’s done a great service for this country,” spoke Tom, looking at Katherine. “What he accomplished on the Moon was a miracle.”


  Tom understood Katherine’s anxiety. He could still remember her living at Mission Control when they had lost contact with the New Beginnings mission. She had waited with a haunted look in her eyes for any word from her brother. She had been there almost the entire time until Jason and Greg managed to shut down the emergency beacon on the crashed spaceship and reestablished radio contact with Mission Control.


  “Just remember that,” replied Katherine, looking directly at Tom. “He doesn’t need to do any more!”


  “Relax, Katherine,” Jason said with a reassuring smile. “We’re just going to talk.”


  “That better be all,” replied Katherine, giving Jason a warning glance.


  Jason led the two men into the house and through a door that led to his office. He sat down in his favorite chair and gestured for the other two men to take a seat on the comfortable sofa that was against the wall in front of the window. During the day, the window let in just enough light to make Jason’s office more inviting. “What can I do for you?” asked Jason, looking over at Tom Hayes. “I’m sure you didn’t come all this way just for a social call.”


  “You’re right, Jason. Something’s come up,” admitted Tom, glancing over at General Adamson. He took a deep breath before continuing. “What I’m about to tell you is top secret. Right after Greg and you left the Moon, there was a startling discovery.”


  “I imagine there will be a lot of startling discoveries in that wreck,” Jason replied with a slight smile. “It’s not every day you find a wrecked spaceship on the Moon and an AI like Ariel.”


  “No, it isn’t,” agreed General Adamson, leaning forward. “You did a fantastic job up there, Commander Strong. But now we have something else we need you to do.”


  Jason leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. He had hoped to spend at least a few more weeks with his sister and brother before going back to work. From the look on the faces of Tom and the general, that wasn’t going to happen.


  “What’s going on?” he asked his eyes narrowing. “What’s Colonel Greene discovered now?”


  Tom took another deep breath before beginning. “Immediately after you left, Ariel made a shocking statement. It was something that Colonel Greene and Lisa Gordon were not expecting and couldn’t believe.”


  “Ariel has a way of doing that,” responded Jason, recalling the gorgeous AI. “She’s not human and doesn’t think like we do.”


  The AI on the Avenger had surprised him on several occasions. Particularly the first time she had appeared in the Command Center and told him and Adam Simmons that Greg and Lisa were trapped behind a sealed hatch in the ship.


  “You remember that she explained that the survivors from the Human Federation of Worlds came down with the Spanish Flu when they arrived here,” spoke Tom, knowing that Jason was familiar with this. They had discussed this in detail during Jason’s debriefing.


  “Yes. The flu spread through their fleet, killing hundreds. They gave up the idea of setting up a colony on Earth and left. That’s why the Avenger crashed. A sick engineer destroyed or damaged their drive systems, disabling the ship as it passed the Moon. The Moon’s gravity pulled it down, causing it to crash in the crater.”


  “The problem was we forgot to ask Ariel where the survivors went when she first mentioned this. Everyone assumed they had gone on to another solar system,” General Adamson said with a troubled look in his eyes.


  “Of course they did,” Jason replied with a confused look. “Where else could they go? There isn’t another habitable planet in our Solar System. It only made sense that they find another solar system with a suitable planet they could colonize.”


  General Adamson shook his head slowly and his eyes narrowed. “We all forgot why they came here. They came here to set up a colony on Earth and to establish a new military base.”


  “I don’t understand,” Jason replied, suddenly feeling uneasy. He looked intently at Tom. “The colony on Earth wasn’t feasible due to their lack of immunity to Earth diseases. They had to go on to another solar system.”


  “That’s not what happened,” replied General Adamson, shaking his head.


  “According to Ariel, these humans never left the Solar System. They’re still here,” Tom spoke in a level voice, gazing into Jason’s eyes.


  “They’re still here!” Jason sputtered his eyes growing wide in disbelief. “That’s not possible. There has been no trace of them on Earth. If they were here, we would know about it. You can’t hide ships as big as theirs.”


  “They’re not on Earth,” explained General Adamson, shaking his head. He let out a deep breath and then continued. “According to Ariel, they went on and built their military base here in our Solar System.”


  “Where?” asked Jason, feeling a chill of excitement run down his back. Was it possible some of these humans were still alive? Was there some way they could be contacted?


  “According to Ariel, the military part of their fleet had always planned on building a new and powerful military base in our Solar System as a means of protecting Earth,” Adamson continued. “They had planned on leaving most of the civilians down on Earth in the new colony and then the military ships would go on and construct their new base. The base would be responsible for defending Earth until we were ready to defend ourselves.”


  Jason could hardly believe what the general was saying. “So you’re saying that somewhere in our Solar System is a fully operational military base of the Human Federation of Worlds?”


  “That’s just it,” Tom broke in, shaking his head worriedly. “Ariel has never heard from nor seen any of their ships since the Avenger crashed. The AI had a few short-range scanners still working immediately after the crash. In recent years, as her power supply dropped, she could only scan the area immediately around the Earth and the Moon. There were even times when she was in a standby mode and was only awakened periodically by the ship’s computer. However, in the one hundred years since the ship crashed she has never detected another ship. It’s as if the survivors vanished.”


  “It’s a shame we don’t know where they went,” Jason commented, feeling disappointed. He would give anything to see one of their warships intact. Even the civilian ships would be amazing. An intact ship could mean so much to Earth’s future war effort against the Hocklyns.


  “We do know,” General Adamson said, gazing intently at Jason. “They went to the asteroid Ceres.”


  “Ceres,” spoke Jason, drawing in a sharp breath. For a moment, he was silent, thinking about what the general had just said. He knew that Ceres was the largest asteroid in the Solar System. “Surely if they’re on Ceres we could detect or see something. Their ships are too big to stay hidden.”


  “We’ve tried searching for signs of artificial structures on Ceres, as well as their ships,” Tom replied with a heavy sigh. “We’ve used telescopes and every detecting device we have. There’s nothing! No sign of their ships or any artificial constructions on or around the asteroid.”


  “Perhaps after the flu struck them, they decided to change their plans and go on to another solar system after all,” Jason suggested. “Not being able to plant a colony on Earth may have left them with no other choice.”


  “Perhaps,” Tom replied, doubtfully. “But I just can’t see them leaving Earth undefended. Not with their knowledge of the Hocklyns and what Earth would be facing in the future.”


  “This all sounds interesting,” spoke Jason, leaning forward and placing his hands on his desk. “Ariel never mentioned any of this while I was there. I want to go back up to the Avenger someday to help with the research, but how does this missing fleet involve me?”


  General Adamson looked down at the floor and then gazed directly at Jason with an extremely serious look upon his face. “We want you to take one of the Raven shuttles that are on the Avenger and go to Ceres. We want you to find out what happened to the survivors of that fleet after they left Earth.”


  Jason sat silently, not believing what he had just heard. His head felt as if it was spinning. Then focusing, he thought about what the general had just said. “Why me?”


  “You’re familiar with the Avenger and the situation up there,” Tom began. “You handled the situation up on the Moon extremely well. We need someone like you to lead this mission.”


  Jason looked at the two and had a feeling they were not telling him everything. “What else is there? There has to be another reason.”


  Tom looked extremely uncomfortable. He looked over at the general, who nodded.


  “It’s Ariel,” confessed Tom, sounding slightly annoyed “She won’t allow us to use one of the shuttles unless you command the mission.”


  “What?” Jason spoke surprised his eyes growing wide. “Why is she demanding that?”


  “She says she trusts you,” replied Tom, letting out a deep breath. “If there are survivors in Ceres, Ariel feels you will do the right thing. I know you wanted some more time off, but this is really important.”


  “Is she demanding anyone else to go on this mission?” Jason asked with a sudden suspicion.


  “Ariel wants Greg also,” Tom admitted uncomfortably, looking over at General Adamson. “Lisa Gordon and Adam Simmins are also among those she wants.”


  “How many others will there be?” asked Jason, trying to think if he actually wanted to do this. Those shuttles were over one hundred years old, and Ceres wasn’t exactly close to Earth.


  “There will be eight on the shuttle,” General Adamson responded. “We’re still deciding on the other four.”


  “How safe will this trip be?” asked Jason, thinking about what they were asking him to do. It was one thing to fly those shuttles between the Earth and the Moon. Ceres was millions of miles away!


  “Ariel has a group of our technicians going over one of the shuttles, checking all of its systems. It should be ready in two more weeks. She has assured us that the shuttle will have no problems making the trip to Ceres and returning.”


  Jason let out a sharp breath. He felt excitement growing at just the thought of making this trip. This was a rare opportunity to travel far out into the Solar System. He might never get this chance again. Who knew what they might find on Ceres. “If I agree, when do we leave?”


  “We would need you and Greg back up on the Moon by the end of the week,” General Adamson replied. “Both of you will have to go through a crash course on how to fly and operate the shuttle. Ariel claims she can operate the shuttle by remote control all the way to Ceres and back, but I would feel better if the crew could pilot and operate it in an emergency.”


  “Will you do it, Jason?” asked Tom, knowing he was asking a lot. “This mission could be more important than finding the Avenger. There may be intact ships inside Ceres if the base was actually built. Imagine what that could mean.”


  Jason closed his eyes. He knew his sister was going to be highly upset with him again. She knew they had found a crashed spaceship on the Moon. He had been allowed to tell her and Trevor that much, but nothing else. Jason also wondered how Greg would feel about this. He wasn’t sure Greg would be willing to leave his wife and infant son so soon after returning from the Moon. It had been extremely difficult for Greg to be away from his family, not knowing if he would ever see them again.


  “Well?” General Adamson asked. “We’ll do everything in our power to make sure you have everything you need to accomplish this mission safely. We need to know what’s on Ceres.”


  Jason slowly nodded his head. There had never been any real doubt in his mind that he was going to accept. The crucial question now was how was he going to explain all of this to Greg? An even bigger problem was how was he going to explain this to his sister?


  -


  Greg leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, shaking his head. He couldn’t believe what Jason had just asked him to do. For the last two weeks, he had concentrated on his family, getting to know his infant son and enjoying the feeling of being a father. Now Jason was asking him to give that up and go on a dangerous mission from which he might not return.


  “Ceres,” he mumbled, trying to recall what he knew about the distant asteroid. “That’s a long way to go in a one hundred year old shuttle.”


  “Ariel and some technicians are checking the shuttle,” replied Jason, trying to sound positive. “She says we can do this.”


  “Lisa and Adam will be going too?” asked Greg, wondering what he should do. How could he explain this to his wife? He had very mixed feelings about this mission. Part of him was screaming to go; the other was asking what about Elizabeth?


  “Yes, and there will be four others besides them,” added Jason, knowing that Greg was struggling with this decision. He couldn’t blame him. “General Adamson promised that if anything goes wrong, the second shuttle will be used to launch a rescue mission.”


  Greg could feel his heart pounding in his chest. He genuinely wanted to go, but was it fair to his family? The ordeal he had put his wife through when Jason and he had crashed on the Moon was still fresh in his mind. They were just now getting where they could talk about it without his wife breaking into tears.


  “We have to leave by the end of the week?” asked Greg his mind racing. That wasn’t a lot of time.


  “Yes,” responded Jason, knowing that was only a few days away. “General Adamson wants us to go through training on how to fly and operate the shuttle. It should take about two weeks.”


  “Makes sense,” Greg replied slowly with a pained look on his face. “Jason, I need to talk to Elizabeth. This is a decision I can’t make without speaking to her. After what I put her through when our lander crashed, I just can’t do this without her permission.”


  “I understand,” replied Jason, nodding his head. He knew that Greg placed a lot of importance on his family. “I told General Adamson you would have to talk it over with Elizabeth. He has given you permission to tell her about going to Ceres but not much more than that. Greg, if this is going to put a strain on your family you don’t have to go. I’m sure Ariel will understand.”


  “I’ll let you know tomorrow,” Greg said, letting out a deep breath. He knew he would have to have a long talk with Elizabeth. However, one of his greatest dreams was to get to explore space. He didn’t want to miss out on this opportunity. He might never get another.


  -


  Jason was sitting in the copilot’s seat on board the shuttle Ariel had sent down to retrieve him and Greg. Greg was back in the revamped passenger compartment talking to a new group of technicians and scientists that were going up to the Avenger. The scientists were full of questions after learning who Greg was and that he had spent a number of weeks on the wrecked spaceship. Jason was glad Greg was going. He knew that if Greg had decided not to go, his best friend would have regretted that decision later.


  Looking out the cockpit window, Jason saw the Moon rapidly growing in size. He doubted if he would ever get used to traveling at these speeds. A trip that once took days now took only a matter of a few hours. “How many people are currently on the Avenger?” asked Jason, looking over at the young man who was sitting in the pilot’s seat.


  “There are forty-two, plus the eight we’re bringing up on this trip,” the young lieutenant replied. “Colonel Greene is really pushing the exploration of the ship. They’re also cataloguing and looking extremely close at all the wreckage strung across the crater. Some of it has even been brought into the flight bay to be studied.”


  Jason nodded, wondering what he would find when they landed. He noticed a slight change in the shuttle’s trajectory, and he knew they were now descending toward the desolate lunar surface.


  “We did manage to get the other hangar door working,” the lieutenant added. He had been told that during the first few launches only one door would open, leaving a clearance of only a few feet on each side of the shuttle’s wings.


  The Moon’s desolate surface rapidly grew nearer and soon the shuttle leveled off, heading toward a small crater in the distance. Reaching the crater, the shuttle slowly circled and for the first time Jason had a good view of the wreck. It was still difficult to see unless you understood just what you were looking at. He knew that the large boulders and clumps of rocks below were actually dust-covered pieces of the Avenger.


  Jason hadn’t realized until now just how much wreckage was in the crater. It made him wonder exactly how large the Avenger had been before the crash. Looking toward the Avenger, he could see the remains of the crashed ship. It dwarfed everything else in the crater. The wreck was nearly 400 feet long and 200 feet high. Jason’s eyes moved along the ship, looking at all of the closed hatches and noticing several that had been opened. The Federation had certainly known how to build ships.


  “Colonel Greene is waiting for you and your friend in the conference room next to the Command Center,” the lieutenant continued as he watched the instruments on the flight control panel. The ship was being flown by remote control, but he knew enough to take over in case of an emergency.


  The shuttle arrowed down slightly, and Jason saw that the two large doors to the flight bay were open. Moments later, the shuttle entered smoothly and sat down gently on the deck. There wasn’t even a noticeable jar as the shuttle came to a complete stop and the engines shut off.


  Taking a deep breath, Jason unfastened his flight harness and stood up. He was back where all of this had begun over twelve weeks ago. Going into the passenger compartment, he saw the hatch was already open and the other passengers were exiting.


  “Guess we’re back,” Greg said, smiling broadly. He was excited to find out what had been discovered in their absence. He hoped he would get the opportunity to inspect the Avenger’s weapons before they had to leave to go to Ceres.


  He was glad that his wife had agreed to let him come. Their talk had been quite long and comprehensive, but she understood his desire to be part of this. She had made him promise to come back safely.


  “There are over fifty people up here now,” responded Jason, walking over to stand next to Greg. “Colonel Greene has brought a lot of specialists up here to help explore the wreck.”


  He looked out the open hatch and immediately noticed that the flight bay was brilliantly lit. He could see several technicians coming over toward the shuttle. They were probably going to check out its systems after the flight to Earth and back.


  “Hard to believe there are so many,” Greg replied with a nod. Jason and he had spent over four weeks alone on the Moon after their lunar lander had crashed. It was something Greg hoped he would never experience again.


  The two walked down the ramp and came to a stop, looking over at the second shuttle. Several technicians had two panels open on the side of the shuttle and were peering inside. One of the men seemed to be making adjustments or repairs to something.


  “I hope they know what they’re doing,” muttered Greg, shaking his head with his eyes focused on the technicians. “The Federation’s technology is a lot further along than ours.”


  “I’m sure Ariel’s helping them,” Jason reassured Greg. “Let’s get to the conference room and see what’s been going on since we left.”


  They passed through the double airlock and started down the short corridor, passing through the hatch. As they walked through the ship, one of the first things they noticed was that all the lights were on. Evidently, all the broken ones had been replaced. Even more surprising was that all the wreckage had been cleared from the corridors. In several areas, large metal patches had been welded into place to strengthen the walls.


  “They’ve done a lot of work up here,” Greg noted as they passed several technicians carrying tools and other equipment. “From inside here it’s hard to believe we’re in a crashed spaceship.”


  “If not for the outside, you wouldn’t know this ship is a wreck,” agreed Jason as they stepped through another hatch. This section of the Avenger had survived relatively intact.


  A few minutes later, they reached the conference room and after knocking, went inside. Colonel Greene, Lisa Gordon, Adam Simmins, and another man and woman they weren't familiar with were sitting at the long conference table.


  “Commander Strong and Greg; it’s good to see you again,” spoke Colonel Greene, standing up and walking over to greet the two men. He shook both of their hands before continuing. “I think you know everyone except Karl Stern and Andrea Oleson. Karl is a physicist and has several other science degrees. Andrea is a doctor and highly familiar with most of the strains of flu that have existed in recent years, including the Spanish Flu.”


  “Hello, Commander Strong,” a pleasant feminine voice spoke from the front of the conference room. “Nice to see you again, Greg. I’m excited that you agreed to come with Commander Strong on this mission.”


  Looking up, Jason saw a large viewscreen with an image of Ariel dressed in her dark blue uniform. “Hello, Ariel.”


  The dark haired girl on the screen nodded and smiled. Her dark eyes showed her pleasure at Jason and Greg being in the conference room.


  “If everyone will take a seat, I will go over what we know and what we hope to accomplish with this mission,” Colonel Greene said.


  Jason and Greg sat down and turned to face the colonel. They were both curious to hear what he was going to say. General Adamson and Tom Hays had both been a little evasive when asked specific questions about the mission. Both had said that Colonel Greene would brief them on what they hoped to accomplish if they could find and get into the Federation base on Ceres.


  “As you have been told, it seems that the humans that fled to our Solar System after the destruction of the Human Federation of Worlds realized they couldn’t colonize Earth.”


  “Because of the flu,” Greg said, recalling what Ariel had told them weeks back. “Their civilian ships became infected with it.”


  “We don’t think all of them were,” Doctor Oleson spoke with a serious look upon her face. She was thirty-four years old and had made medicine and the study of diseases her life. “They made an attempt to contain it to a few ships.” Doctor Oleson looked over at Lisa.


  “From what we have been able to learn from Ariel there was a concentrated attempt to contain it on the civilian ships,” Lisa continued. She had talked to Ariel considerably about this, trying to find out what had happened. “Once the doctors realized they couldn’t stop the spread of the disease, they made a drastic decision. All the infected colonists were moved to a few ships and placed in quarantine. The doctors and scientists that remained in the fleet did everything they could to disinfect their remaining ships to stop the spread of the deadly disease.”


  “It was the only thing they could do,” Doctor Oleson explained. “They had no immunity at all. The flu would run its course in less than 48 hours, usually resulting in death. The doctors in the fleet just didn’t have the necessary facilities or the time to create an effective serum. They felt a strict quarantine was their only option.”


  “So some of the colonists as well as their military personnel may have survived?” asked Jason, thinking about the ramifications. “Do we have any idea how many?”


  “No,” replied Colonel Greene, shaking his head sadly. “We think many probably died. Their attempt to disinfect their ships probably failed in some cases. Andrea believes that as many as sixty percent of the civilians may have died before they managed to control the spread of the disease.”


  “That still leaves nearly 16,000 survivors out of their civilian population, plus their military,” spoke Jason, recalling how many had been in the civilian refugee fleet. “Do we have any idea how many were in their military ships?”


  Colonel Greene was silent for a moment. “Commander, how big do you think the Avenger was before the accident?”


  Jason looked confused and then he answered. “The surviving section is about 400 feet long and 200 feet wide. I guess if you add the damaged section and the wreckage in the crater floor the ship might have been about 500 or 600 feet long.” Jason noticed Ariel smiling, and Colonel Greene was shaking his head.


  “You’re not even close,” Greene responded. He turned to Ariel and said. “Will you tell Commander Strong and Greg what the specifications are for a Human Federation of World’s light cruiser?”


  “A fully intact light cruiser would measure 600 meters in length, 150 meters wide, and 150 meters thick. It would have a crew of five hundred with an additional complement of seventy-five marines. The ship would be equipped with over eighty weapon emplacements and two Shrike missile pods. It would also be equipped with two medium bow laser batteries.”


  “Lasers,” Greg said his eyes lighting up. This was what he had been wanting to find out. “Can I see the lasers?”


  “They were destroyed in the crash,” explained Colonel Greene, shaking his head. “Nearly fifty feet of the bow of the ship is imbedded in the crater wall. The other weapons Ariel is talking about are kinetic energy weapons. The ship’s weapons are capable of firing large armor piercing rounds at extremely high speeds. This is far greater than anything we have ever been able to achieve. We’re still looking at their missile capability. Unfortunately, most of the missiles were destroyed in the crash. We only have a few heavily damaged ones to inspect.”


  “This ship was nearly 2,000 feet in length,” Jason spoke, astonished at the thought. “Where’s the rest of it? I don’t think even the wreckage out in the crater will account for that much.”


  “We’re still searching,” Colonel Greene replied. “It could be anywhere on the Moon’s surface. After the explosion in Engineering, many of Ariel’s sensors went off line. Commander Standel managed to get some of the ship’s maneuvering thrusters working and tried to bring the ship down for a landing, but the thrusters weren’t powerful enough. The Avenger crashed, and most of the remaining crew were killed.”


  “Commander Standel,” repeated Jason, recalling the mummified body they had found in the room next to the Command Center. “Was that the body we found?”


  “Yes,” Ariel replied sadly, with obvious pain in her voice. “He was a good commander. The Fleet Admiral thought very highly of him.”


  “Ariel believes that the Avenger broke apart as it came down,” Lisa continued. “The added stress from the maneuvering thrusters plus the damage already done to the Engineering section caused the ship to break in two. The rocket engine you found in the crater is part of the maneuvering system, not the actual drive system for the ship. The ship broke apart just behind the flight bay. All of Engineering, the sublight drive, and the FTL core are gone.”


  Jason and Greg just looked at each other. If a Federation light cruiser was 2,000 feet long, how big were the first line jobs?


  “So what do you want us to do at Ceres?” asked Jason, looking over at Colonel Greene. “Ceres is a pretty large asteroid. It’s nearly 590 miles in diameter. It might not be that easy to find the base, especially if it’s concealed.”


  “I don’t believe that will be a problem,” Ariel spoke her dark eyes focusing on Jason. “I will furnish you with the Avenger’s identification codes. I believe that if we broadcast them at Ceres, once you go into orbit the base will make itself known.”


  “If the base is actually there,” Greg spoke with a frown. “If there is no response, we may not be able to find it.”


  “Assuming we find the base and can get inside, then what?” Jason asked. “What will we be looking for?”


  “We don’t believe there are any survivors currently alive on Ceres,” Colonel Greene spoke. “I wish there were; they could teach us so much. I firmly believe if there were survivors there would be some sign.”


  “Have you tried contacting them?” Greg asked. Turning his head to look at Ariel, Greg continued. “Don’t you have some way to contact the base now that you have power?”


  “I have been trying,” confessed Ariel, looking slightly guilty.


  “You have?” spoke Colonel Greene, looking stunned. “I thought you agreed not to do anything without first consulting with me.”


  “I am truly sorry, Colonel,” Ariel replied her eyes taking on a trapped look. “But there are commands buried deep within my program, which demand that I attempt to contact the nearest Human Federation of World’s base. That would be Ceres. I have been trying for over three weeks, and there has been no reply to any of my hails. I don’t believe there are any survivors on Ceres.” The expression of anguish and sadness on her face said more than mere words possibly could.


  Jason understood her sorrow. She was the last survivor of the Human Federation of Worlds. It was times like this that Ariel seemed almost human.


  “She has to comply,” Lisa broke in, seeing that the colonel was getting angry. “She is only obeying her orders, just as you are.”


  Colonel Greene took a deep, calming breath and then nodded his head. “Very well, I guess I can understand. Ariel, since they’re not replying, can you stop broadcasting?”


  “Yes, Colonel Greene,” Ariel replied in a softer voice. “In the absence of direct orders from the nearest base, my program is authorized to recognize another human as my commander. It is something I should have already done.”


  “Then do so,” ordered Colonel Greene expecting Ariel to name him since he was the highest-ranking military officer present.


  Ariel closed her eyes briefly and then opened them. “It is done. Commander Jason Strong is now my new commander.”


  “What!” Colonel Greene spoke in a stunned voice, his eyes widening in confusion. This was not what he had wanted or expected to hear. “Why Commander Strong?”


  “I trust Commander Strong. He meets all the criteria to be my new commander, even though the Avenger will never leave this moon. Commander Strong may state who his second in command will be.”


  Jason looked around the room. He didn’t know what to say.


  “You need to be careful, Jason,” Lisa whispered quietly, leaning over toward him. “I don’t know what Ariel would do if you declined. Tell her you accept and then name Colonel Greene as your executive officer. That should get us by for now until I can speak in more detail with Ariel later.”


  “I accept,” spoke Jason, standing up and facing Ariel. “Colonel Greene will be promoted to the position of executive officer. During my absence, you will obey all of his orders.”


  Colonel Greene rose and looking over at Lisa, turned to face Ariel. He had overheard what Lisa had told Jason. “I accept the position of executive officer of the Avenger.” He didn’t see what other choice he had.


  “Commander Strong’s recommendation has been noted and recorded,” Ariel replied.


  “Now, since that’s settled, let’s finish our briefing,” said Jason, sitting back down and looking over at Colonel Green. He still felt strange about taking over as commander of a crashed warship. “What do we do if we get inside the base?”


  “We want to see if any of their warships are still intact,” Greene responded in a serious tone. “We have one in particular we want you to look for. It’s the light cruiser Vindication.”


  “Why the Vindication?” Greg asked. “What’s so special about it?”


  He still couldn’t believe that Ariel had promoted Jason over Colonel Greene. This day was full of surprises. The AI had them over a barrel. He knew they couldn’t object. They needed the AI and the technical information she had in her memory banks.


  “It’s actually quite simple,” responded Colonel Greene, cocking his eyebrow. “The Vindication has an AI named Clarissa on board. We want you to activate her and then if it’s feasible, bring the Vindication back to the Moon.”


  “What!” Greg stammered his eyes growing wide in disbelief. “You want us to fly a 2,000 foot warship back to the Moon?”


  “There will only be eight of us,” Jason reminded the colonel. “I don’t believe eight people are enough to do that. Just manning the Command Center would take a larger group, not to mention Engineering and the other essential sections of the ship.”


  “It should be possible if Clarissa is still sentient,” Ariel replied with hope in her voice as she took over the conversation. “I will give you the command codes, which will clear you with her security systems. Clarissa, once she is brought back to full operational status, will be able to ascertain if the Vindication is capable of making the flight back to the Moon. With the absence of her crew, Clarissa is capable of flying the ship and operating all of the Vindication’s systems on her own. You will just be passengers enjoying the ride.”


  Jason shook his head in disbelief. He couldn’t believe what they were asking him and Greg to do. He leaned back and closed his eyes. This mission had just gotten a lot more complicated. He wondered what was next.


  -


  Jason was walking down a corridor searching for Greg. Lisa had told him that Greg had gone off to inspect the ship’s railguns. This didn’t surprise Jason at all. He knew how curious Greg was about the Avenger’s armaments. Ariel had finally agreed to give them access to the weapon systems several weeks previously. Several experts had already flown up from Earth to begin examining the advanced weapons the ship was equipped with.


  After talking to several technicians, who were working in this section of the ship, they indicated which direction Greg had gone. After a few more minutes of searching, Jason found an open hatch that led to one of the railgun turrets. Stepping inside, he found himself in a small room. Greg was hovering over what looked like a large, double-barreled cannon that occupied much of the space.


  “So that’s a railgun,” commented Jason, walking over to stand next to Greg and eyeing the railgun.


  “Jason,” Greg responded with a big grin. “Look what I found!”


  Jason could tell that Greg was genuinely excited at getting to examine this advanced weapon of the Federation. “We have those down on Earth,” Jason said. He had been fortunate to see several railgun demonstrations a few years earlier.


  “Not like these,” replied Greg, running his hand along one of the large barrels of the railgun. “I measured this thing and it’s capable of hurling 60mm projectiles. From what Ariel told me, these were used to destroy inbound missiles and enemy fighters. The ship was originally equipped with forty-eight of these twin railgun turrets.”


  “That’s not a very big round,” Jason responded as he looked closer at the railgun. He had expected something much larger and more destructive. He noticed the railgun was on a platform that could be extended until the turret projected from the hull of the ship.


  “Big enough,” responded Greg, stepping back and looking down the length of one of the barrels. He had measured it earlier, and it was slightly over ten feet long. “Ariel said these were called defensive turrets and could fire five rounds every second. Since they’re double cannons, that’s ten rounds a second or six hundred rounds per minute. At the speed the rounds are fired that’s a lot of punishing power. Enough to destroy an inbound missile or a fighter.”


  Jason nodded; he could well understand how useful these defensive turrets could be in a battle. They could protect the ship from incoming missiles and attacking fighters while the big guns concentrated on their main targets.


  “Have you looked at any of the big turrets?” Jason asked, curiously. He knew the Avenger had a number of much larger railguns.


  Greg grinned like a kid who had just gotten his first puppy. “Just down the corridor and up one flight of stairs is a larger one. It’s a secondary offensive railgun. It’s four times the size of this one. If you want to see something truly amazing, there is an access hatch open to one of the upper hull primary railgun batteries. That thing can fire a shell nearly a meter in diameter. Whoever designed these ships obviously knew what they were doing.”


  “Perhaps,” Jason replied with a worried frown crossing his face. “But they lost to the Hocklyns. Evidently the weapons of the Federation weren’t powerful enough to save them from defeat.”


  Greg was silent for a moment as he mulled that over, then he responded. “We have 268 years before they reach us. Maybe by then our weapons will be better.”


  “I guess all that depends on what we find on Ceres. If there are intact ships inside the asteroid, it could save us years of research. Even with Ariel’s help, it’s going to be a bitch to build a ship like the Avenger.”


  Greg nodded. He looked back at the twin railgun. It was a masterful piece of equipment and engineering. Perhaps sometime in the future, his son would fly in a ship such as this. Greg let out a deep breath. It was just dawning on him how important this mission was.


  “Don’t forget, we have flight training in the morning,” Jason reminded Greg. He was looking forward to learning how to fly one of the shuttles. “We have a lot to learn before we’re ready to go to Ceres.”


  -


  Jason and Greg were in a small room just across from the flight bay. Lieutenant Addison, the young pilot that had sat in the pilot’s seat when the shuttle had brought Jason and Greg to the Moon, was explaining to them how the simulator worked.


  “There were half a dozen simulators in this room to begin with,” he explained, pointing at a number of partially disassembled machines. “Ariel had the technicians cannibalize parts from the others to get this one functioning.”


  “How does it work?” asked Jason, looking with interest at the simulator. There were two seats in front of him with what looked like a flight helmet with a full visor on the front hanging above them. This wasn’t like any simulator he had ever used before.


  “It’s virtual reality,” explained Addison, grinning. “Put the helmet on, and a virtual world is created which mimics the inside of the cockpit for the shuttle. We don’t really understand how it works, but everything seems extremely real.”


  Jason looked over at Greg and then, shrugging his shoulders, sat down in the indicated chair for the pilot. Greg sat down in the other.


  “You’re sure this thing is safe?” asked Greg, glancing uneasily at the lieutenant.


  Lieutenant Addison laughed and nodded his head. “I’ve used it dozens of times over the past four weeks. It’s perfectly safe.”


  Greg tried to relax. He wondered how this would work.


  Lieutenant Addison stepped over and lowered the helmets, making sure they were in place. He then stepped up to the control console in front of them. Then, looking back at the two, he said. “Okay, get ready to be amazed.” The lieutenant flipped several switches and pushed a large green button.


  For a moment, Jason thought nothing had changed. Then, looking around, he realized that his surroundings were different, and he was no longer in the simulator room. He was sitting in the cockpit of a shuttle. Looking over to his side, he saw Greg sitting in the copilot’s seat looking equally surprised.


  “This is interesting,” spoke Greg, looking around in amazement. “How the hell can they do this? Everything looks so real.”


  “If you two are ready, we’ll begin the instrument familiarization part of this simulation,” Lieutenant Addison spoke. His voice seemed to come from a speaker that was on the console in front of them.


  Looking over at Greg, Jason nodded. “Let’s do it.”


  -


  Jason was sitting in what at one time had been the officer’s mess. Lisa Gordon and Adam Timmons were sitting across from him. They were eating a simple meal of sandwiches, chips, and sodas. A few others were at other tables eating and discussing their current projects.


  “What do you two think about this mission?” asked Jason, eyeing the two.


  This was the first time he had been able to get together with Lisa and Adam to discuss the trip to Ceres. He highly valued their opinions. From his time with them on the Avenger before he and Greg returned to Earth, he had gotten to know both of them quite well. They were both highly intelligent and capable of thinking outside the box. He was glad they were both going on this mission; their expertise could be quite valuable.


  Lisa took a sip of her drink and then with her right hand moved a strand of blonde hair from in front of her eyes. She had let her hair grow out some since the Avenger had initiated its artificial gravity field. “I’ve spoken to Ariel about what she thinks we may find. The fleet had two large colony ships with them that were capable of building almost anything they wanted.”


  “Colony ships?” Jason asked his eyes focusing on Lisa. “Any idea how big they were?”


  “Ariel says the colony ships were nearly 2,000 meters,” Lisa replied her blue eyes studying Jason waiting for his response.


  “Two thousand meters,” Jason repeated slowly, his eyes growing wide. “That’s three times larger than the Avenger!”


  Jason leaned back in his chair and thought about what Lisa had just said. He could scarcely imagine a ship that large. The technology to build such a ship was so far in advance of anything Earth was capable of. It made Earth’s space program look like a joke.


  “Yes, it is,” responded Lisa. Then she smiled. “The colony ships were capable of setting up a complete colony. They had numerous manufacturing systems on board, which could build almost anything the colonists wanted.”


  “What kind of base does Ariel think they were going to build inside the asteroid?” Jason asked.


  The more information he could find out about the goals of the Federation survivors, the better the mission would go. He was still trying to come to grips with the technology available to the Federation. He still found it nearly incomprehensible that the Federation had lost to the Hocklyns. It made him realize even more just how dangerous the Hocklyns were.


  Lisa looked over at Adam. They had discussed this already. “It would have been massive, Commander. The base they had planned originally would have been capable of housing over 100,000 people, plus all of their ships.”


  “That’s big,” responded Jason, trying to imagine a facility that large inside the asteroid.


  “Perhaps larger,” continued Lisa, smiling mysteriously. “The base was to be a military one and would contain all the facilities necessary to repair damaged warships as well as build new ones.”


  “Build new ones!” repeated Jason, drawing in a sharp breath. “How’s that possible?” A facility like that would be a Godsend for Earth if it were still intact.


  “You have to remember,” Adam said, leaning back and laying his sandwich down on his plate. “Their science in most areas was far ahead of ours. What we would consider impossible, they would consider to be routine. Many of their construction operations were totally automated.”


  Jason looked at the two, thinking about what they had just said. He also remembered what his sister had said before he left about not taking any unnecessary risks. Going into a large unknown military base might be extremely dangerous. There was a good chance a base such as this, if it had actually been built, might have some type of automated defenses.


  “Lisa, I need you to talk to Ariel about what type of automated defenses this base might possess, and what we can do to turn them off if we need to.”


  “Automated defenses,” Lisa said with shock on her face.


  “Damn!” Adam spoke his eyes growing wide. “We never thought about that, but it makes sense.”


  “I’ll talk to Ariel,” Lisa replied, her face turning slightly pale. She had never thought about automated defenses. None of them had.


  -


  One week later, Jason and Greg were going through their final flight simulation. They were in the process of landing the shuttle on the Avenger. Only in the simulation, the Avenger was in space, and they were coming in at a high speed. Jason carefully adjusted the controls and watched as the Avenger’s flight bay doors slid open. Adjusting several flight controls and decreasing their speed, he brought the shuttle into the bay and landed.


  “We made it,” Greg spoke with a relieved smile. The first few times they had tried this simulation they had crashed into the ship. According to Lieutenant Addison, they had only died twelve times in the last ten days.


  “Not bad,” Lieutenant Addison said with a smile as he shut everything down. “I think I’ve died over fifty times in all the scenarios I’ve run.”


  “We leave tomorrow,” said Jason standing up, feeling pleased with the landing. In many ways, the flight simulator had reminded him of the days he had been a military test pilot. He looked over at the young lieutenant. “Are you ready?”


  Lieutenant Addison smiled and nodded his head. He would be operating the shuttle’s scanners and sensors on their trip to Ceres. “I’m ready and excited. Just imagine what we might find.”


  “Don’t get your hopes up too high, Lieutenant,” cautioned Jason, understanding the young man’s enthusiasm for this mission. “We don’t yet know if there is anything on or in Ceres.”


  “Perhaps not,” Addison replied his eyes focusing on Jason. “But we won’t know until we go there.”


  Greg just shook his head. He wondered if he had been that enthusiastic when he was the same age as Addison. “I’m going to go call Elizabeth,” he said, nodding at Jason. “You should probably give Katherine and Trevor a call also. We don’t know when we’ll be able to talk to them again.”


  “You’re right,” replied Jason, thinking about his overly protective sister. At least Katherine was still talking to him. She had been highly upset when he had told her that he was leaving again.


  They left the flight simulator room knowing the next day would be big. The mission to Ceres was due to launch in the morning. Ceres was currently 262 million miles from Earth. The flight would take a little over seventy-two hours for the shuttle. Ariel had told them that they could do a micro-jump once they cleared the Earth and Moon’s gravity well, but she didn’t recommend it due to the age of the shuttle. The small craft’s FTL drive was one of the few things she couldn’t explain to the technicians how to properly repair or check. They would have to depend on the shuttle’s sublight drive. Ariel had assured them the drive would function properly. Jason and Greg both hoped the AI was right.


  



  


  Chapter Eight


  Jason and Greg were strapped into their acceleration couches on the shuttle, watching the control consoles in front of them. Lieutenant Addison was sitting behind them, in front of the console that controlled the shuttle’s scanners and sensors. The rest of their mission crew were in the passenger compartment waiting anxiously for the launch. Ariel would control the launch and would be flying the shuttle by remote control. It was hoped that she would be able to do this all the way to Ceres.


  Even though Jason was used to computers being in partial control on space missions, he still preferred the hands on approach. Of course, Ariel couldn’t really be classified as a computer. Her avatar was absolutely gorgeous, and she seemed almost human if you spent any time talking to her.


  “Launch in one minute, Commander,” Ariel spoke calmly over the com system. “All systems read normal.”


  “Thank you, Ariel,” replied Jason, taking a deep breath.


  He wanted to fly the shuttle out himself, but he knew it was better to let Ariel handle it. Perhaps someday he would get the opportunity to fly the shuttle without computer control. In some ways, he truly missed his old days as a test pilot.


  “Here we go,” spoke Greg, looking over at Jason with a nervous grin. “We’re going to go farther than anyone from our world has ever gone before. I just hope we make it back.”


  Greg had spoken to his wife for quite some time the previous night. If everything went as they hoped, this mission wouldn’t last more than a few weeks and he would be safely back home with his family. He was already missing holding his infant son.


  Jason heard the shuttle’s engines increase slightly in pitch and knew it was time. He watched the flight controls, ready to take over at a moment’s notice if there were any signs of trouble. His heartbeat quickened. He took a deep breath and then slowly let it out.


  The shuttle rose above the deck in the flight bay and flew smoothly out the large double door. It made a slight popping noise as it passed through the atmospheric force field. Ariel sent the shuttle up at a gentle angle and slowly accelerated the small ship. For twenty minutes, the speed of the shuttle increased until it was moving at slightly over one thousand miles per second. Ariel knew that, at this speed, they would rendezvous with Ceres in a little over seventy-six hours. The mission was on its way. Everything had gone smoothly with the launch, just as she had expected. She did a quick scan of the shuttle’s systems and saw that everything was functioning smoothly. Perhaps in a few more days, she would know if Clarissa had survived. She hoped so, it would be wonderful to have another AI to talk to.


  “All systems are functioning normally, Commander,” Ariel reported. The shuttle had enough redundancy built into it that she wasn’t concerned about a minor system failure. “Shuttle is on the planned flight path.”


  “Thank you, Ariel,” replied Jason, allowing himself to relax. “That was a very smooth launch.”


  Jason looked over the controls on the console in front of him. There were several screens that showed the current status of the ship’s systems. All of these showed normal as Ariel had said. A slightly larger screen in the center of the console showed the shuttle’s planned course. To the right of the large screen was a smaller one that showed what the scanners were picking up in the shuttle’s immediate vicinity.


  Behind Jason, Lieutenant Addison was watching his own screens, which showed everything within 100,000 miles of the shuttle. “All screens are clear,” he reported as he leaned forward and entered some information on the computer in front of him. At the speed they were traveling if something did show up on the scanners or the long-range sensors they would only have one hundred seconds to react to it.


  Greg looked out the cockpit window, mesmerized by the sight. The Earth was visible, and the friendly blue-white globe was slowly shrinking as the shuttle sped away from it. He was leaving his wife and child behind and embarking on a journey the likes of which no one on the planet below had even thought possible. He also knew they were traveling faster than any human from Earth had ever traveled before. They were on their way to Ceres and with luck, he would see sights that no one else ever had. This was why he had joined the private space program and embarked on the New Beginnings mission. Now he was in space again on a new mission of discovery.


  “We’ll be back soon,” spoke Jason, looking over at Greg and seeing him watching the planet below. “Your wife and son will be waiting.”


  “I know,” Greg replied softly, finding the spot on the shrinking globe where his family was. “We had a good talk last night. She just worries when I’m gone.”


  “You have a good wife,” Jason added with a smile. “I talked to Katherine last night also. She’s still not happy with my decision to take on this mission.”


  “At least she’s still talking to you,” Greg commented. Even though he was going to miss his family, he was glad he had made the decision to come on this mission.


  Jason nodded; he hated upsetting his sister. However, this was the career that he had chosen. It had started with him becoming a test pilot, then working for the private space company that had launched the New Beginnings mission, and now for the government flying this mission to Ceres.


  Lisa poked her blonde head into the cockpit and looked nervously around. “I guess we’re on our way.” She wasn’t used to space travel. Her only trip into space so far had been on the lunar lander that had landed on the Moon after Jason and Greg had crashed.


  “Everything looks good here,” spoke Jason, nodding at Lisa with a reassuring smile. “Next stop should be Ceres.”


  “Don’t worry, Lisa,” Ariel’s calm voice came over the com system. “This should be a smooth flight, and we’re going at a speed that will not put any stress on the shuttle’s systems.”


  “How fast can this shuttle go?” Greg asked, curiously. In the simulator, they had flown the shuttle at speeds in excess of 2,000 miles per second.


  “Maximum speed for the shuttle is 4,000 miles per second,” Ariel answered in a calm voice. “Normally the shuttle would use its sublight drive to travel out of a planet or moon’s gravity well and then perform a short micro-jump to its destination.”


  “Any idea what we might be facing in the way of defenses once we arrive at Ceres?” Jason asked. He had requested that Lisa talk this over with Ariel to see if the shuttle might be in danger from any automatic defenses the Federation survivors might have installed years in the past.


  “Ariel, tell Commander Strong about the possible defenses that might surround this base we’re going to,” Lisa requested.


  She had spent a lot of time going over this with Ariel and asking questions. Some of Ariel’s replies had been quite disturbing. This mission might be a lot more dangerous than they had originally thought.


  For a moment, nothing came over the com system. Then finally, Ariel spoke. “Lisa has a data disk which describes in detail the possible defensive systems that might exist around and inside of Ceres.”


  “What might we be facing if the base is indeed intact and fully operational?” Jason asked. From all the scans and observations that had been made there were no signs the base had ever been built. However, Jason wasn’t willing to take any chances.


  “Tell him, Ariel,” Lisa spoke her eyes looking out the viewports at the stars. The view was breathtaking. “We can go over the disk and more details later. Just give the commander a general idea of what we may be facing.”


  “Orbital missile platforms, railgun platforms, and even high intensity lasers will be the biggest threat,” Ariel replied in an even voice. “My guess would be that some weapon placements might be embedded in nearby asteroids to reduce their chance of discovery.”


  “How do we get past those?” Greg asked, uneasily. It sounded as if they might be blown out of space before they even got near the asteroid.


  “Once the shuttle gets within range of Ceres, I will begin transmitting the Avenger’s identification codes,” Ariel responded in a confident voice. “The codes should allow the shuttle to pass safely through any exterior defenses that might exist. The weapons will not fire on a Federation vessel. The defenses, if they exist, were designed to fire on a Hocklyn vessel.”


  “What about once we reach the asteroid?” Jason asked his forehead creasing in a frown. He knew there were bound to be some interior defenses as well. “Will there be defenses inside the asteroid also?”


  “I don’t believe the interior defenses will fire upon a human,” Ariel replied in a more hesitant voice. “They would have been designed to repel an invading Hocklyn force. Their version of our marines are called Protectors.”


  “But you’re not sure, are you?” asked Jason, noticing the AI’s hesitation.


  “No,” Ariel admitted in a voice that sounded a lot less certain. “The interior defenses will be controlled by the base’s computer. It should recognize you as human. Once inside the base, you will be carrying a communication device, which will continue to broadcast the Avenger’s identification codes. Those codes should allow you to proceed deep into the base until you can make contact with the base’s computer.”


  “That’s a lot of ifs,” Greg complained with a heavy frown. It sounded to him as if Ariel wasn’t that sure about what would happen once they got inside.


  “If you can get inside the base, I can use the communication device to speak to the installation’s computer. Once I identify myself, there shouldn’t be any problems.”


  “Let’s hope not,” Jason said. “We all want to come back home.”


  He had spoken in great detail with Colonel Greene about this mission. Colonel Greene had made it extremely clear how important this mission was. In order for the Earth to be ready to face the Hocklyns in 268 years, they needed every advantage they could find. An intact Federation base would be a huge step in the right direction. It could save them years or even decades of research. Particularly if it had facilities to construct additional warships.


  -


  It had been forty-eight hours since the shuttle had left the Moon. Greg was gazing out the cockpit window at the stars, deep in thought. If their mission was a success and his son followed in his father’s footsteps, then someday he might get to travel to one of those unblinking specks of light. Around some of those stars would be planets waiting for people from Earth to plant colonies on and grow into powerful allies. Someday those colonies and Earth would face the Hocklyns. On that day, it would be decided whether humanity would be free or become part of the Slaver Empire. In some ways, Greg was glad that he wouldn’t be around to see what happened.


  “Shuttle is still on course and all systems are functioning normally,” Ariel reported over the com system. She was tied into the shuttle’s computer and was constantly monitoring the shuttle as it flew through space toward Ceres.


  “Ariel,” Greg began, still thinking about the Hocklyns. “What do you think the odds are of Earth being able to survive when the Hocklyns arrive?”


  Ariel was silent for a moment. This wasn’t the first time she had been asked that question. “There are a number of possibilities. By the time the Hocklyns reach Earth, there is a very good possibility that Earth will have a powerful space fleet. At least comparable to what the Federation had. In the case of Earth, we know the Hocklyns are coming and what has to be done. We have 268 years to prepare. The Federation had less than a year.”


  Greg leaned back and closed his eyes. He noticed that Ariel had used the term we. That was encouraging. If this base on Ceres was a bust, at least they still had Ariel and her knowledge. This was a war he would never see or take part in, but he knew it would occupy the rest of his life. He let out a deep breath and opened his eyes gazing out at the stars. It was difficult to imagine the danger they hid. For years, he had watched the distant stars and dreamed of flying to them. Now they hid a menace, which could wipe out the human race.


  -


  Jason was back in the passenger compartment talking to the rest of the team. He wanted everyone to be ready for whatever they might face once they reached the asteroid. He had already gone over in detail the possible defenses they might run into. Earlier, he had covered the information on the data disk that Lisa had. His face had gotten pale when he realized the extent of the defenses they might be facing. Lisa was currently briefing the others on what the base might be like.


  “According to Ariel, this base could be immense,” explained Lisa, looking around the group. “If they were able to finish it, the base would be capable of supporting over 100,000 people and would have repair bays for all of their major warships. There would also be bays for the other ships that were with them. If they had enough time, the base was to be expanded to contain full construction bays capable of building any Federation warship.”


  “How could they build such a large base?” Professor Stern asked with doubt in his voice. He found it incomprehensible that the humans in the refugee fleet could have built the base Lisa was describing. An undertaking such as that would have taken years, possibly decades. “Surely they all died out from the flu before much work could be done or we would have heard from them. It’s more likely that all we’ll find is a partially built base and perhaps some of their ships with their dead still inside.”


  “They had a work robot that resembled a large spider,” responded Lisa, shaking her head at Professor Stern. She opened a folder and handed Karl a picture that she had downloaded from Ariel. “They were about six feet long and could be programmed to do almost any type of construction job, including building warships.”


  “Mean looking suckers,” mumbled Professor Stern, looking at the picture and then passing it on. “They do resemble giant spiders. But I still don’t believe they could have built this base.”


  “And they had these in the evacuation fleet?” asked Marvin Tennyson, looking over at Lisa. Marvin was an astrophysicist and extremely knowledgeable about the geography of the Solar System and the asteroids.


  “The colony ships had them,” Lisa answered with a nod. “They would have been used to do the majority of the work in setting up a new colony. They could also have been used to help build the base.” She looked over at Professor Stern, whose expression still showed the faintest hint of skepticism.


  “If the base is there, it’s possible we might encounter some of these construction robots,” Jason informed the group, looking around at each one. “If all the humans died out due to the flu, the robots might have been tasked with finishing the base and then maintaining it. At least that’s what we’re hoping. It might also explain why we haven’t heard anything from the base.”


  “How dangerous is it going to be to approach Ceres?” asked Adam, folding his arms across his chest. “Won’t we be in danger of hitting other asteroids as we get closer to our destination?”


  “Even in the area of space where Ceres is located, asteroids are few and far between,” answered Tennyson. “The asteroids are the remains of a planet that never formed in our Solar System. They exist in a ring between Mars and Jupiter but never coalesced into a planet. Ceres is the largest and according to some of my colleagues, is considered to be a dwarf planet.”


  The meeting lasted for another hour, and then everyone retired to get some rest. The interior of the shuttle had been remodeled and large, comfortable acceleration couches had been installed that could be reclined to allow the crew to sleep in relative comfort. Food and water were contained in storage bins in one wall, and there were several microwaves to heat their food. The shuttle had enough food and water to last the mission for several weeks if it became necessary.


  -


  It was a little over twenty-six hours later and everyone was feeling nervous. The shuttle was nearing Ceres, and Ariel had already started broadcasting the Avenger’s identification codes toward the asteroid. Lieutenant Addison was watching his scanner and sensor screens, which now showed the asteroid as well as numerous other small asteroids in close proximity to Ceres.


  “Why are there so many small asteroids around Ceres?” asked Addison, feeling perplexed. He hadn’t expected to find so many. After speaking to Marvin Tennyson, he had expected Ceres to be the only asteroid on his screens.


  “It doesn’t make any sense,” Tennyson replied as he gazed in confusion at the scanner screen. It showed over fifty small asteroids within two hundred miles of Ceres. Most ranged from one hundred to three hundred feet in diameter. “Ceres own small gravity field should have cleared these out years ago. From watching the scans, it seems as if these asteroids are in orbit around Ceres. That’s impossible.”


  “Not if they’re disguised weapons platforms,” Ariel commented over the com system. The small orbiting asteroids had been a surprise to her also.


  “Weapons platforms!” Greg spoke with alarm in his voice. He had hoped there wouldn’t be any. “Could they still be functional after all of these years?”


  “Possibly,” replied Ariel, sounding a little tense. “The Avenger’s identification codes I’m broadcasting should stop them from firing on the shuttle. These small asteroids may be proof that the base was indeed built.”


  “If they do fire, can we avoid the incoming ordinance?” asked Jason, eyeing the controls in front of him. The shuttle wasn’t a fighter jet or one of the high performance space fighters that used to be in the Avenger’s flight bay.


  “No,” Ariel replied in an even voice. “As long as we continue broadcasting and don’t show any aggressive moves, the shuttle should be fine.”


  “That’s easy for you to say,” commented Greg, shaking his head dubiously. “You’re safe on the Avenger.”


  Jason glanced at the scanner screen on the main flight console in front of him. It was now covered with blips indicating the numerous asteroids they were nearing. He watched as Ariel adjusted and plotted a new course which should take them safely through. Tension crept into his shoulders as they continued to approach what might be Federation weapons platforms.


  “New course plotted,” Ariel reported after a moment. “I’m putting the shuttle on a course that will stay as far away from the possible weapons platforms as possible.”


  “I want everyone to get into their acceleration couches and be prepared for some violent maneuvers if we’re fired upon,” Jason ordered. He was worried that if they were fired upon that there would be nothing he could do to save the shuttle.


  Ariel remained silent. She knew if the platforms fired, the shuttle would be destroyed. The interceptor missiles from the Federation were quite accurate and fast. The shuttle would never be able to get away in time.


  “Ariel, have you detected any type of response at all from the base?” asked Jason his eyes focused intently on the scanner screen. He had hoped that once they began broadcasting the Avenger’s codes that there would be some type of reaction.


  “No, Commander,” Ariel replied in an uneasy voice. She was beginning to wonder if this mission had been a mistake. “I had hoped for some type of response from the codes, but so far there has been nothing. I will continue to observe and let you know if anything changes.”


  Greg looked over at Jason, shaking his head. “I don’t like this, Jason. If even one of those platforms fires, this shuttle won’t stand much of a chance.”


  “I know,” responded Jason, glancing uneasily out the cockpit window. The asteroids weren’t visible, but he knew they were there. “Lieutenant Addison, keep a close watch on the scanner screen. Greg, make sure we continue to broadcast the Avenger’s identification codes.” Jason returned his gaze to the scanner screen and the numerous contacts it was showing.


  Greg leaned forward and checked the com system. Ariel was still broadcasting the codes, but there was still no response from Ceres. “Maybe the base’s computer has failed,” Greg suggested. Looking out the cockpit window, he could barely see Ceres. Out this far from the sun, there wasn’t much sunlight.


  The shuttle continued its cautious approach. It would pass uncomfortably close to several of the asteroids even on its new course. From the asteroids, targeting sensors reached out and scanned the approaching shuttle. Weapons locked on and prepared to fire. No one on the shuttle was aware that they were being tracked by numerous railgun and missile platforms, any of which could blow the fragile shuttle out of space in an instant. Computers in the emplacements picked up the friendly broadcast of a Federation ship’s ID code and held their fire. Only a direct order from their command base could override the platform’s computers. The shuttle would be allowed to pass. Even so, the weapons continued to track the shuttle in case the base’s computer ordered them to fire.


  Ariel picked up the targeting scans but decided it was best not to mention it to Jason. She had been expecting and hoping for this. No need to worry the crew about something they were powerless to prevent. The shuttle’s scanners and sensors remained clear of incoming ordinance, so the broadcast of the Avenger’s codes must be working. The targeting scans she had picked up proved that at least part of the Federation base must have been built. Ariel hoped that the Vindication was inside the asteroid. She would love to talk to Clarissa, the Vindication’s AI.


  Long minutes passed. The shuttle continued to slow and finally came to a stop twenty miles from the massive asteroid. On the shuttle’s main viewscreen, a jagged desolate surface was revealed. The surface of Ceres was pockmarked with numerous small asteroid strikes. In many ways, it resembled the surface of the Moon.


  “Any recommendations?” Jason asked as he looked out the cockpit window at the looming asteroid. “There has been no response to our signals, and I don’t see any way to knock on the door to let them know we’re here.”


  “Hold position, Commander,” Ariel replied. “I am now sending a more detailed explanation as to why we’re here. I am hoping this will elicit a response from the base.”


  Moments later, a loud squealing noise came over the com system. At the same instant, all the lights in the shuttle flickered, and the scanner and sensor screens went blank.


  “Ariel, what just happened?” Jason demanded with concern growing on his face. Were they under attack? For several moments he waited, but Ariel didn’t answer. “Ariel, are you still receiving us?”


  “She’s not going to answer,” Lieutenant Addison spoke with a worried frown on this face. “There’s some type of jamming signal being broadcast that’s affecting all outgoing and incoming communication. It’s also blocking our scanners and sensors.”


  “So we’re effectively blind,” said Greg, looking uncomfortably out the cockpit window at the asteroid. He felt a cold chill running down his neck as he realized how vulnerable the shuttle was. He could imagine railguns and lasers targeting the shuttle and preparing to fire.


  “Yes,” replied Addison, working frantically on the touch screen on his console. He stopped and looked at Jason. “There’s nothing I can do from here.”


  “At least we know the base is there and it’s active,” commented Jason, letting out a sharp breath. His eyes turned back toward the asteroid. Nothing had changed.


  “What do we do now?” asked Greg, glancing over at Jason. “We can’t even attempt to talk to them if our communications are being jammed. We could use the manual flight controls and attempt to land.”


  “Yes, but land where? That asteroid has more land area than the state of Texas.”


  “Sir, if I am not mistaken there are new commands being transmitted to our flight computer,” Addison spoke nervously as he watched a screen on his console. “I don’t think Ariel is in control of the shuttle any longer. These commands are not coming from Ariel.”


  As if to prove the lieutenant correct, the shuttle began to move slowly toward the asteroid. Down on the asteroid’s surface, a disguised hatch slid open and lights inside flicked on, illuminating a landing bay.


  “I guess we’re being invited in,” Jason said, letting out a deep breath. Suddenly the situation had been taken completely out of their control. “This base is a lot more active than what Ariel thought it would be.”


  “But who has taken control of our shuttle?” asked Greg uneasily as he looked out the cockpit window at the landing bay they were approaching. He had a nervous and worried look on his face. “Are there people down there, or is this being done by a computer like Ariel? She said there was one on the Vindication. Could Clarissa be in charge of the base?”


  “I don’t know,” replied Jason, trying to sound calm. He was just glad his sister didn’t know what was happening. This was just the type of danger she had warned him about.


  “Addison, go get Lisa, maybe she can shed some light on this,” Jason ordered. Looking out the cockpit window, he saw the shuttle was nearing the opening of the lighted landing bay in the asteroid. In a few more minutes, they would be inside.


  A few moments later, Lisa arrived in the cockpit and looking out the cockpit window, her eyes widened in surprise. “So the broadcast must have worked. That’s the base!”


  “In a way,” Jason replied in a steady voice. “We’ve lost contact with Ariel and have no control over the shuttle. We’re being flown into that landing bay ahead by remote control.”


  Lisa was silent as she mulled over what Jason had just said. “We were not expecting anything like this. I don’t know what to tell you other than we don’t want to resist or do anything that might be construed as being threatening. If this is a computer that’s in control, it might consider any such move as sufficient justification to destroy the shuttle. Remember, this is supposed to be a military base.”


  “That’s just great,” muttered Greg, rubbing his forehead in exasperation. “This just gets better every minute.”


  “No one said this trip was going to be boring,” Jason reminded him with a forced smile.


  “It’s definitely not boring,” Greg replied with an agreeing nod. Looking ahead, he tried to peer into the landing bay, but he still couldn’t see anything.


  Everyone in the cockpit continued to watch as the shuttle was finally maneuvered into the bay making a popping noise as it passed through an atmospheric energy field. The shuttle landed gently on the deck and as soon as it was down, the doors to the landing bay slid shut, sealing them in.


  “Interference has stopped,” reported Lieutenant Addison, seeing all of his screens return to normal.


  “Don’t send any messages or attempt to scan our surroundings,” Lisa warned her blue eyes boring into Lieutenant Addison. “Shut the sensors and scanners down.”


  Addison looked at Jason. “Do as she says, Lieutenant,” Jason ordered. He trusted Lisa’s judgment. After all, she was the computer expert. “What do you suggest, Lisa?”


  “I think we should wait inside the shuttle and see if we’re contacted. If nothing happens, then we can send the Avenger’s ID codes one more time with a question as to what we’re expected to do. The message should mention that we have valuable information for the base. That should elicit a response from the computer that’s in control.”


  “Do you think it’s Clarissa?” asked Jason, wondering if the Vindication’s AI was doing this.


  “I don’t know,” replied Lisa, slowly. “I would have thought Clarissa would have responded to Ariel.”


  “Then I guess we wait,” spoke Jason, leaning back and trying to relax.


  Looking out the cockpit window, he could see they were inside a large landing bay similar to the flight bay back on the Avenger. Only this one was about ten times that size. Over to one side were parked several more shuttles, and as he continued to gaze around he could see over a dozen space fighters parked over next to one wall.


  “Do you see those fighters, Jason?” Greg asked his eyes lighting up with excitement. “They look completely intact! I hope we get a chance to look them over.”


  “Lisa, is there any possibility of there being survivors still inside this base?” Jason asked. From what he could see and what had happened so far, he couldn’t imagine a computer doing all of this. There had to be humans involved somewhere.


  “According to Doctor Oleson, there is a slim possibility. If they were successful in quarantining everyone that had flu like symptoms, they had the doctors and medical research staff to eventually perfect a vaccine. They could have survived. But if they did, why haven’t they contacted us before now?”


  “I don’t know,” replied Jason, apprehensively. “I guess we’ll find out shortly.”


  -


  For thirty heart-stopping minutes, they waited. There were no incoming messages from the base, and Ariel was still silent. Evidently, something in the material used to construct the base prevented communication signals from entering and exiting. Jason had everyone go to the passenger compartment so they could decide what to do next.


  “I guess we go out,” Jason said, looking around the small group. “Lieutenant Addison, you and Professor Tennyson will stay inside the shuttle. I want someone here in case the base attempts to make contact. The rest of us will go into the base and see what we can find. It’s looking to me as if a computer is in charge. If there were people here, we should have seen an armed welcoming committee by now. I can’t imagine a military base allowing a strange shuttle to land in their landing bay and not responding to it.”


  “I agree, Commander,” Lisa commented with a nod. “I don’t think it’s Clarissa either. If it were the Vindication’s AI, she would have contacted us. This may indeed be the base’s computer, and it may well be acting on a predetermined set of protocols.”


  “Then I guess we go out and introduce ourselves to this computer,” Jason replied.


  -


  A few minutes later, the small group of six walked down the shuttle’s extended ramp. Once they were down, Jason signaled Lieutenant Addison. The ramp slid back into the shuttle and the hatch closed. They were all wearing tan spacesuits from the Avenger. They were lightweight and much more comfortable than the bulky NASA spacesuits they were all so familiar with.


  “We have artificial gravity,” spoke Greg, realizing that his weight felt normal.


  Greg’s eyes swept across the bay expecting to see a welcoming committee appear at any moment, but the bay remained empty of movement. His eyes lingered on the space fighters. He would really like to go over and check them out, but now was not the time. Perhaps later there would be a better opportunity.


  “There’s a hatch over on that wall,” commented Adam, pointing toward it. “We should be able to get out of the landing bay from there.”


  “Let’s see what’s behind it,” said Jason, starting off toward the indicated hatch with the other following close behind.


  Reaching the hatch Jason attempted to open it, but it wouldn’t budge. Turning to look at Lisa, he asked. “Any ideas?” He didn’t like the idea of being trapped in the bay. They were too exposed.


  “Just a moment,” replied Lisa, turning on a small data pad she was carrying in her right hand. She skimmed through several pages of data until she found what she wanted. She then stepped over to a small key pad on the wall next to the hatch and entered a series of numbers. Like magic, the hatch opened with a slight hissing noise. “Ariel gave me some command codes that she thought would allow us to get inside.”


  “So said the spider to the fly,” murmured Greg, gazing nervously at the now wide open hatch. A brightly lighted corridor could be seen on the other side.


  “You must like that saying,” Jason responded, with a nervous laugh. He remembered Greg saying the same thing when they had originally been exploring the wreck on the Moon. “Well, let’s see what we can find.” With that, Jason stepped through the hatch with the others following close behind.


  “This seems too easy,” muttered Greg as he followed Jason. He was having the same feeling of being watched that he had experienced back on the Avenger.


  They found themselves in a narrow, short corridor with closed hatches on both ends. All the lights were on, and the corridor looked as if it had been built yesterday. Everything looked new and clean.


  “This doesn’t look like an old base built nearly one hundred years ago,” Greg stated. “There’s no dust and no signs of wear. Which way?”


  “Let’s try that hatch first,” replied Jason, pointing toward the nearest. Going to the hatch, he opened it and found it was actually a large air lock.


  Everyone crowded inside, and once the hatch was shut, a series of different colored lights began coming on. Each light stayed on for about twenty seconds and then another series of colored lights would come on.


  “What’s going on?” Karl Stern asked, confused.


  “Decontamination,” explained Doctor Andrea Oleson, gazing speculatively at the lights. “I would guess we’re being bombarded with specific radiation frequencies aimed at destroying microorganisms.”


  “Are they safe?” Greg asked. He still wanted to have some more kids some day.


  “Should be,” Andrea replied. “I don’t believe they’ll cause us any harm.”


  “I don’t understand,” spoke Lisa, sounding confused and looking at Doctor Oleson. “If they had this type of decontamination procedure one hundred years ago, why didn’t it work against the flu?”


  “This might be something they instituted afterwards,” Andrea answered as she thought the question over.


  Doctor Oleson wished she knew what the frequencies were. This was medical science considerably ahead of anything Earth was capable of. This type of decontamination could be of great use in hospitals and other areas where the threat of contagious diseases being spread existed.


  The lights suddenly returned to normal, and a light gray colored liquid began spraying from the walls, floor, and ceiling. This continued for a full minute and then the room began heating up.


  “More decontamination,” Andrea explained with a satisfied nod. “Commander, I don’t believe this is being done by a computer. There has to be someone in charge. There has to be a reason why we’re being subjected to these decontamination procedures. A computer wouldn’t be worried about viruses.”


  “It could be the AI on the Vindication,” suggested Lisa, turning to face Andrea. “She is very similar to Ariel, and this could now be part of her programming in order to keep the base safe.”


  “But why, if there are no survivors from the evacuation fleet?” Andrea countered. Then, turning to face Jason, she continued. “No Commander, this isn’t a computer. I think we need to be prepared to meet survivors very shortly. Perhaps on the other side of that door!”


  Jason looked around the group. He strongly suspected that Doctor Oleson might be correct. “If we do encounter someone, don’t make any sudden moves. I’ll do the talking.”


  A noise attracted Jason’s attention and turning around, he saw the hatch opposite the one they had just come through start to open. The hatch swung slowly open, and Jason gestured for the others to follow him. Stepping cautiously through he came to a sudden stop, letting out a sharp breath and slowly raised his hands in a non-threatening manner. The others behind him did the same thing.


  Standing in front of Jason were six heavily armed men, all in dark blue military uniforms. All six had their weapons leveled at Jason and the people with him. From the looks on their faces, they were prepared to use them if necessary.


  “We mean no harm,” Jason spoke over his suit’s com system, hoping these people could understand him. Doctor Oleson had been right. There were survivors!


  One of the men stepped forward and gazed speculatively at Jason. He raised a small communication device to his mouth and spoke into it, never taking his eyes off of Jason.


  “Commander Strong, you will follow Captain Simms to our detention area until we decide what to do with you,” a female voice spoke over the suit’s com system.


  “Clarissa?” asked Jason, wondering if the female voice was the AI on the Vindication.


  “That’s correct, Commander Strong. We have been monitoring you for quite some time. You will not be harmed, but we need to awaken some people who are more qualified to deal with this situation.”


  “Can you contact Ariel and let her know we’re okay?” Jason asked.


  He knew the AI and Colonel Greene would be extremely worried since communication had been lost so abruptly. Ariel might believe the shuttle had been destroyed by the base’s defensive systems. If they were reported missing, he didn’t want to think about what his sister and Greg’s wife would feel like. It would be devastating to them.


  “Perhaps later,” answered Clarissa, noncommittally. “That is not my decision to make. The Fleet Admiral will have to decide that. Now please follow Captain Simms.”


  “Better do as she asks,” Lisa suggested. She had been following the conversation over her suit com system. She was thrilled to learn that the other AI had survived. “Clarissa said we wouldn’t be harmed.”


  They followed Captain Simms through a series of brightly lit corridors until they arrived at a large room with a number of chairs, a few tables, and some bunks against one wall. There was another door at the far end.


  “You will remain here until the admiral is ready to see you,” Clarissa informed them. “Once Captain Simms and his marines have left, you may remove your suits. You will find suitable clothing to wear through the door at the far end of the room. This facility is quite secure, and there is no way for you to leave without the door being opened from the outside.”


  “Are we prisoners?” asked Jason, wanting to know what their status was. At least they hadn’t been separated.


  “No, you’re not prisoners,” Clarissa responded. “It is just prudent that we take appropriate safety precautions while certain tests are run.”


  “You’re worried about diseases,” Andrea said in sudden realization. “After what happened with the Spanish Flu, you’re not taking any chances.”


  “That’s correct, Doctor Oleson,” Clarissa replied. “We may be requesting your expertise in this matter later. We believe our decontamination procedures are now effective against contagions such as your flu. We would like to make sure.”


  Captain Simms and his marines left, and Jason found that they were alone for the time being. “Let’s get these suits off. We may be here for awhile.”


  “Jason, do you know what this means?” Lisa said with excitement in her voice. “This base is fully active and has Federation survivors in it. We can learn so much from them.”


  “They could teach us their science and manufacturing techniques,” Adam said with a nod. He had so many questions he would like to ask. “We could move forward a hundred years in the next decade with their help.”


  “If they’re willing to help us,” Greg said, shaking his head in doubt. “And if they are willing to help, why have they stayed hidden for all of these years?”


  Everyone stared at Greg, wondering about what he had just said. There was a mystery here; one that needed to be solved. They had found the base and more importantly, had found survivors from the Human Federation of Worlds.


  “They seem to know an awful lot about us,” Jason said, turning to face Lisa. “How can that be?”


  “I don’t know,” replied Lisa, shaking her head. “Obviously they’ve been listening to our communications, but how did Clarissa know that Andrea is a doctor?”


  “From what Clarissa said they evidently found a cure for the Spanish Flu,” Andrea added her eyes taking on a thoughtful look. “Depending on when they found the cure, there could have been more survivors than we originally thought.”


  “Let’s get out of these suits and change clothes,” suggested Jason, walking toward the door at the far end of the room. “We won’t know what’s going on until we talk to this admiral of theirs.”


  Jason also wondered about Lieutenant Addison and Professor Tennyson, who were still back in the shuttle. He had a suspicion the two would be joining them shortly. There were a lot of questions he would like to have answered.


  



  


  Chapter Nine


  It was less than two hours later when a nervous looking Lieutenant Addison and Marvin Tennyson were brought in by the marines. The marines said nothing, just left the two and departed, locking the door behind them.


  “Tough looking group,” muttered Greg, staring at the closed door.


  He didn’t like having an assault rifle pointed at him. It still felt as if they were being held prisoners. Those marines were clearly not to be messed with.


  “Commander Strong,” Addison spoke with relief in his voice at seeing everyone else was okay. “Those marines came into the landing bay. A female voice came over the com system ordering us to leave the shuttle and go with the marines. I didn’t think we should resist.”


  “You did the correct thing, Lieutenant,” Jason responded with a nod. He was relieved there hadn’t been an incident. “The people on this base are in charge now, we just have to wait and see what happens.”


  “But who are they?” asked Greg, walking over to stand next to Jason. He had searched the room very thoroughly. There was no way out except through the door they had come in through. “They don’t seem very friendly.”


  “Obviously survivors from the Federation evacuation fleet,” commented Doctor Oleson, looking thoughtful. “They seemed to be well organized and were waiting for us. It wouldn’t surprise me if there are a lot more.”


  “That was Clarissa that spoke to us,” Lisa added, still excited to find that the other AI had survived. “She’s as intelligent as Ariel and just as capable.”


  “If Clarissa survived, that means the Vindication is here somewhere,” added Jason, looking meaningfully at Greg.


  “Did you get a close look at those assault rifles their marines were carrying?” continued Greg, folding his arms across his chest. Those marines hadn’t acted very friendly, and that worried him. “We don’t have anything similar that I’m aware of. Those weapons were designed to do some major damage at close range.”


  “They obviously have a well trained security force,” Jason responded. He looked over at Greg. “They’ve acted very professional, which shows a high level of training.”


  Greg nodded his head in agreement, realizing Jason was correct. He knew those marines had only been doing their job. “A major part of their military must have survived. I wonder just how many of their warships are inside this asteroid.”


  They were interrupted as the door to their holding area opened and a man and a woman entered. The man was wearing a dark blue military uniform, and the woman was dressed in a colorful blouse and pants. The man was of average height with brown hair and obviously spent a lot of time working out. The woman was a brunette and very striking.


  “Hello, I am Keela Ryson the chief medical officer for this facility,” the woman spoke in a friendly voice. Then, indicating the officer, she continued. “This is Colonel Runess, our Chief of Security.”


  “We’re pleased to meet you,” Jason said his eyes sweeping over the two. He noticed quickly that neither of the two were armed.


  “How come you’re not wearing some type of protective suits?” asked Andrea, stepping up next to Jason. “Are you not worried about possible diseases we may be carrying?”


  Keela’s eyes focused on Doctor Oleson, and then she smiled. “No, we’re not anymore. At least not here in the base. Everyone in the base has been inoculated against Earth diseases; we have been for a number of years now. We have also been analyzing the air inside this holding facility to detect any airborne pathogens that you might be carrying. We’ve found nothing that could be considered dangerous.”


  “Then why all the precautions?” asked Jason, recalling all the decontamination procedures they had gone through in the airlock.


  “Just standard precautions, now,” Keela replied. “I am sure Doctor Oleson understands. We also want to make sure there are no new microorganisms in your systems that we’re not protected against. Several nurses will be in shortly to take blood samples from each of you to confirm that. They will also be inoculating all of you against diseases we may have that you would have no immunity against. I can assure you we have nothing close to your flu. Colonel Runess and I will go through decontamination immediately upon leaving here as a precaution, even though I suspect it isn’t actually necessary.”


  “How long will we have to be in isolation?” Andrea asked, curiously. “I assume we will have to stay here until all the tests have been run.”


  “About seventy-two hours,” Keela replied with a friendly nod. “That will give time for the inoculations to take effect. Perhaps by then the Fleet Admiral will be ready to see you.”


  “Who is this admiral we keep hearing mentioned?” Jason asked. “Even Clarissa mentioned him.”


  “Fleet Admiral Hedon Streth the founder of this base,” Colonel Runess answered in an even voice.


  “The founder of the base,” Greg broke in, his eyes growing wide in confusion. “That was nearly one hundred years ago! How’s that possible?”


  “That’s correct, Mister Johnson,” Keela replied with a mysterious smile. “He has been in cryosleep for much of that time. This will only be the fourth time we have awakened him.”


  “Cryosleep?” repeated Doctor Oleson, looking confused. “Is that some type of suspended animation?”


  Keela laughed and nodded her head. “In a way. We have learned how to lower the body temperature to greatly slow the aging process.”


  “The Fleet Admiral is very important to us,” Colonel Runess added. “If not for him, none of us would be here.”


  “Can we get a message out to Ariel to let her know we’re okay?” Jason asked. “Our people back on the Moon will be worried about us.”


  “That is being arranged,” Colonel Runess replied with a slight nod of his head. “Clarissa will send a message to Ariel reporting that you’re all okay as soon as the Fleet Admiral approves it. She will use an encrypted Federation code that your military will not be able to break if it’s intercepted. There will also be some very explicit instructions for Ariel. We don’t want word of this base to get out. I believe your Colonel Greene will understand.”


  “You seem to know a lot about our people,” Lisa commented, looking at Colonel Runess and feeling perplexed. “How’s that possible?”


  “We have some spy satellites in orbit around both the Earth and the Moon,” Colonel Runess answered, shifting his gaze to Lisa. “We also have a direct line to Ariel that she’s unaware of. Everything she’s done and found out about all of you since the Avenger was first discovered has been transmitted on a secure line to our base.”


  Jason nodded. He had suspected something like this for a while now. It was the only explanation for some of the things these people seemed to know. It was a surprise to realize that these people had been watching the Earth and the Moon both. Jason wondered how long this clandestine surveillance had been going on.


  “These satellites must be made of some type of stealth material or we would have detected them by now,” Lieutenant Addison commented. He knew a little about stealth technology from his training in the air force.


  “That’s correct, Lieutenant,” replied Runess, nodding his head. “We thought it best that your world not know of our existence. Now that may have to change.”


  “I will call my nurses in. They can draw the blood samples as well as inoculate you against our diseases,” Keela spoke. “Then, in a few days, we can let you out of here and answer some more of your questions. For the time being, I would suggest that you take it easy and rest. You may feel some slight nausea from the inoculations, but it shouldn’t be anything serious.”


  “One more thing,” added Colonel Runess, looking thoughtfully at Jason. “Ariel has named you commander of the Avenger. That’s a very positive development as far as we’re concerned. She would not have named you her commander if you weren’t qualified. I will mention that to the Fleet Admiral when he awakens.”


  Colonel Runess and Keela left, and two nurses entered the room. They were carrying the instruments needed to draw blood as well as to give the inoculations.


  “Damn,” Greg muttered. He didn’t like needles.


  One of the nurses smiled and indicated for Greg to roll up his sleeve. She was holding what looked like some type of automated syringe. Why do I always have to be first, Greg wondered?


  -


  The next day on board the Avenger, Ariel was surprised when a message from the direction of Ceres was received by one of her repaired communication devices. She was elated when she realized that the message was from Clarissa. For a moment, Ariel felt immense relief at not being so alone. Clarissa had survived! After receiving the message and the orders it contained, she sent for Colonel Greene.


  Colonel Greene arrived in the Command Center and was surprised to see that no one was inside. He had strict standing orders that at least two people were to be in the Command Center at all times. Looking at the main viewscreen, he saw Ariel staring at him with a mysterious smile. What’s going on, he wondered?


  “Why is no one on duty in the Command Center, Ariel?”


  “I sent them away, Colonel Greene.”


  “On whose authority,” he asked, confused. This was unlike Ariel. She had been extremely cooperative recently. She also enjoyed having people in the Command Center.


  “I have received new orders from Ceres, which I must obey.”


  “Ceres!” exclaimed Colonel Greene his eyes widening. They had lost contact with Commander Strong the day before. Had they managed to reestablish communication?


  “Was it Commander Strong?”


  “No, sir, my orders come from a higher authority.”


  Colonel Greene felt a chill run through him. “Who?”


  “The orders originated from the Federation base inside Ceres and were sent by Clarissa, the AI of the light cruiser Vindication. The orders must be obeyed unless countered by the commander of First Fleet.”


  “First Fleet?” Colonel Greene asked confused. What was happening on that asteroid? “I don’t understand.”


  “First Fleet is comprised of the warships that escorted the civilian ships to this solar system. They are all that remains of the Federation space forces. The fleet is under the command of Fleet Admiral Hedon Streth.”


  “This admiral is still alive?” asked Colonel Greene, feeling uneasy. He suddenly realized that the humans on the Avenger were no longer in charge. What did all of this mean?


  “Yes, he is. He has been awakened to handle the situation with our shuttle and Commander Strong. Commander Strong’s people are inside the base and are all safe. There can be no word of this conversation to anyone, Colonel Greene. All you are allowed to say is that contact has been reestablished with Commander Strong and the mission is continuing. We will be contacted later with additional updates and orders.”


  Colonel Greene sat down in the commander’s chair behind the center console. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest. The Federation base on Ceres was intact and obviously operational. He let out a long breath and gazed at Ariel. The young woman on the screen was silent and looked serene, almost happy. She’s back in her Federation again, Colonel Greene realized. He wondered what all of this would mean. For nearly an hour, Colonel Greene sat thinking about the ramifications of what Ariel had told him. His world was about to change again. The Hocklyns were in the future, and there was no doubt that this base on Ceres and this Fleet Admiral would play a huge role in what was to come.


  -


  The seventy-two hours passed rapidly, and Colonel Runess and Keela returned to the detention area. They called the detainees together to let them know the results of their medical tests.


  “According to our tests it is safe for all of you to leave this room,” Keela informed them with a smile, knowing how hard it must have been for all eight of these people to be left in detention with so many unanswered questions.


  “The first thing we want to do is give all of you a tour of the base,” Colonel Runess explained. “Once you have realized what we have accomplished here, you will meet with Fleet Admiral Streth for a debriefing.”


  “We’ll divide you into two groups,” Keela continued. “Professor Stern, Doctor Oleson, Professor Tennyson, and Mister Simmins will come with me. The rest of you will be going with Colonel Runess.”


  “What are we going to see?” Greg asked, thrilled at the prospect of finally getting out of this room. He had spent nearly four weeks in several small rooms on the Avenger, and this had reminded him of that.


  Colonel Runess smiled slightly, looking at Greg. “I have been told to take you to the light cruiser Vindication. I would think you would like to see what an intact Federation warship looks like.”


  Greg’s eyes widened. This was like a dream come true. “Let’s go!”


  -


  They made their way through numerous corridors, and as they went deeper into the base, they started to see more people. Many were dressed in military uniforms, but quite a few were obviously civilians. Some doors were open, and they could see people working. They were operating equipment and doing other jobs, which mystified the group. Most of the equipment they were operating was unlike anything on Earth. In some of the more sensitive areas, marine guards were posted and they were not allowed entrance.


  “Once you have spoken to Fleet Admiral Streth, you may be allowed into some of those departments,” Colonel Runess commented when asked about what was being guarded. “Even here on Ceres we have secrets that need to be protected.”


  “What happened after your fleet became infected with the flu?” Jason asked, curiously. “We know it had spread to some of the civilian ships.”


  Colonel Runess was silent for a moment. He hadn’t been alive at the time, but his parents had told him about the horrors and hardships many families had faced.


  “It was a bad time for everyone,” he said with a sad and forlorn look upon his face. “The civilians thought they had found a new home, one that was safe from the Hocklyns where they could start over and raise their families. Earth was so much like our home planets.”


  “But some of your people became infected with the Spanish Flu while they were down on Earth and brought it back up to the civilian fleet,” spoke Jason, recalling what Ariel had told them.


  “Yes, we had no immunity to this flu virus,” Colonel Runess answered with a far away look in his eyes. “We had diseases on our home planets, but nothing like your flu. Hundreds became sick and then started to die. The disease spread rapidly. The Fleet Admiral ordered all the sick to be quarantined on four civilian vessels in an attempt to halt the spread of the disease. In the end it took six ships, and we lost thousands.”


  Everyone had stopped walking and were listening raptly to the colonel. “Thousands,” Lisa repeated in a poignant voice.


  She could imagine the horror. Families being split apart in an effort to stop the disease. Husbands, wives, and children becoming infected and having to be taken away from those they loved. It would have been a nightmare.


  “In the end, we lost 18,000 of the 40,000 civilians that were part of the fleet,” Colonel Runess said in a somber voice. “When we reached Ceres, there were nearly three hundred suicides from family members who had lost nearly everyone. It was a very bad time for the fleet.”


  “But you managed to survive,” Jason commented. He didn’t know what he would have done if faced with the same situation the Federation survivors had found themselves in. “You overcame the disease and managed to build this base.”


  “Yes, but it was a very difficult and trying time for everyone. The docking bays are just down this corridor,” continued Colonel Runess, trying to sound more lighthearted. The Spanish Flu and the deaths were ancient history, a history he wished he could forget. However, it was a crucial part of what had helped to create the Ceres base.


  They continued on down the corridor and passed through a large double airlock. Stepping through, they found themselves in a brightly lit, cavernous bay. There were two ships in the bay; both of the light cruiser class.


  “My God, they're huge!” Greg cried in admiration, gazing at the warships. He had expected them to be large, but the reality of what he was seeing still astonished him.


  There were two light cruisers in the bay. Each one was 600 meters in length and completely undamaged. Numerous people, as well as work robots, were visible going about their jobs. The work robots did indeed look like giant spiders.


  “Are they space worthy?” Greg asked with his eyes focused on the ships. “I mean, could you fly them to another star today if you wanted to?”


  “Yes,” Colonel Runess replied with a nod. “We keep all of our warships at a state of readiness. We don’t expect to see the Hocklyns for 268 years, but there is always the possibility that one of their long-range scouts could find us.”


  “How likely?” Jason asked with narrowed eyes. If the Hocklyns were to find Earth now, it would be a disaster. It would be years before Earth would be capable of putting up any kind of defense against the advanced weapons of the Hocklyns.


  “Not very,” replied Colonel Runess, noticing Jason’s concern. “But we prefer not to take any chances. We have taken some steps to make sure Earth isn’t found. The Fleet Admiral will explain those to you later.”


  “How many warships do you have in the base?” asked Greg, his eyes still focused on the cruisers.


  He wondered how many bays like this were inside Ceres. On one of the ships, several of the hatches were open and the railgun turrets were visible. From this position, the weapons looked deadly and ready to take on an enemy.


  “Fleet Admiral Streth will have to give you that information,” Colonel Runess replied civilly “Some of that information is classified.”


  Jason nodded. “These ships are impressive, Colonel. I just hope Earth can build something like them one of these days.”


  “Let’s go inside the Vindication. I believe that Clarissa wants to speak with your group.”


  They made their way down several ramps and finally came to a boarding ramp that led inside the cruiser. They passed several work robots on the way, as well as other people going about their jobs. They acted as if visitors from Earth were a common occurrence.


  They entered the cruiser, and after awhile they started to feel more at home as the corridors became more familiar as they neared the Command Center. They found the hatch to the Command Center to be open, but two heavily armed marines were standing outside in the corridor.


  Stepping inside, Jason was surprised to see that it was fully manned. “Do you always keep full crews on your ships while they’re docked inside Ceres?” asked Jason, turning to look inquiringly at Colonel Runess.


  “We only have partial crews on the ships,” Colonel Runess responded. “At any one time only about ten percent of a ship’s crew is on board. If there is an emergency, the ship can be ready to launch by the time the rest of the crew is recalled. That’s one reason why the Command Center is always manned.”


  “Hello,” a young feminine voice spoke from the front of the Command Center.


  Turning to face the voice, Jason saw Clarissa on the main viewscreen. Clarissa was a pretty blonde with deep blue eyes and a friendly face. “Hello Clarissa,” Jason responded his eyes drawn to the AI.


  “All these AIs are gorgeous,” muttered Greg, shaking his head and looking at Clarissa. The Federation obviously had a good taste in women.


  “Thank you, Mister Johnson,” Clarissa replied with a wide smile.


  Greg felt his face flush. He had forgotten how well the AIs could hear in the Command Center.


  “I believe you have some questions for me, Commander Strong,” Clarissa stated her eyes focusing on Jason.


  For the next hour, they all talked. Jason asked several questions, and Clarissa in return asked numerous questions about Ariel. One of the things that Jason and Lisa discovered was that the Federation survivors hadn’t known at first that Ariel had survived. It was only after Jason and Greg had flown their lander over the Avenger, causing the emergency beacon to activate, that Ariel had used enough power for Clarissa to detect the AI’s presence on the wrecked ship. It had been decided not to contact Ariel in the beginning, but to wait and see what happened with the visitors from Earth. They had used a connection that Clarissa had with Ariel to observe everything that was happening on the Avenger. Not even Ariel had been aware that they were being watched.


  Jason was surprised how much alike the two AIs were, but they were also very different. Lisa had dozens of technical questions she was plying Clarissa with. Some Clarissa answered, and others she put off.


  “You will need to consult the Fleet Admiral,” she would say politely.


  Jason was curious about this Fleet Admiral Streth. These people obviously had a lot of respect for him, almost reverence. He knew he would be meeting him soon and perhaps then more of his questions would be answered.


  “Would you like to see Engineering?” Colonel Runess asked. He knew that the Engineering section on the Avenger had been destroyed.


  “That would be great,” answered Jason. He wanted to see what the rest of the Avenger would have looked like if it were still intact. “On the Avenger, everything behind the flight bay is destroyed, missing, or scattered in the crater.”


  “That’s what I’ve been told,” Colonel Runess replied with a sad look in his eyes. “It’s surprising that Ariel survived as badly damaged as the Avenger is.”


  -


  Sometime later, they were in Engineering, looking in awe at the technology that had allowed the Human Federation of Worlds to spread across the stars. The chief engineer had patiently explained to the group, in simple terms, how the FTL core worked as well as the ship’s powerful sublight drive.


  “This is all amazing,” Lieutenant Addison spoke his eyes trying to take everything in.


  He had asked the chief engineer some questions but had realized rather quickly that he didn’t have the necessary technological knowledge to understand what the man was trying to explain. In the background, he could hear a faint hum from the Vindication’s two high-energy fusion reactors.


  Jason gazed at all the consoles and controls, in front of which a few of the ship’s Engineering crew were busy monitoring the ship’s functions. He began to realize just what would be involved in order to build a warship such as this. With a sinking feeling, he knew that it would be decades before Earth was ready for this advanced technology. If introduced too quickly, it would disrupt the planet’s economy and who knows what else. Something else would have to be done. Jason had a vague idea forming in the back of his mind, but he would have to discuss it with Colonel Greene when they returned to the Moon.


  Colonel Runess led them from the Vindication and around more of the base. The base was immense. Jason continued to marvel at all the work that had been done. There were more people about as they went deeper into the base, as well as more of the eight legged work robots.


  “What all can these work robots do?” asked Lieutenant Addison, stopping to examine one a little closer.


  The robot had eight tentacles attached to an oval shaped body. A small metal globe rested on top. This was obliviously the computer that controlled the robot.


  “You would be surprised,” answered Colonel Runess with a smile. “They can be programmed to do almost anything. They can work about sixteen hours before they need to return to their charging stations. We have nearly a thousand of these currently in the base involved in various projects. They’re monitored from a central station by some of our engineers and the base’s main computer.”


  “Do these robots do all the construction going on in the base?” asked Greg, curiously.


  He could see the benefits of using the robots. They wouldn’t get tired, and their work would be constant. The robots also could do the more dangerous jobs so a human life wouldn’t be placed in jeopardy. They wouldn’t need to stop for breaks or to eat lunch either. These would be highly useful down on Earth in some of the construction jobs as well as other jobs that were deemed unsafe.


  “No,” Colonel Runess responded his eyes shifting to Greg. “Most of the time they work side by side with base personnel. It’s something we’re used to. They’re capable of doing very technical work if programmed properly.”


  As they continued their tour, Colonel Runess showed them automated factories, parts storage bays, numerous weapons production and storage areas, power plants, and even where one of the colony ships was berthed.


  They were standing on a large metal balcony overlooking a cavernous bay. Jason looked at the colony ship in awe; it was massive! Jason knew it was nearly 2,000 meters in length. The ship dominated the bay, and he could see numerous work robots constantly going in and out of the open hatches.


  “What are the work robots doing?” Jason asked. They seemed to be getting the ship ready for something.


  “The Fleet Admiral will explain that,” replied Colonel Runess, glancing down at the timepiece on his wrist and seeing it was almost time to see the Fleet Admiral Streth. “But first I have one more thing I need to show you.”


  Colonel Runess led them to another corridor and opened a sealed hatch. On the other side was what looked like an Earth subway system. The colonel indicated for them to get inside a waiting vehicle that was sitting in the tunnel. They all entered and sat down in the large, comfortable seats. The vehicle began to move, and they were soon going down the lighted tunnel at a high speed.


  “We’re going about twenty-five kilometers inside of Ceres,” Colonel Runess explained.


  Jason and Greg looked at each other. At the speed the vehicle they were in was traveling that wouldn’t take long. The walls of the tunnel almost seemed to be a blur.


  After a few minutes, the vehicle slowed and then came to a stop at a large platform where there were other transit vehicles. Four heavily armed marines stood on the platform. There were other people there as well that had gotten out of other transit vehicles. Most seemed to be civilians with a few military personnel mixed in. Jason and his people got out of the vehicle and Colonel Runess led them through a large open hatch. They went down a wide corridor full of people and then through a large double airlock. Four more marine guards watched the new arrivals as they stepped outside the open airlock.


  “There sure is a lot of security in this area,” Greg commented. Looking forward, he noticed four large open hatches. The light coming through them seemed more like regular sunlight.


  The group walked over, stepped through one of the open hatches, and then came to a sudden stop, their eyes growing wide in disbelief at what they were seeing. It was as if they had entered another world. They were in a massive cavern that stretched for nearly as far as the eye could see. In the center of the cavern was a modern city surrounded by rolling hills, grassland, and cultivated soil. There were even some small rivers and several lakes visible.


  “This is where we live,” Colonel Runess explained with satisfaction in his voice. “In case of an emergency, the hatch at the transit station can be sealed. The airlocks shut, and the four large hatches behind us can be sealed off. We keep a full squad of marines in that area at all times as a precaution.”


  “It’s beautiful,” Lisa spoke in awe, her eyes trying to take everything in. “It must have taken you years to build this and get the ecosystem all worked out.”


  “Twenty-two years,” replied Colonel Runess, nodding his head. “It reminds us of home and gives our people a sense of normalcy. The Hocklyns took everything away from us, but here we have managed to rebuild.”


  “How many people are here on Ceres?” Jason asked, not sure if Colonel Runess would give out that information.


  “Our last census indicated we had 122,000 people currently living here,” Colonel Runess answered. “Our habitable area here is thirty kilometers long and twenty kilometers wide. There is already talk about building a second, larger habitat farther inside the asteroid.”


  They stood for several minutes gazing out across the park-like view, astonished at what the Federation survivors had managed to build. To Jason, this was more amazing than the ships they had seen.


  “I think it’s time you meet our Fleet Admiral,” Colonel Runess spoke. “He’s highly interested in meeting you.”


  -


  Colonel Runess led them down an adjacent corridor and after walking for a few minutes, they came to a heavily guarded door. Two marines with body armor and heavy assault rifles stood guard outside the entrance. For the first time, Colonel Runess had to show his identification before the group was allowed to enter. Once inside, they found themselves standing in a lobby with two female fleet personnel sitting behind a large desk.


  “Fleet Admiral Streth will see you now,” one of them spoke, indicating a door behind them. “The rest of your group is already inside.”


  Taking a deep breath, Jason followed Colonel Runess inside the indicated door. Perhaps finally he would get some of the answers he had been searching for.


  -


  Fleet Admiral Hedon Streth watched the new arrivals with interest. He was seated behind a large desk and had been waiting for the Earth human’s commander to arrive. This was only the fourth time he had been awakened since he had entered cryosleep. He also knew this might very well be the most important one. The man in front of him was obviously one used to giving orders. He stood unafraid in front of Hedon with a very curious look upon his face. This was a human from Earth, as were the rest of the group that had come with him. Something Hedon had been waiting on for nearly one hundred years.


  “I am Fleet Admiral Streth, commander of this base and of First Fleet,” Hedon spoke, standing up and extending his hand.


  Jason grasped the admiral’s hand and shook it. “I’m Commander Jason Strong of Earth. We’ve come a long way to meet you, sir.”


  Hedon smiled and indicated for everyone to sit down. “I know you have a lot of questions, probably the first being why we have never contacted Earth.”


  “That would be my first question,” Jason confirmed with a nod. “You obviously have the ability to do so.”


  “We were waiting for your world to reach the point where it could handle our advanced technology. We did not want to create a culture shock and cause your world and society to fall into chaos. Your arrival here indicates that it’s time for us to contact the leaders of your world and set certain plans into motion.”


  “We know about the Hocklyns and what happened to the Human Federation of Worlds,” Jason said. “We’ve learned a lot from Ariel.”


  “Then you know of the threat that is coming our way in another 268 or so of your years.”


  “Yes, Admiral,” Jason responded. “We know we’ll have to fight.”


  “I haven’t had a chance to speak in detail with my people about what all Ariel has told you,” Hedon said his eyes turning thoughtful. “Even during the war, Ariel was very useful. In hindsight, we should have put more of the AIs on our ships. I was glad to hear that she survived.”


  “Ariel is a good friend,” Jason spoke with a nod.


  “That’s good,” Hedon replied, pleased with the answer. “We will join together in this. The Hocklyns will not be allowed to destroy another human world.”


  “Did you fight the Hocklyns?” Greg asked in a subdued voice. “Were you involved in the battles?”


  “Yes,” Hedon replied his eyes shifting over to Greg. “I was involved in several major engagements against them. They are very powerful, and their ships are extremely difficult to destroy.”


  “That’s why you have been in cryosleep,” Jason said with dawning realization. “We will need your experience when we face the Hocklyns in the future.”


  Hedon gazed at Jason for a long moment. “Yes, Commander. There are a number of us that are waiting in cryosleep. It is hoped that our experience will give us the edge we need to stop the Hocklyns this time.”


  For the next several hours, the group talked with Fleet Admiral Streth. They asked numerous questions, most of which the admiral was willing to answer. A few he refrained from, saying that particular question would have to wait for a later time. He spoke about the war with the Hocklyns, what had transpired, and why. He also spoke in depth about his plans for the future and the role he hoped Earth would be willing to play.


  “It will take all of us working together if we want to survive this,” he said finally. “When you return to Earth, I will be sending another shuttle along with you. It is considerably larger than the one you arrived in. There will be a liaison from this base going along to speak with your governments. I’m also sending some technicians and work robots to help repair the surviving sections of the Avenger. For now, it will serve as a secure meeting place for us as well as a possible future training center. At some point in time, we will be sending an additional power source. The small fusion reactor Ariel is currently using was not designed to function as the main power supply for the ship. We will send something more appropriate and will show your people how to install it.”


  Jason nodded, this meeting had gone much better than he had expected. He had learned so much, but there was still so much more. “We saw the colony ship in its bay. It looks as if it’s being prepared for launch.”


  “Yes, it is,” answered Hedon, with a nod. “It’s going on a resupply mission.”


  “Where to?” asked Jason, feeling curious about where the ship could be going. Did the admiral’s people have other bases in the Solar System?


  “I have a special surprise for you and Mr. Johnson. There’s a shuttle leaving in a few hours that will rendezvous with a light cruiser on picket duty out near your system’s cometary ring. If the two of you would like to go, there’s something else I would like you to see. You will be gone for about six days, but I promise you, it will be worth it. It is also where the colony ship will be going in a few more days.”


  Jason nodded, not sure what to say. To get to travel on one of the Federation’s warships was something he couldn’t turn down. He knew without looking that Greg was thinking the same thing.


  -


  Jason and Greg sat in the shuttle, excited about the prospect of getting to go aboard an actual Federation light cruiser for six days. Fleet Admiral Streth had been silent about where they were going, but Jason had the impression their eventual destination was not in Earth’s Solar System. Across from Jason and Greg sat the admiral. They had been surprised to find out that he was going along with them. The shuttle had made a micro-jump as soon as it had cleared the gravity well of Ceres. Both had been a little pale from the queasiness the jump had caused.


  “I haven’t been outside of the Solar System in over one hundred years,” spoke Hedon, looking over at the two Earth humans. “I believe the two of you will enjoy this experience.”


  Outside the shuttle, two space fighters flew in formation, keeping a protective eye on the shuttle. The fighters had come from the light cruiser they were approaching. On board the cruiser, the commander was keeping a close watch on the shuttle. The Fleet Admiral was on board, and his safety was paramount.


  The shuttle made its approach to the cruiser and slid easily into the brightly lighted flight bay. The pilot landed the shuttle without the faintest hint of a jar. This brought a smile to the Hedon’s face. It was good to see the members of the fleet were still well trained.


  Hedon turned to Jason and Greg. “We will proceed to the Command Center. I’m sure both of you would like to see a light cruiser in full operation. We’ll be making an FTL jump to our destination. Matter of fact, there will be three jumps.”


  “Where are we going?” Jason asked curiously as all three stood up and moved toward the hatch, which was now opening. Fleet Admiral Streth had just confirmed that they would be leaving the Solar System.


  “To a star system twenty-seven light years core-ward from Earth,” Admiral Streth replied with an enigmatic smile. “There is a surprise there I want the two of you to see.”


  Stepping outside the hatch, Hedon was surprised and pleased to see a full platoon of marines in their parade dress uniforms standing at attention. The commander of the ship was also present, as well as several others of the ship’s officers.


  “Admiral of the fleet arriving!” a voice boomed as Hedon descended the ramp.


  Jason and Greg gazed at this obvious showing of respect and reverence for the admiral. The man was truly loved by the men and women under his command, even after all of this time.


  “Commander Andrew Benson reporting, sir!” the commander of the ship spoke, saluting the admiral.


  “At ease, Commander,” replied Hedon, saluting the commander and then turning to salute the assembled marines. “You have an excellent looking group here, Commander.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Commander Benson replied. “If you will follow me, we’ll go to the Command Center. We’re ready to jump on your order.”


  The group made their way through the ship with a small escort of marines. Upon reaching the Command Center, they were allowed admittance and soon were standing around the plotting table.


  “Course is set for New Tellus, sir,” the navigation officer reported.


  “Very well, you may jump at your discretion,” Hedon replied. It felt good to be in the Command Center of a warship again. It almost felt like the old days.


  “We will arrive in the New Tellus System in twenty hours,” Commander Benson informed them.


  Jason and Greg just looked at each other. They could barely believe what they had just heard. They were traveling to another solar system twenty-seven light years away.


  Hedon turned toward the two with an all knowing smile. “After each jump the ship’s engineers will fine tune the FTL drive and allow the core to cool down. This is a safety procedure to ensure that we don’t jump too close to a planet or a moon’s gravity well. If we were to do so, it could seriously damage the drive. In an emergency, we can make another jump almost immediately with relative safety.”


  “We also try to limit our jumps to about five light years,” Commander Benson added. “The drives are capable of more, but we try not to overtax the system.”


  Jason nodded. It was becoming more evident every minute just how far Earth would have to advance before it was ready for this type of advanced technology. It was amazing the difference a fully trained crew made in the Command Center. Normally, on the Avenger, only a few people were present and they were usually asking Ariel questions. Ariel was currently controlling all the systems on the Avenger.


  “If you gentlemen will observe the main viewscreen, you will see the spatial vortex form,” Commander Benson said, gesturing toward the large screen on the front wall of the Command Center.


  As Jason and Greg watched, a blue-white vortex formed in front of the cruiser. A moment later, the vortex seemed to grow rapidly as the cruiser flew into it. Jason felt a wrenching feeling in his gut, and then everything returned to normal.


  “Glad I didn’t eat a big meal,” Greg commented with a pale face.


  “Takes some getting used to,” Hedon remarked with a knowing smile. “I lost my meal the first time I experienced a jump.”


  Jason looked around the bustling Command Center. Everyone seemed to be busy working at their consoles and talking to different sections of the ship over the com system. It was evident that this was a well trained and knowledgeable crew.


  -


  The next day, the cruiser exited another blue-white vortex into the New Tellus System. For four more hours, the ship cruised on its sublight drive and finally rendezvoused with another ship.


  Admiral Streth gazed at the viewscreen, felt his heart racing, and knew his breathing had picked up. A truly massive warship was on the viewscreen. It was the flagship of First Fleet and his personal command. The battlecruiser StarStrike was waiting for him.


  “What is that?” asked Greg his eyes growing wide. If that ship was as large as it looked on the viewscreen, it was much larger than a light cruiser. This had to be one of the Federation’s first line warships. He had wondered if any had survived.


  “That, my friends, is the StarStrike,” Hedon replied with a fond smile. “She is a Conqueror Class Command Battlecruiser. The StarStrike is 1,200 meters long and 250 meters wide. She is the most powerful ship in the fleet.”


  Greg took a step back. His eyes were open wide, and his heart was racing. Jason and he had thought a light cruiser was impressive. Nothing they had seen thus far could compare to what was showing on the viewscreen in front of them.


  “Is this your largest warship?” Greg asked, intrigued. He couldn’t imagine anything bigger.


  “No,” replied Hedon, shaking his head. “A battlecarrier is bigger, but it’s not as heavily armed as the StarStrike. We currently don’t have a battle carrier deployed.”


  “But you do have one?” pressed Greg, wanting to see one.


  “There are two in their bays on Ceres,” Hedon responded. “When we get back I’ll take you and Commander Strong on a personal tour. The battlecarriers carry our air wings.”


  -


  Several hours later, they were in the Command Center of the StarStrike. Jason gazed in amazement at everything around him. Consoles, viewscreens, situation boards, and control stations were all about him and manned by a confident group of men and women. The ship gave off a feeling of ultimate power. However, a shadow of worry hung in the back of Jason’s mind. If the Federation had lost the war against the Hocklyns with ships like the StarStrike, what was going to happen in 268 more years? Could the Hocklyns even be stopped? Jason was beginning to have his doubts. The Hocklyns might be an unstoppable force.


  Since boarding the StarStrike, they had micro-jumped closer to New Tellus and were now approaching the planet on the ship’s powerful sublight drive. Jason knew that two light cruisers were escorting the flagship in toward the planet. Glancing down at the plotting table, it also showed six space fighters flying CAP around the three warships.


  As they neared the blue-white globe that was steadily growing on the viewscreen, Hedon turned toward Jason and Greg. “We have a small settlement on the planet. From what I have been told there are currently 2,300 people living on the planet below.”


  The viewscreen suddenly switched to show a large space station under construction in orbit. It was obvious the StarStrike was moving to match orbits with the station.


  “Why is that here?” Jason asked. It was clear that a lot of time and effort had been expended to build the station. “This system is a long ways from Earth. What if the Hocklyns stumble across it?” Looking at the screen, he could see that the finished section of the space station looked to be heavily armed. There were numerous weapons turrets and what he guessed were some type of missile platforms.


  “That’s why it’s here,” Hedon replied in a determined voice. “This system is between Earth and the Hocklyns and far enough away so that the Hocklyns should discover it before reaching Earth. We keep the StarStrike and four light cruisers in this system at all times. We have a squadron of long-range stealth shuttles that we use to monitor the systems farther coreward for any signs of the enemy. Hopefully, we’ll have an advance warning before they arrive here.”


  “You’re not sure about the 268 years, are you?” Jason said, realizing why this system was here. “You built this base to hold up the Hocklyns if they come too soon.”


  Hedon let out a deep breath. “You’re very observant, Commander. We feel pretty comfortable about the 268-year figure, but one of their supposed trading scouts could arrive sooner. If they do, we’ll make it disappear. We won’t make the same mistakes we made last time.”


  “What exactly are your plans for this system?” Greg asked. He was intrigued by the planet below. What would it feel like to set foot on another world besides Earth?


  “We’re going to fortify it to the maximum,” Hedon replied, determinedly. “It will also serve as a training center for the fleet that I hope we can build with Earth’s help. There will be a very powerful defensive grid placed around the planet consisting of railgun and missile platforms. There have also been some suggestions about minefields, but we don’t know how effective they might be against Hocklyn ships. We’re going to make this system into a death trap for the Hocklyns.”


  The viewscreen returned to a view of the peaceful planet below them. Jason could see oceans and even clouds. In many ways, it resembled Earth. He thought about Fleet Admiral Streth’s words. Here was a man that had led the fight against the Hocklyns for the Human Federation of Worlds. A Federation that no longer existed. Jason hoped that same fate wasn’t in Earth’s future.


  -


  Early the next morning, a large shuttle landed on the edge of the small spaceport next to the human settlement on New Tellus. Jason and Greg stepped out onto a new world never before touched by humans from Earth.


  Greg took a deep breath of the fresh air. In the distance, he could hear what sounded like birds calling. He could see a few flying in the air, but they were unlike any birds he had ever seen before. A gentle breeze blew. He could see numerous trees in the distance. Some looked just like trees back on Earth and others were very different. This was like a dream come true. He had actually made it to another world. At that moment, Greg felt as if he was on top of the world. Never in his life had he expected to experience something like this. He looked over at Jason and smiled. He was glad he had made the trip to Ceres.


  Hedon looked over at the two Earth humans, guessing what they were experiencing. He would let them enjoy this day. There was so much to show them on this beautiful world. In many ways, it was like Tellus. In the back of his mind, he would always remember the day that his own people had been discovered by the Hocklyns and later how their worlds had met their end. He would do everything in his power to make sure Earth didn’t suffer the same fate.


  Jason looked around, breathing in the fresh air. The Fleet Admiral and he had spoken quite a bit on the trip to New Tellus about the current situation on Earth. Both had agreed that the governments of Earth should reveal that an advanced spacecraft had been discovered on the Moon. They would say there were no survivors and that it had crashed there a long time ago. That would allow the technology from the ship to be spread slowly across the planet. There would be no mention of the Hocklyns or the survivors from the Human Federation of Worlds.


  Once the people of Earth began to get used to the idea that there could be other races out in the universe, they would begin constructing Earth’s first true spaceships. They would be smaller than the Federations and would serve as training platforms. For a few decades, they would be allowed to explore the neighboring stars. Fleet Admiral Streth had mentioned to him that there were ten systems with habitable planets within twenty light years of Earth. These ten systems could be colonized and eventually prepared for the coming conflict with the Hocklyns. Given enough time and resources, the Hocklyns when they arrived would face a well armed and determined human race.


  Jason hoped they had the time and fortitude to do what was necessary. The Federation people would help, but for the time being it would be behind the scenes and secretive. No one outside of a few carefully chosen people would know about the Federation base inside of Ceres or here on New Tellus.


  Jason knew he had his work cut out for him over the next few years. The diplomacy would be left to the politicians, but the Avenger was another matter. Once the surviving section had been repaired, Fleet Admiral Streth had suggested expanding the Avenger base. It would make an ideal training center for Earth’s future space force. The Fleet Admiral had made it clear that he wanted Jason in charge of that base. He also mentioned that Ariel would demand it anyway.


  Looking over at Greg, Jason could see the excited look on his friend’s face. They had made it to another world! Someday Greg’s son might also be standing here on New Tellus if he joined the future space forces. Jason had a strong suspicion that he would. However, for now, all of that was in the future. They were the first Earth humans to set foot on a new world, and he wanted to take advantage of that. For the next few hours, he didn’t want to worry about the future.


  Hedon felt pretty sure he knew what Jason and Greg were thinking, and he had no intention of spoiling this moment. He watched as the two walked over and stood on the grass next to the landing field. He walked down the ramp and out to where they were standing. “I’ve arranged for an atmospheric transport to take us around. This is only the second time I’ve been on this world.” Then, with a smile on his face, he added, “Let’s explore it together, there’s a lot to see.”
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  The Slaver Wars: Alien Contact


  Chapter One


  The 1,200-meter battle cruiser StarStrike slid quietly through empty space. The ship was a Conqueror Class Command Cruiser, one of the most powerful warships ever built by the Human Federation of Worlds. There were only four of the powerful ships of war in the Federation’s entire fleet. The StarStrike and its small fleet were on a fact finding mission deep within suspected enemy territory. The 1,500-meter Galaxy Class Battle Carrier Victory was above the StarStrike, along with its four light cruiser escorts. Several small fighter craft flew around the small fleet keeping a constant vigilance for any incoming threats. Two space destroyers were ahead of the fleet scanning for any potential enemy targets. It was essential that the human fleet remain undetected until it had completed its reconnaissance mission.


  Fleet Admiral Hedon Streth sat at his command console watching the main viewscreen on the front wall of the Command Center. He was of medium build, and his dark hair was just starting to turn gray on the sides. The admiral was forty-two years old, and the worry lines on his face showed that he had been through a lot the past few months. Months he would like to forget. It had been a trying and desperate time for the entire human race.


  The viewscreen showed unwinking stars ahead, and the scanners and long-range sensors were free of threats. The Command Center was in the shape of a rectangle, and its twenty-crew personnel were efficiently going about their jobs. At the reinforced security hatch, two heavily armed marines stood guard. No one entered the Command Center without the proper clearance. Two more similarly armed marines stood just outside the hatch in the corridor. Security now was much more obvious than a few short months ago.


  “Still nothing,” Colonel Amanda Sheen, the executive officer, spoke. She was standing next to the holographic plotting table, which showed the present fleet disposition and the CAP fighters that were flying their routine patrol routes. She was currently checking the large tactical screens above her as well as the information appearing on the table.


  “Confirm mission status,” ordered Admiral Streth, letting out a deep breath and shifting his gaze from the viewscreen to his executive officer.


  They had picked this system hoping it would be clear of enemy activity. Their mission was extremely sensitive, and the security of the Human Federation of Worlds depended upon its success. Hedon felt the full weight of that responsibility on his shoulders and knew that this mission just had to succeed. Failure was not an option. The entire Federation was in extreme danger, and this mission might well determine the future of mankind in the galaxy.


  “Navigation, I want a position status report,” Colonel Sheen barked, her blue eyes turning toward the two officers sitting at the main navigation console.


  “We are currently one hundred and eighteen astronomical units out from the target system’s primary. Fleet is currently moving in system at eighteen percent speed of light on sublight engines,” replied the chief navigation officer.


  “What do we have on the long-range sensors?” Sheen asked over her mini-com, glancing over at the large scanning and sensor console, which was manned by two fleet officers. She wore a small communications device in her right ear, which allowed her to contact any station on the ship in an instant.


  “System has two planets,” Lieutenant Stalls reported smoothly as he checked the latest information coming in on his computer screens. “Both are gas giants in distant orbits. No asteroid fields or moons detected. System is absent of any artificial emissions.”


  “System is as we had hoped,” reported Colonel Sheen turning to face the admiral. “There are no signs of any enemy vessels, and the system has no significant resources to attract any type of mining or scientific activity.”


  Admiral Streth nodded his head in acknowledgement. He knew that Amanda was a highly qualified officer graduating in the top ten percent of her class at the fleet academy. She was a brunette with a trim figure and thirty-two years of age. She was also a firm disciplinarian. The crew respected her, and she was everything he could ask for in an executive officer.


  “Get me the Victory, I think it’s time we get some information about this area of space,” ordered Admiral Streth, reaching a decision. They had been moving steadily deeper into suspected Hocklyn space for the last eight weeks. “It’s time we launch the stealth scouts and find out what’s out there.”


  Colonel Sheen nodded. This was their mission and she was ready to get it started. Glancing back at the sensor and scanner screens, she noted that they were clearly empty of any hostile threats. That needed to continue for several more days if they hoped for any chance of success. Looking around the Command Center, she could sense the heightened vibrancy in the crew at the admiral’s announcement to begin the actual mission.


  -


  On board the Victory, Commander Adler listened as the admiral ordered the launch of the stealth scouts. The Victory had six of the highly advanced scout ships on board, which were nearly undetectable to normal methods of scanning. It was hoped that the Hocklyns would have no way to detect the small surveillance vessels. Their entire mission and the safety of their fleet depended on it.


  Adler ended the communication with the admiral and turned to his executive officer Major Timmins. “I want all six scout ships ready to launch ASAP. Mission is a go.”


  “Finally,” responded Major Timmins letting out a deep breath and then announcing over his mini-com, “All stations stand by for scout ship launch. Mission is a go. Flight bay, begin launch preparations.”


  Instantly the tension and excitement in the Command Center notched up. This was what everyone had been waiting for. It was time to find out just how large the Hocklyn Empire was and how big a threat they were to the Federation.


  Commander Adler turned toward the lieutenant in charge of Navigation. “I want a list of the twenty nearest stars that are capable of supporting life-bearing planets.”


  “Yes, sir,” the young blonde replied as she began entering commands into her computer.


  Lieutenant Ashton was rated as one of the top navigators in the entire fleet. She also held an advanced degree in Stellar Cartography. She had written an impressive thesis on deep space navigation her senior year at the fleet academy on Tellus.


  -


  Down below in the main flight bay, the six scout ships were brought up on elevators from their secure hangers beneath. The ships were covered in a layer of dark composite material that the scientists swore would be impervious to Hocklyn scans. Power sources were muffled, and the ships were built to present a minimal profile to enemy ships.


  Each scout could carry a six-man crew and were capable of operating independently of the fleet for eight to ten days. They had FTL drives as well as powerful sublight engines. The ships were wedge shaped with gentle curves. Each was twenty-two meters long and twelve meters wide. Weapons consisted of six Hunter anti-fighter missiles hidden inside the wings and two medium lasers in the nose. The nose lasers were a recent development and had been added at the last minute to the scouts. The pilots were still arguing whether the lasers were an improvement over the 30 mm cannons they had replaced.


  Technicians quickly checked over all six ships, making sure they were ready for their missions. The ships had been kept on standby for nearly two weeks. A quick check and all the scouts were deemed ready for immediate launch. The deck chief notified flight control that all six scouts were mission ready.


  Flight control was at the far end of the massive flight bay. Large reinforced glass windows looked out over the bay allowing the controllers inside to see the activity in the bay. Inside flight control was a hum of busy activity as men and women watched their consoles and kept track of all the activity going on inside the bay as well as outside. The CAG was standing next to the flight operations officer at the main control console. Across the back wall, numerous viewscreens depicted activity inside the bay. Several large scanner screens showed the flight space around the fleet and the current locations of the CAP fighters that were out on patrol.


  Activating his mini-com, the CAG gave the order for the flight crews to board their scouts. The technicians were finished, now it would be up to the highly trained crews to begin their mission and bring home the information the Federation so desperately needed.


  The waiting crews quickly made their way into their respective vessels. They had been in the pilot’s ready room, hoping this star system would be secure enough so they could start their covert mission. Nerves had been getting on edge and tempers had been flaring as they moved farther away from the Federation and deeper into what was suspected to be Hocklyn controlled space. They all felt relieved and energized that it was finally time to launch the mission.


  Captain Karl Arcles settled down into his pilot’s seat in one of the scouts and looked over at his copilot, Lieutenant Lacy Sanders. The young twenty-six-year-old blonde looked slightly pale. It was one thing to train for this type of mission; it was another to actually do it.


  “Nothing to be nervous about Lieutenant,” Arcles said with a reassuring smile. “Just treat this as a routine flight. We’ve done this often enough in practice.”


  “Yes, sir,” replied Lieutenant Sanders taking a deep breath. Lacy could feel her heart racing. She looked over at Captain Arcles and said nervously. “Only this time it’s for real, and what we find may determine the future of the entire human race. I know they said the Hocklyns shouldn’t be able to detect our scout ships. We all know that the Hocklyn’s technology level is higher than ours. What if the experts are wrong?”


  Arcles leaned back in his seat and didn’t reply. The lieutenant was correct. The future of humanity's home system and its four outlying colony worlds rested on what this mission discovered about the Hocklyns. The Hocklyns had attacked the Human Federation of Worlds without provocation. Millions of innocent people had died in the brutal attack.


  The mission of this fleet was to find out just how large an empire the Hocklyns controlled, and what could be done to prevent future attacks. Was it just a few worlds as the Federation government hoped, or was it a large galaxy-spanning empire? The Hocklyns held a decisive edge in technology. That had already been determined from the technologies on their ships. Did they also hold a decisive edge in population as well as natural resources? Karl just hoped the experts were right and the scout ships were undetectable.


  “Launch at your discretion, Captain Arcles.” The CAG’s voice came over the com system. “Good luck and good hunting.”


  “Let’s get the systems powered up,” ordered Arcles glancing over at Lieutenant Sanders. “It’s time to get this show on the road.”


  It only took the two a few minutes to finish powering up the small ship and complete their final preflight checks. The techs had already checked everything earlier, so it was mainly a matter of flipping a few switches and powering up the sublight drive.


  “Everything shows green,” Lieutenant Sanders reported as she tightened her safety harness. She closed her eyes briefly and said a short prayer. This mission frightened her. They were so far away from home, and if anything happened, they would be on their own. No one would be coming to save them.


  Captain Arcles reached forward, taking the scout ship’s controls. A moment later, the little ship darted out from the flight bay and moved away from the majestic battle carrier. “Insert first FTL coordinates,” he ordered, looking over at Sanders. He had flown with the lieutenant often enough that he knew that once the mission began she would calm down. She was a very capable officer; she just needed to learn to control her anxiety.


  The lieutenant tapped a few commands into her navigation computer and then nodded as she double-checked the results. “Coordinates locked in.”


  Arcles nodded and turned the controls over to the ship’s flight computer. He watched as the FTL timer began counting down and soon neared zero. The other scout ships didn’t show on the small ship’s scanners and sensors, but he knew they were out there.


  “Standby for FTL insertion,” Arcles spoke over the com to the other crewmembers. There were two mission specialists in the cockpit behind him who were responsible for the scout’s sensors and stealth systems. Two more technicians were back in the small crew compartment.


  Moments later, a spatial vortex of blue-white light appeared directly in front of the curved nose of the scout ship. The scout ship darted into the vortex, which instantly vanished, leaving no sign of the scout. Within a few minutes, the other five scouts had vanished in the same way. Each scout had a different set of destinations to search.


  -


  Admiral Streth watched as the six scout ships vanished into the blue-white vortexes of light. He let out a deep breath and wondered about what they would find. They were nearly six hundred light years from home, and in what was believed to be enemy territory. The entire outcome of the war might very well rest on what the scouts discovered.


  “It’s begun,” Colonel Sheen commented quietly, seeing that the six blips representing the scouts had vanished from her plotting table. They had been tracked by high-resolution cameras as they left the Victory.


  In a way, she felt relieved that the mission had finally been launched. Not knowing what the Federation actually faced had been gnawing fearfully in the pit of her stomach for quite some time. Amanda just wanted her parents to be safe back home on Aquaria. Recent events had made her extremely concerned for her parents' safety.


  Colonel Sheen pursed her lips, feeling apprehensive at what the scouts might discover. When she had entered the fleet academy, she had never dreamed she would become part of an interstellar war. That was something that only happened on the holo vids or in books. Her parents lived on the colony of Beltran Three, called Aquaria by its inhabitants. The planet was nearly eighty percent water and possessed the most beautiful ocean beaches of any of the four major colonies. Amanda knew that the orbital defenses above her home planet were being heavily strengthened to protect the colony from another Hocklyn attack. She just prayed that it would be enough and that her parents would remain safe.


  “Mission counter has started,” she reported as a timer began moving on the plotting table. “First system emergence should occur in twenty-two minutes.”


  Admiral Streth nodded. “I want the fleet kept at Condition Two. We don’t know how well the stealth protection on those scouts will hold up. If the Hocklyns detect them, we could have their warships here soon after.”


  “Yes, sir,” responded Colonel Sheen, hoping that was not the case. She walked several paces over to a set of consoles manned by two lieutenants and two ensigns. “Keep all weapon systems on standby. If any unknowns are detected, I want firing solutions yesterday!”


  Lieutenant Jacobs instantly responded. “All targets will be locked upon FTL emergence until deemed friendly or unfriendly.”


  Colonel Sheen nodded and passed the same order over her mini-com to the rest of the fleet after setting her com to fleet-wide so she could communicate the admiral’s orders to the other ship commanders. She then continued to walk from console to console in the Command Center, talking to the men and women who manned them. At the helm control console, she ordered Lieutenant Jenikens to be prepared for emergency maneuvers upon her command if they went to Condition One.


  Satisfied that everything was as ready as it could be, she returned to her station at the plotting table. She could have done the same thing over her mini-com, which connected her to all the stations, but she preferred to talk to the individual crewmembers whenever possible. She felt it made a better impression upon them.


  Admiral Streth had watched Colonel Sheen move through the Command Center talking to the crew. He leaned back in his seat, thinking about what had brought them to this point. It had all started eight months back when a strange vessel had entered the Stalor System, which contained a small mining operation. The miners had instantly screamed for help when their scanners had detected an alien ship going into orbit above the volcanic moon they were mining. It was the first alien ship ever encountered by the Federation.


  -
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  The Earth's 800-meter heavy battlecruiser Star Cross slid silently through empty space, the ship’s powerful sensors scanning everything ahead and around it. Her four light cruiser escorts were in screening positions protecting the massive battlecruiser from attack. The 600-meter light carrier Vindication followed closely behind, protected by six small destroyers. Each ship was on high alert and tensions were high amongst the crews. Everyone glanced anxiously at one another, wondering what was awaiting them at Earth.


  In the Command Center of the Star Cross, Admiral Kurt Vickers watched the main viewscreen focused on the light carrier as four fighters left the flight bay to patrol ahead of the fleet. The light carrier had twenty fighters in its flight bay as well as twelve small bombers.


  “CSP has been launched,” Lieutenant Lena Brooks reported as the four friendly green icons appeared on her sensor screen.


  The twenty-eight year old young woman let out a quiet breath, hoping they would remain undetected. She felt her pulse racing and knew she wasn’t the only one in the Command Center that was worried. Lena focused her hazel eyes upon the admiral, awaiting further orders. She trusted him to bring them through the coming ordeal.


  “Current status?” asked Vickers in a steady voice, turning to his XO and commander of the battlecruiser, Captain Randson.


  The captain checked several data screens before turning toward the admiral. “Long-range sensors are indicating no unusual movement from the enemy ships. I don’t think they detected our hyperjumps.” Randson let out a deep, ragged breath, feeling the tension running through the Command Center. Everyone’s nerves were on edge.


  Admiral Vickers nodded as he turned his gaze to the primary tactical screen on which information from the long distance scans was now appearing. He took in a sharp breath as he contemplated what his next action needed to be. He felt a tremendous weight of responsibility upon his shoulders, knowing his next few decisions could well determine the future of the human race. The crew in the Command Center were waiting for his orders expectantly. Everyone wanted to know what had happened here in the Solar System and if their friends and families were still alive. He knew they had good reasons to be concerned.


  Two weeks back, a mysterious and hostile alien fleet had appeared out of hyperspace and annihilated the two human fleets permanently stationed around Earth for protection. The majority of the ships had been destroyed before their shields could be raised or a single weapon fired. Only a few had managed to fight back and then only briefly. This wasn’t surprising as no aliens had been detected by any of Earth’s long-range exploration ships and no one had been expecting an attack, so the ships had been at a low level of alert.


  The Star Cross and her fleet had been in the Newton system practicing maneuvers and testing the new particle beam weapons the battlecruiser and the light cruisers had been equipped with. The Newton system held a thriving human colony of nearly eight million inhabitants, along with a large orbital station designed for deep space exploration and minor ship repair. The colony had a number of large scientific outposts, as ships sent out on exploratory missions were required to report to Newton before being allowed to return to Earth. Newton was also the only true Earth-type planet to be discovered so far in their explorations. There were other planets humans could survive on, but none could compare to Earth or Newton.


  A heavily damaged light cruiser had jumped into the Newton system to report the shocking news of the attack on Earth. The ship’s commander had barely managed to escape and lost over half of his crew in the brief battle above the planet. The report of the attack had shaken the colony and after conferring with the colony’s leaders, it had been decided that Admiral Vickers would return to the Solar System. His mission was to determine the current condition of Earth as well as the number of alien ships still present.


  “What now?” Captain Randson asked as he stepped closer to the admiral. Upon the tactical screen, a large number of red threat icons were visible. “There are twenty alien ships in orbit above Earth. Four of them are approximately the same size as the Star Cross, and the rest seem to be similar to our own light cruisers.”


  Vickers nodded. “From the reports we received from the captain of the light cruiser, the alien ships are heavily armed. I don’t want to risk an engagement with them at this time if we can avoid it. We need more information.” Kurt had spent hours with Captain Owens going over the tactical data recorded during his light cruiser’s brief battle above Earth.


  “Our new particle beam weapons should give us an advantage,” Randson carefully pointed out. “None of the ships we had over Earth were equipped with them.”


  “Can we detect any transmissions from Earth, the Moon, or from Mars?” The Moon and Mars both held sizable human colonies. Kurt didn’t like the fact they were going into such an unknown situation and the Solar System was so quiet.


  “No, and all the scientific outposts are also silent. There’s not a peep coming from the asteroids or the moons of Jupiter and Saturn,” Randson replied with growing concern in his eyes. His wife was on Earth just outside of Houston. He hoped she was okay; he didn’t know what he would do if something had happened to her. They'd been married for fourteen wonderful years. They also had a twelve-year-old daughter about to enter those rebellious teenage years. “We could send a couple of the destroyers in to check on some of the outposts. It’s just too damn quiet! I can’t believe they've all been wiped out.”


  “Not yet,” replied Kurt, shaking his head as he thought about the communication silence. “They might be detected. Right now, our biggest tactical advantage is that the aliens don’t know we’re here. I want to keep it that way for a while longer.”


  “Sir,” Ensign Brooks spoke her eyes alight with fear. “The long-range sensors are picking up elevated radiation levels from Earth.” Styles had been working at her console fervently, trying to get better readings on the home planet.


  Captain Randson stepped over and studied the data, the frown on his face deepening. “There have definitely been a few nuclear weapons dropped on the surface,” he stated, taking a deep breath. “The level isn’t dangerous, but it’s four times higher than normal. I’m not sure we can afford to wait. What if they drop more bombs?” He gazed at the admiral, his eyes showing his deep concern over the radiation readings. He was itching to find out if his wife and daughter were okay.


  “The bombs may have been dropped in the original attack,” Kurt said evenly, struggling to stay calm.


  He knew if the radiation levels were correct millions of people could be dead on the planet. He felt anger growing inside him at an enemy who would nuke a planet from orbit. This said a lot about the temperament of the aliens they faced. He'd never married, though he did have a sister working at Houston. Both of his parents were deceased and he and his sister, Denise, were very close. She was married with a six-year-old son.


  “You’re correct,” responded Randson with a curt nod. “What are your orders?”


  Admiral Vickers studied the tactical screen for a few more moments as he tried to decide what the best course of action was. It was obvious the enemy ships could not be allowed to continue to orbit the planet; they had to be driven off before they nuked Earth again. The presence of an elevated radiation level changed things considerably. Vickers was afraid to even guess at how many people had already died. He wondered if the aliens had landed ground troops to occupy the planet.


  “It looks as if the shipyard is relatively intact,” Kurt said as he looked at the large green icon on the tactical screen. Earth’s only shipyard orbited forty thousand miles above the planet.


  “It is, sir,” Ensign Brooks spoke, nodding her brunette head as she studied one of her data screens. “My scanners are showing only minor damage to the shipyard, and its power systems still seem to be operating.”


  “I wonder why they spared the shipyard?” asked Captain Randson with a questioning look upon his face. “You'd think it would’ve been one of their first targets.”


  “Unless they want if for themselves,” Kurt responded as he thought about the two thousand men and women who operated the station. He wondered if they were still alive or had been killed by boarders. There were just so many unknowns facing them.


  “The first alien race we encounter and they are the ones to find us,” Randson spoke as his eyes narrowed. “Why did they attack us in the first place?”


  The higher officers in Earth’s space fleet had always expected to eventually encounter an alien race as the planet’s exploration ships ranged deeper and deeper into unexplored space. First contact protocols had even been set up, with linguists and other specialists assigned to each exploration mission just in case another exploring spacecraft from an alien civilization was encountered.


  “We may never know,” replied Kurt, brusquely. “Ensign Brooks, are you detecting anything else on the long-range sensors?”


  “No,” responded Brooks, shaking her head.


  “What about communications?”


  “Nothing,” replied Randson, shaking his head. “There are no radio or video broadcasts of any type being picked up from Earth, the Moon, or Mars. Everything is silent.”


  “I’ve managed to get some additional information on the radiation in Earth’s atmosphere,” Lieutenant Brooks added her eyes indicating growing worry. “It’s originating from twenty-two different sources. All points of origin are where major cities are located.”


  “Formerly located,” Randson said his eyes widening in anger. He hoped Houston wasn’t one of those sources. His eyes shifted back to the admiral. “We need to get into Earth orbit. What if they drop more nukes?”


  “Get me Captain Watkins on the Vindication,” ordered Kurt, folding his arms across his chest as he thought about his options. He knew he didn’t really have any but one. The knowledge that some of Earth’s cities had been nuked changed everything.


  “Captain Watkins is on the com,” the communications officer reported after a moment.


  “Henry, we need to drive those alien ships away from Earth. From our scans, it’s obvious Earth has suffered a nuclear bombardment. We can’t afford to allow them to bomb the planet again.”


  “I was afraid of that,” his long time friend replied. “Our scanners are showing the same thing. What do you have in mind? We’re outnumbered by nearly two to one.”


  “I’ll jump in first with the light cruisers. We’ve spotted what looks like four enemy capital ships. We’ll try to take them out with the new particle beam weapons. Once we’re engaged, you and the destroyers will jump in. Launch your bombers and target the smaller ships with tactical nukes. Hopefully, we’ll have enough surprise on our side to carry this out.”


  “It’s risky,” Henry replied after a moment’s pause. “But I don’t see that we have any other choices. I just hope everyone’s families are still alive.”


  “Get your bombers ready,” Kurt ordered decisively. “We make the jump in twenty minutes.”


  Lieutenant Brooks stepped over and handed Kurt a list of cities hit by nukes. He noticed with relief Houston wasn’t included. However, Chicago, Washington, Paris, Cairo, Moscow, and numerous other cities scattered around the world were. He felt his heart grow cold as he looked over the list. If this was correct, there could be well over forty million casualties from the orbital attack.


  “It’s not too late to turn back,” Captain Randson reminded Kurt in a quiet voice. “We could return to the Newton colony, load everyone up, and head out for parts unknown. We could find a new world to start over on.”


  “I thought of that,” replied Kurt, somberly. “But what do I tell all of our crews? Most of them have family on Earth or one of the outposts here in the Solar System. I think we'd have a mutiny on our hands if we didn’t at least try to find out what happened. For all we know there could be a lot of survivors depending on us to drive these aliens off. It would also take us too many trips to move everyone off Newton. We don’t know of any other inhabitable planet we can go to.”


  “You’re right,” Randson conceded with a sigh, his shoulders drooping. “Let’s just hope this is a battle we can win.” He was also relieved that they were going in. He didn’t want to leave his family stranded on Earth.


  -


  The tension and anxiety in the Command Center had increased considerably as the time for the attack neared. All the ships in the fleet were at Condition One with their crews at battlestations. This would be the first time any members of Admiral Vicker’s fleet had actually gone into combat.


  “Ready to jump,” Captain Randson reported as he listened to the readiness reports from various ships over their short-range coms. His eyes focused on the admiral, who was still studying the large tactical screen on the front wall of the Command Center.


  Kurt nodded. There was no point in waiting. “All ships initiate jump in sixty seconds,” he ordered. “They are to fire upon targets as soon as they exit hyperspace and don’t need to wait for orders from the flag.”


  “Message sent,” responded Captain Randson as he activated a counter on his console. “Helm; prepare for hyperspace insertion.”


  Randson buckled himself into his chair in preparation for combat maneuvers. He knew the hyperspace jump would only last a few seconds. He wondered what they would find when they reached Earth.


  “Tactical, ready the main particle beam cannon,” ordered Kurt, seeing the increased activity in the command crew as they prepared for combat. “Lock on the enemy’s nearest capital ship and fire as soon as you have a confirmed firing solution.” The cannon could only be fired once every forty seconds due to heat buildup, so they needed to make every shot count.


  “Jump!” ordered Captain Randson his hands gripping the armrests on his command chair.


  -


  High Profiteer Creed stood in the Control Room of the pirate ship Ascendant Destruction. He was bipedal and slightly taller than a human. His skin was a light blue color with coarse white hair on his head. His face, while humanoid, had larger than normal eyes. The last few days had been quiet as he waited for the return of the rest of his ships. They were escorting a large fleet of ships to carry detainees as well as heavy cargo ships.


  “We’ll make huge profits from this planet,” gloated Second Profiteer Lantz as he gazed at the main viewscreen on the front wall of the Control Room and the blue-white planet beneath them. “Their people will sell well in the slave markets on Kubitz.”


  “Their world is rich in many things that will bring us great profits on the black markets,” added Creed, recalling his last trip to the bustling black market world of Kubitz as he folded his powerful arms across his chest.


  Hundreds of alien races could be found on Kubitz either selling or buying, some of it openly and some done in the back rooms of the pleasure palaces. It was also a very dangerous place for someone unfamiliar with the workings of the black market system. People were known to vanish quite routinely and the local authorities always seemed to look the other way.


  “We were fortunate to find this world in these backwater systems,” Lantz spoke as he thought greedily about the five percent profits he would receive as his share. “There have been few ships which have ventured out into these areas where the stars are so far apart.”


  “We can thank the Kreel for that,” Creed said. “Several of their cargo ships have reported unknown ships appearing on their satellite marker buoys in a number of systems they have laid claim to. It wasn’t difficult for the computers on Marsten to correlate the data and extrapolate the most likely location of those ships’ home world.” It hadn’t been quite that simple. The computers had given them an area of space nearly thirty light years across, which had contained quite a few stars, even in this sparse region. It had taken the Profiteer Fleet two weeks to finally pin down the system they were seeking.


  Lantz nodded in agreement. Marsten was the capital of the Gothan Empire, which was a loose Federation of one hundred and eighteen star systems that routinely raided many of the civilized races of the galaxy. It was a dangerous living, but the huge rewards from the bounty they collected more than offset the danger. Lantz was already thinking about how he would spend some of his share in the pleasure houses upon Kubitz. Any type of pleasure one desired could be bought for the right price.


  “It is good we found this system when we did,” Lantz spoke with a nod of his head. “They had a sizable fleet and in a few more years would have been too powerful to overwhelm without major losses. Even now, they are hesitant about obeying our demands, despite us having destroyed their cities. More examples might need to be made.”


  Before Creed could reply, warning klaxons began sounding and red lights started flashing in the Control Room. His eyes instantly went to the sensor operator.


  “We have ships exiting hyperspace,” reported Third Profiteer Bixt as red threat icons began appearing on the sensor screen in front of him. Then, after a moment, he looked at First Profiteer Creed with astonishment on his face. “They’re human!”


  -


  Admiral Vickers felt the familiar gut wrenching feeling as the Star Cross dropped out of hyperspace within close proximity to its intended target. The tactical screen quickly updated, showing the alien ships in orbit around Earth.


  “Target lock!” yelled Lieutenant Evelyn Mays as green lights flashed on her console. “Firing particle beam cannon.” She reached forward and pressed several buttons in front of her, activating the deadly weapon. Beside her, two ensigns were targeting the ships’ KEW batteries and preparing to fire the ships’ missiles.


  From the Star Cross, a deep blue beam flashed across space smashing into the enemy battlecruiser they'd targeted. The cruiser was still in the process of raising its defensive energy screen, which failed to stop the beam. A massive explosion tore into the cruiser, leaving a gaping hole forty feet across in its hull and blasting a huge fragment off into space. The ship seemed to stagger as valuable systems inside were compromised and went down. Several secondary explosions rattled the ship, sending waves of fire through shattered compartments and corridors. Frightened crewmembers slammed bulkheads shut, trying to stop the growing destruction.


  From the bow of the Star Cross, the two KEW cannons fired, sending a pair of two thousand pound rounds toward the reeling enemy cruiser at ten percent the speed of light. They impacted the alien ship, tearing completely through it and setting off secondary explosions. The energy generated was like twin nuclear explosions going off. With a brilliant flash the battlecruiser exploded, sending debris in all directions.


  “Enemy battlecruiser is down!” Lieutenant Brooks reported excitedly as the red threat icon swelled on the sensor screen and then vanished.


  “We caught them before they could raise their shields,” spoke Captain Randson, jubilantly. “We’ve got them in the same position they caught our fleet in when they attacked Earth.”


  “Switch to secondary target,” Kurt ordered as he intently watched the tactical screen, seeing what success his other ships were having.


  “The enemy battlecruiser the Hampton was targeting is down,” reported Brooks elatedly as she saw another red icon vanished from her screen.”


  “Vindication is jumping in!” added Captain Randson as he saw more green icons beginning to appear on the tactical screen.


  -


  First Profiteer Creed picked himself up from the deck, looking around the Control Center in anger. “What’s happening?” he demanded as his eyes shifted to the ship’s tactical screen. He could see numerous red threat icons appearing close to his ships. Too close!


  “It’s a human fleet and they’re attacking,” reported Second Profiteer Lantz, breathlessly. “We’ve already lost the Warriors Pride and the Addax. The enemy is using a powerful particle beam against us as well as kinetics.”


  “Particle beams and kinetics!” roared Creed in disbelief his eyes growing wide.


  He knew that for most warships particle beams were impractical as they required a tremendous amount of energy and needed a long cool down time between firings. Most Gothan ships were armed with ion cannons and missiles, which were cheap and efficient. Kinetics were a thing of the past and had been given up to be replaced by more modern weapons.


  “One of the new arrivals is a carrier of some kind,” Third Profiteer Bixt warned, feeling worried. “It’s launching smaller warships toward us.”


  “We’ve lost four of our escorts,” spoke Lantz, seeing the ships drop off the tactical screen. He groaned, seeing his profits from this venture rapidly dissipating. His fantasies of the pleasure houses were rapidly fading. “All of our ships have their shields up and are returning fire, but I fear we’ve already lost too much. The Glimmer Fire is reporting heavy damage and they’re asking to withdraw.” The Glimmer Fire was their only other remaining battlecruiser.


  Creed looked at the viewscreen showing numerous explosions in space. He could even see the path of a few beam weapons. “Order all ships to jump!” he grated out, knowing he had no other choice but to withdraw or be destroyed.


  They were in this for profit, not to lose expensive ships. He would return to Marsten and come back with a much more powerful fleet. This planet was too rich to allow a single human fleet to keep them from it. The humans could have the planet back for now, but he would return with a far larger force and take it back. He would also have to contact the detainee and cargo ships and have them return to the Marsten system.


  -


  “Destroyer Brant is down,” Lieutenant Brooks reported grimly as the friendly green icon representing the small destroyer vanished from the screen.


  “We’ve taken out two of their light units,” Captain Randson added as two more red icons fell off the tactical screen. He began to breathe a little easier. At this rate, they would win the battle and then as soon as possible, he intended to take a shuttle down to Houston and evacuate his family. He knew others would be doing the same thing.


  “Enemy ships are showing an energy spike,” Lieutenant Brooks informed them as one of her sensors indicated a rapid buildup of energy emissions from the alien ships. “They’re activating their hyperdrives.”


  Kurt switched his gaze to one of the large viewscreens just in time to see one of the two remaining enemy battlecruisers jump away. On the tactical screen, other red threat icons were also vanishing.


  “Their last heavy is too damaged to jump,” Brooks reported as the enemy ship turned toward them with its weapons firing. “They’re attacking!”


  Kurt felt the Star Cross shudder slightly as an energy beam struck the ship’s energy screen.


  “We’re being hit by some type of ion beam,” Lieutenant Brooks reported as she looked at the data on one of her sensor screens.


  “The shield is holding at eighty-four percent,” Captain Randson said as he quickly checked the status of the ship’s energy shield.


  “Particle beam is recharged,” Lieutenant Mays spoke as she targeted the alien battlecruiser. “Firing!”


  The deep blue particle beam smashed into the enemy ship, flashing right through its weakened defensive energy screen. A huge hole was blasted into its bow and the ship seemed to lose all power. Two KEW rounds from the Star Crosses bow cannons plowed into the Glimmer Fire, traveling nearly its entire length, and then the ship detonated in a blaze of light as too many vital systems were destroyed.


  “All enemy ships have either jumped out or have been destroyed,” reported Lieutenant Brooks, breathing a sigh of relief. “We have control of Earth orbital space.”


  Kurt nodded, allowing himself to relax. The battle had gone better than expected. “Get me Captain Watkins. I’m going to have the Vindication check out the shipyard; they may need their marines to secure it.” Kurt turned his attention back toward one of the viewscreens showing Earth.


  “Now let’s see if we can contact someone down on the surface and find out just what in the hell is going on.”
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  Prologue


  The mountains formed a jagged white and gray line, illuminated against the horizon by the miners’ floodlights. Snow fell in driving sheets to pile on the shiny gray tarmac, where it quickly melted and ran into shallow pools that reflected stolen scraps of the midnight sky. Roka City’s air raid sirens wailed, reminding everyone that there wasn’t much time, but even so, crowds of screaming people were pressing against the sorry line of sentinels and mechs who guarded the simple wire fence behind Destra. She was waiting on the other side of the fence—the safe side—but now she cast a worried glance over her shoulder to the raging crowds, and squeezed Atton’s small hand a little tighter.


  “Why are they so angry?” Atton asked, following her gaze to the fence.


  Destra smiled down at her seven-year-old son, and he looked up at her with his bright green eyes—her husband, Ethan’s eyes. “Because they don’t get to go for a ride on the spaceship,” she said, and tousled his hair.


  As they watched, the twin beams of a military hover transport’s headlights appeared in the distance, illuminating great swaths of the falling snow. Then a megaphone blared, sounding out even above the wailing sirens: “Disperse, and proceed in an orderly fashion to the nearest mine shuttle!”


  Everyone should have evacuated to the mines already, but the smart ones knew that wouldn’t save them. It would only buy them time, and maybe not very much of it. The crowd turned to the approaching transport with a collective roar. They were not going to leave peacefully. Destra caught a glimpse of a little boy with blond hair clutching the fence and staring hopelessly at her. The boy’s mother saw Destra staring and pointed at her. “Hoi! Why’s she get to go?” the woman screamed.


  Destra’s mouth quirked up in a bitter smile. That woman didn’t realize how wrong she was. Destra wasn’t going anywhere. The transport was already overfull. She turned away, sickened, and tugged on Atton’s hand for him to turn away, too.


  Atton’s eyes were wide. He was squeezing her hand so tight it felt like an overripe piece of fruit in his grasp. She could feel the blood throbbing at the edges of his grip, trying to escape. It was going to be hard to pry him loose when the time came—and even harder to pry herself loose. Destra turned to study her son with a wan smile. He clutched Tibby, his favorite stuffed animal, to his chest. It was a diger, a furry white feline from the ice-covered oceans and the steaming, snow-dusted magma fields of Ossus. Atton loved that fuzzy caricature of a deadly predator.


  Destra looked away. Something wet graced her cheek, but it wasn’t a snowflake—they were standing safely under the eaves of the spaceport control tower. Destra Ortane looked up, holding a hand to her brow to shield her eyes from the spaceport’s landing lights. She searched the swirling darkness for the telltale streak of light which would signify a ship entering Roka’s upper atmosphere. There were supposed to be a pair of seraphim-class corvettes coming to escort the last transport off Roka IV, but so far there was nothing. Either they were late, or . . .


  Destra didn’t want to finish that thought. The battle was not going well. The Roka system was defended by more than a dozen capital-class vessels, but it was not nearly enough to repel an invasion which numbered over 100 strong.


  The spaceport began roaring with the sound of the transport’s grav lifts, drawing Destra’s attention back to the ground. She turned to study the blocky freighter. Her eyes skipped over the scoured white paint and found the faded and peeling gold symbol of the Imperium—six stars surrounding a clenched fist. It was a symbol of strength and security, but in times like these, the peeling paint and faded colors of that emblem were far more symbolic. These were the Imperium’s last days. Roka IV would be one of the last worlds to fall, but fall it would, and Destra held no illusions about what would happen to her and everyone else who was left behind when it did. The Sythians took no hostages and they never left any survivors.


  Destra chewed her lower lip, hoping against hope that the transport would survive. It was just a hastily-converted ore freighter. It had never been meant to fly into the middle of a war. Maybe the Sythians wouldn’t notice it amidst all the chaos. The transport contained all of the remaining evacuees from Roka City—more than six thousand corporate execs, government officials, and fleet officers. Just the important people, mind you. Grubs like her didn’t make the cut, but Atton . . . Atton was another matter. He was easy to miss, easy to smuggle in, and Destra was lucky—her uncle was Captain Riechland, XO aboard the mighty Valiant, flagship of the First Fleet, and he’d been on Roka when the invasion had begun. Now Captain Reichland was flying back to his command, back to the war. The supreme overlord had ordered an all-systems, fleet-wide strategic regrouping.


  Destra snorted. She knew what that really meant. It meant they were being abandoned. Soon the regrouped remnant of the fleet would be all that was left of humanity, and if that remnant kept fighting the inevitable, not even they would survive. Destra wouldn’t have believed her son better off with her uncle aboard the Valiant, but for one small piece of privileged information which her uncle had shared: the fleet rendezvous was in Dark Space. No one officially knew where that was, save that it was a place of exile for criminals, and that there was only one way in or out of the sector. Her uncle had explained that decision to her—the overlord had no intention of coming back to fight the war. The war was over. This was a full-scale retreat, and all of the people who were too rich and powerful to accept defeat had decided they’d rather hide in a den of criminals than die in their beds.


  Destra would have chosen the same had she qualified to join them, especially since she’d been planning to go to Dark Space anyway—though hers were more personal reasons. Unlike everyone else, she already knew where Dark Space was. All she needed was a transport to get there, but it didn’t look like the Sythians were going to leave enough scattered pieces in the entire galaxy to assemble a single working ship. That meant she’d never see Ethan again, but at least Atton would survive. He would make it to Dark Space, and Immortals willing, some day he might even find his father there.


  Destra’s thoughts were interrupted as the hover transport flew over the fence, rattling the chain links with its passing before sailing over their heads to settle down a few dozen meters to their right. She gave her son’s arm a tug, and he followed her out from under the eaves without complaint, sticking to her like glue. The driving snow began landing in their hair and on their clothes, soaking them in seconds. A frigid wind blew, sending shivers through them, and Atton began to cry.


  “I’m cold!”


  “Atton!”


  “I want to go home!”


  Destra stopped walking and bent down to give him a fierce hug. “Atton, listen to me! You can’t go home. You’re going with your uncle on the spaceship, remember?”


  She withdrew far enough to see little Atton bob his head, his eyes downcast as he picked snowflakes out of Tibby’s white fur. “I remember,” he sniffed. “You’re coming with us, right?”


  Destra winced and smiled. Tears sparkled in her eyes. “Yes, darling, but not yet. You’ll have to wait for me, okay?”


  Atton’s lips twisted into a deep frown, and he shook his head. “Tibby needs you to come now!”


  Destra’s smile broadened and tears began trembling on her eyelashes. She blinked them away and shook her head. “You tell Tibby I need him, too, okay? But we don’t have a choice. I’ll catch up with you later,” Destra said, standing. She almost choked on the lie, but somehow she managed to smile and tousle the snowflakes out of Atton’s dark hair like nothing was amiss. They crossed the landing platform to the waiting hover transport. Atton was hugging his stuffed diger tighter now.


  Just as they reached the transport, the doors swung open, and Captain Reichland stepped out in his gleaming black and white uniform. He crossed to Destra grimly and gave her a fierce hug.


  “I wish it didn’t have to be this way,” he whispered in Destra’s ear.


  “Me, too,” Destra whispered back, her tears falling to soak the captain’s snow-dusted shoulder.


  “I’ll take good care of him.”


  “You’d better,” she warned as they broke apart. She shot him a broken smile and shook a finger in his face. “Or I’ll hunt you down and feed you to the Sythians myself.”


  “I don’t doubt it for a second,” he said, holding her gaze.


  “Hi, uncle,” Atton said softly.


  The captain gazed down at him. “Hoi, kid, how do you feel about going for a ride?”


  Destra looked at the transport again, a worried frown etched on her brow. It didn’t look like it stood much of a chance.


  Destra turned back to her uncle, about to voice her doubt, but a sonic boom split the sky, interrupting her before she could say anything. All of them turned to see a pair of bright streaks sailing down through the dark clouds. Those streaks turned toward the spaceport, and began blinding them with their landing lights.


  “That’s our ride,” Reichland said.


  “I thought you were going in the transport?” Destra asked.


  The captain turned to her. He held her gaze for a long moment, saying nothing, but looking like he wanted to. “Well—” He smiled; his lips curved briefly, but his eyes never crinkled. “—that changed,” he finished.


  “But you’re still going to Dark Space?” she insisted.


  “Yes, yes, of course—” The captain cast a worried glance behind him, to the waiting hover transport. He saw the doors opening and other officers stepping out and he turned back to her with a grimace.


  Destra noted his expression with a frown. “What’s wrong?”


  He shook his head and leaned close to whisper, “They’re not going to make it, Des.” He pulled away with a false smile as one of the other officers walked up to them.


  “Ready to go, Captain?” the man asked.


  Reichland nodded. “Just waiting for our escort to land, and we’ll be off,” he said. “You go ahead and board the transport. I’ll be riding in one of the corvettes.”


  The other man hesitated, as if he understood what that meant, but then he nodded and offered a brisk salute. “Yes, sir.”


  Once the other officers had left, Destra allowed the look of mortal dread she’d been suppressing to suffuse her features.


  “Don’t worry,” Reichland said, stopping her with a shake of his head. “Des, I promise your son and I will make it. I’ll pilot the corvette myself.”


  “But aren’t you supposed to escort the transport? Protect them? Fight?”


  Reichland hesitated. “Des, it’s every man for himself right now. Our orders are to run with all possible speed, not to engage the enemy. That transport doesn’t stand a chance of making it out, and two corvettes aren’t going to change that. There are no heroes among the dead, just more bodies.”


  “Keep Atton safe, that’s all I ask.”


  Reichland nodded, and they turned to watch the lights of the approaching vessels. Destra identified them from a distance—two seraphim-class corvettes, as expected, but those vessels seemed too small and fragile for her to entrust her son’s life to them. Destra hoped they were small enough to escape the Sythians’ notice.


  Reichland was already walking toward the approaching ships, and Destra hurried to keep up, tugging Atton along beside her.


  Then there came another sonic boom, this one resounding with multiple echoes, and their attention was drawn skyward once more. Destra drew alongside the captain just as he began speaking urgently into his comm.


  “Set down now! Have Two cover your landing. I’ll be aboard before your skids touch pavement.”


  “What’s that?” Destra pointed to the approaching quintet of fiery comets’ tails.


  The captain shook his head. “Hurry!”


  They jogged toward the corvette as it hovered down to the landing platform. Destra’s heart slammed against her sternum, and she felt a dizzy rush of adrenaline which gave her the strength to sweep Atton up into her arms and run faster.


  Atton began to squirm, threatening to break free, and Destra tightened her grip. He began crying again.


  “Quiet!”


  “Tibby!” he cried.


  Suddenly, Destra understood, and she shot a quick glance over her shoulder to see the furry diger lying in a dirty puddle of snow behind them. “Krak!” Destra said.


  “Des!” the captain roared at her above the sound of the waiting corvette’s grav lifts. “We have to go now!”


  Destra heard a loud, pulsating screech start up, and she turned to see a blinding stream of red light shooting out from the other corvette. It was hovering in the near distance to head off the incoming enemy ships. Destra turned and ran for the waiting corvette.


  “Tibby!” Atton wailed again.


  “Forget Tibby!” Destra snapped. “He’s not important!”


  “Yes, he is! No . . . Tibby! We can’t leave him!”


  Destra reached the waiting corvette just as a stream of dancing purple stars began swarming toward them from the enemy ships. The enemy blended perfectly into the night. These ships weren’t flying in with their landing lights on.


  The defending corvette began weaving an evasive pattern while still firing its lasers. A bright explosion flared against the horizon as the corvette’s lasers struck home, followed by a distant boom. Then the purple stars swarmed the defending corvette, exploding brilliantly and sending nonessential pieces of it flying in all directions. A second later, the corvette flew apart, turning the world to white and numbing her ears with the sound. The shockwave hit them, knocking Destra to the landing platform with a searing blast of heat.


  Destra’s ears rang. Her eyes were still dazzled—blind—and her back was wet. She hoped the wetness was a puddle and not a dire injury which she was too adrenaline-pumped to feel. Then strong hands reached for her, tugging her to her feet and lifting a screaming Atton off her chest. She blinked her dazzled eyes to see the hazy outline of her uncle’s face, and then she saw a pair of petty officers rushing off with her son. Atton wailed and reached for her with both hands.


  “Mommy!” he screamed.


  “I’ll see you soon!” she yelled back.


  “Des!” Reichland shook her by her shoulders. “Get to the hover transport! Get out of here!” And then he was gone, tearing up the boarding ramp after her son. The ramp began to rise, and a second later they were out of sight, sealed safely inside the corvette. Destra stood there sniffling and wiping tears from her eyes with flaming chunks of debris still raining down all around her. She watched numbly as the surviving corvette rose quickly into the sky and shot off at full speed. It was a blinding white blur roaring off on a bright orange contrail of engine glow, and then it was gone, taking all that mattered to her in the universe with it.


  Behind her a rumbling roar started up, and Destra turned to see the old transport rising slowly. That was when she saw the first purple star hit the converted ore freighter and explode in a blinding flash of light.
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  Chapter 1


  —THE YEAR 10 AE (AFTER EXODUS)—


  Alec Brondi appeared hovering over his comm officer’s shoulder as he listened in on the enemy transmissions. They’d just been decrypted using the Valiant’s own encryption codes. Should have wiped the mainframe while you had the chance, Brondi thought, his mouth gaping in a smile.


  “Defiant? Please respond!” came an unidentified voice. The commcast was coming from Brondi’s own corvette. His smile faded to see the ship’s ID light up on the comm board. Whoever had stolen the Kavarath was going to pay.


  Brondi’s comm officer turned to him. “Looks like we did some serious damage with that last hit. The Defiant’s not responding to their hails.”


  “Good!” Brondi replied, rubbing his hands together. “Get our novas to finish the job.”


  “They’re almost in range . . .” gravidar replied.


  Brondi grinned once more, for the moment able to ignore the fact that someone had stolen his ship. Then, a minute later, gravidar called out: “Our novas just went off the grid!”


  “What?” Brondi turned to the man, blinking in annoyance.


  In the next instant the Defiant responded to Brondi’s stolen Kavarath, the commcast sounding across the bridge: “You did it, you old frekker!” Brondi recognized the supreme overlord’s voice, and he scowled. Dominic made it out alive! “We’re clear to—” The overlord’s voice dissolved in static and picked up again a minute later. “—mine goes off in five, so be sure you make it in time. See you on the other side, Ethan. Defiant out!”


  Ethan! Brondi thought. He was gaping more noticeably now, but definitely not smiling. Ethan had stolen his corvette! It wasn’t enough for the man to have cheated him out of 10,000 sols, but now the ungrateful grub was stealing Brondi’s own ship! “Don’t let them escape!” Brondi screeched. “I want that ship stopped!” He slammed his fist down on the comm board and the screen grew momentarily fuzzy with the impact.


  “Which one?” the gunnery officer asked.


  “Both of them!”


  “We’ve just lost the Defiant!” gravidar exclaimed.


  Brondi whirled around once more. “What do you mean lost? How? They made a blind jump?”


  “They flew through the gate.”


  Brondi blinked. The fact that the Dark Space gate was working was a big surprise. That explained why the overlord had been running toward it, but it didn’t explain the cover-up. The Imperium had assured the people for ten long years that the gate was deactivated.


  “Well, follow them!” Brondi snapped.


  “With the Valiant?” the nav officer asked.


  “No, with a flying squirrel! Of course with the Valiant!”


  “What about the Sythians?” someone asked. “I don’t think it’s wise to—”


  “Verlin, remove that man from his post!” Brondi said, gesturing vaguely in the direction of the dissenter’s voice.


  Verlin stalked up to the officer even as the man began rising out of his chair and waving his hands frantically. “Hoi, call off your pet rictan, Brainy!” the nav officer screeched. Verlin didn’t back off, and Brondi just looked on as the officer backed away from Verlin and fetched up against the bridge viewports. “Hoi, this isn’t funny, Brondi! I’ve learned my lesson. . . .”


  Verlin suddenly leapt forward, his speed augmented by the armor he was wearing. While he was in the air, he brought up his forearm gauntlet to smash the officer’s nose. The man’s scream was cut short as his head bounced off the transpiranium viewport with a bang! and he crumpled to the deck. A deadly calm fell over the bridge.


  “Now follow that ship!” Brondi pointed out the viewports to the distant speck which was the Dark Space gate.


  “We’re about to lose the Kavarath,” gravidar added quietly.


  “Shoot them!”


  A bright red beam shot out from the bow of the Valiant. The carrier’s main beam cannon—a corona XL. Brondi waited a second, then asked. “Well?”


  “We missed . . .” a small voice replied.


  Brondi shook his head, disbelieving, and he watched as the distant speck which was his corvette flew through the Dark Space gate with a flash of light, leaving a fading blue ripple shimmering across the surface of the gate.


  Alec Brondi let out a roar. “Have you all gone skriffy? I’m surrounded by imbeciles! How could you miss them?”


  Brondi stared out the broad forward viewports of his newly-captured gladiator-class carrier, his chest rising and falling quickly with barely-contained fury. No one dared to answer, afraid to be the next target for his ire. Then came a brilliant flash of light, and everyone on the bridge flinched away from the blinding glare. The viewports darkened almost instantly, but not fast enough to keep their eyes from being dazzled by the light. When Brondi looked once more, blinking to see through the dancing white spots, he saw that the distant speck of the Dark Space gate was no more, and in its place was a large, expanding fireball, quickly dissipating into the void.


  Brondi couldn’t believe it. Everything had been going so well! His plan to steal the Valiant had worked, and the largest surviving ship in the Imperial Star Systems Fleet was his to do with as he pleased! But now his victory tasted bittersweet. He’d just watched first the Supreme Overlord and then Ethan—piloting none other than Brondi’s own corvette—escape through a space gate which wasn’t even supposed to function anymore!


  And with his corvette, Brondi had even lost the latest addition to his bevy of pleasure palace play girls—Alara, Ethan’s copilot. He’d been planning to have a bit of fun with her himself before passing her off to the wolves. That would have been the perfect revenge on Ethan, but now . . . now he’d be lucky to catch up with his ship before it was destroyed by the Sythians!


  If there even were Sythians out there. Maybe there had never been any invasion. How was he to know? How were any of them to know? They’d been locked up in Dark Space when the invasion had begun and they’d been fed all the details via the dubious information channels of corporate media.


  Brondi’s eyes narrowed. He was beginning to suspect some sort of overarching conspiracy. The Imperium had lied about the gate being disabled, so what else had they lied about?


  “Sir?” the nav officer turned to him. “The gate is destroyed. We can’t follow them. What are your orders?”


  Brondi scowled. “Well reposition the in-system gate! Then follow them.”


  The nav officer hesitated, looking like he wanted to object, but his eyes darted to the body of the last man who’d voiced his dissent, and he just said, “Yes, sir.”


  Brondi whirled around and began stalking between the control stations on his way up to the gangway. “I’m going for a walk. Someone put that man in the brig—” Brondi pointed to the officer who’d contradicted his orders earlier, who was now lying unconscious in a pool of blood from his broken nose. “—and notify me when we’re ready to leave!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Verlin, come with me.”


  The bounty hunter appeared beside him a moment later, and Brondi caught his eye as they climbed the short set of stairs to the gangway. “I want you to gather a team to search the ship. The overlord was hiding something. Maybe a lot of somethings. I want to know what they are.”


  “What makes you think that?” Verlin answered.


  “That gate wasn’t even supposed to be operational. There’s a reason the Imperium has been lying about that. See if you can find any survivors aboard the ship. They might have answers for us.”


  “As you wish,” Verlin replied.


  * * *


  Ethan Ortane watched the lights of the Defiant’s decks flashing by the lift tube like a golden rain as they descended through the cruiser. He turned his head to study the other occupant of the lift in the intermittent light—tall, broad-shouldered, dark hair, and piercing green eyes—with his rugged good looks, that man was all but the mirror image of Ethan in his youth. He was Atton, Ethan’s lost son—a ghost from ten years past—and apparently also a holoskinner and pretender to the throne of the supreme overlord. Granted, the supreme overlord had been Atton’s adoptive father after his Great Uncle Reichland had been killed. And while the supreme overlord had lain dying, he had revealed his secret: he was himself a holoskinner. He’d then asked Atton to assume the role after he died—at least until a more suitable candidate could be found. Atton had accepted the burden with great reluctance, and now he was passing on the legacy once more—should Ethan choose to accept it.


  The lift tube whirred to a stop, decelerating so fast that Ethan’s legs threatened to buckle. Atton braced himself on the nearest wall.


  “I hope they fix the IMS soon,” Atton said, referring to the inertial management system which had been damaged in their escape from Dark Space. Ethan nodded absently. He still had trouble accepting that his son was alive and standing there next to him. He turned his gaze to the lift tube doors, but they remained shut. Atton turned to him and withdrew a pair of aural translators from his breast pocket. He fitted one to his right ear and handed the other to Ethan. “Put this in your ear. It’ll help you understand the Gors when they speak.”


  Ethan accepted the small silver device, and he placed it in his ear.


  “Put your holoskin back on,” Atton said.


  Ethan saw his son’s features flicker and morph into those of the wizened overlord. Then he put his own holoskin back on and watched as the black and gray hairs on his arms turned to blond.


  “We don’t want the Gors to think we’re impersonating someone else,” Atton explained.


  Once they were both back in disguise, Atton reached out and punched a key on the lift’s control panel. The doors swished open and Ethan was immediately hit with a gust of frigid air that stole the breath from his lungs. The corridor beyond was long and dark.


  “Trying to save on the heating bill?” Ethan gasped.


  “Not quite,” Atton said as he started out of the lift tube. Ethan followed him into the shadows.


  They were on their way to see the Gors—the mysterious aliens who were enslaved to the Sythians. Atton said they were the key to defeating the Sythians, but Ethan was still having a hard time imagining any of it. He’d never even met a Sythian, let alone a Gor, and he couldn’t fathom how a race of alien slaves was going to overthrow their masters all of a sudden, just because a few thousand human rebels were helping them.


  The lift tube doors swished shut behind them, plunging the corridor into utter darkness. Ethan almost stopped, afraid to trip over his own feet, but he could hear his son walking on up ahead, so he continued on.


  “Something wrong with the glow panels on this level?” Ethan asked.


  “No, the Gors prefer to live in dimly lit spaces.”


  “Dimly lit?” Ethan echoed. “There are more lumens in the center of black hole!” As he said that, he ran into a wall and bounced off with a resounding thud. “Frek!” Ethan muttered, reaching up to rub his injured nose.


  “Sorry,” Atton replied. “It’s this way.”


  “Yeah . . .” Ethan followed the sound of his son’s voice. “Thanks.”


  They turned the corner and began walking down an equally dark section of the corridor.


  “Don’t worry, your eyes will adjust soon.”


  Ethan began to hear the sound of rushing water. “Is that a plumbing leak?”


  Atton laughed lightly. “Relax old man! It’s a little something to make the Gors feel more at home. They spend a lot of time down here, so we’ve tried to mimic their natural environment as much as possible.”


  “I’m not sure if I would like to visit their home world, then.”


  “That’s just as well. I suspect if you did, they would eat you.”


  “Hoi—eat me?” The corridor was beginning to lighten, or else Ethan’s eyes were finally adjusting to whatever luminescence there was. At least now he could see the walls. Between the bulkheads, they were made of transpiranium panels, but it was too dark to see through them.


  “It’s eat or be eaten on Noctune. Nothing personal, Ethan, that’s just their culture.”


  “Friendly culture. Have they tried to eat you yet?”


  “Of course not. I keep them well fed.”


  “That’s encouraging. I hope you don’t run out of food.” Ethan saw a pair of doors gleaming at the end of the corridor, and the sound of rushing water grew louder. He braced himself for whatever he was about to see. He’d never met an alien before—not even one of the so-called “skull faces” who had destroyed everything Ethan had ever known.


  They walked up to the doors and stopped. Ethan waited for Atton to pass his wrist over the blinking door scanner, but the boy did nothing. “What are you waiting for?” Ethan asked.


  “It’s not polite to barge in on your neighbors.”


  “Well, shouldn’t you knock or something?”


  Atton shook his head. “They know we’re here.”


  “They know—”


  “They’ve been watching us.”


  Ethan felt a shiver crawl down his spine, and he turned to look behind him, but all he saw was the corridor disappearing into fuzzy darkness. He wrapped his arms around himself in a vain attempt to preserve his body heat, and then he turned to his son.


  Atton was already looking at him. “Don’t make any sudden moves, and let me do the talking. Got it?”


  Ethan was about to reply to that when he felt a gust of wind on the back of his neck. He whirled around, but saw nothing. His hand went instinctively to his sidearm, but it had been taken from him when he’d been brought aboard the Defiant. “I don’t like this. . . .”


  “Shhh.” Atton placed a finger to his lips.


  Ethan thought he heard a strange warbling followed by an indistinct whispering just beside his ear—the ear with the translator in it—and he whirled around again, searching the darkness, but still there was nothing.


  Suddenly the warbling sound grew louder, and Ethan heard the whispers grow to full volume. “Who are you?” the speaker in Ethan’s ear asked in a gender neutral voice. Ethan turned in a frantic circle, trying to find where the sound was coming from, but he still couldn’t see the source.


  Atton turned and spoke into the darkness. “He is a friend. What are you doing out here, Tova?”


  Ethan heard another warble beside his ear, followed by, “I hear sounds of battle and feel ship move. You do not tell me we go into battle.”


  Suddenly the air shimmered in Ethan’s peripheral vision, and he turned to see what it was. A monstrous shadow swam out of the gloom mere inches from Ethan’s nose. He saw the yellow gleam of its slitted eyes, and he stumbled back into his son. “What the frek!”


  “Relax,” Atton said, sidestepping his father to face the creature which had just appeared out of nowhere. “Tova, you know you’re not allowed to be seen by the rest of the crew. That wasn’t part of our deal.”


  “I am never seen by your kind unless I wish to be.”


  “I believe it,” Ethan muttered.


  The shadow turned its slitted yellow eyes on him and hissed. Ethan caught a glimpse of a very jagged row of white teeth. Those yellow eyes turned away, back to Atton, and Ethan frowned.


  “From now on this friend—” Atton gestured to Ethan. “—will hold the same authority as I do, Tova. Do you understand?”


  The shadow hissed. “I do not.”


  “He is my crèchling.”


  Ethan saw the yellow eyes turn on him once more.


  “Your . . . crèchling.”


  “I had thought he was dead,” Atton went on.


  Those eyes remained fixed on Ethan, and he held the alien’s gaze, determined not to back down despite the fact that this shadowy monster was easily two meters tall and clearly capable of ripping him apart with its bare hands—assuming the alien had hands. It wasn’t easy to tell in the dark.


  Tova hissed, but said nothing further.


  “Let’s make ourselves more comfortable,” Atton went on, finally reaching up to pass his wrist over the door scanner. The doors swished open and a wan blue light spilled out. Beyond the doors lay a broad staircase, dusted with snow. Atton walked through the doors, followed by the shadowy beast. There was a subtle shimmer as they crossed the threshold, and Ethan both heard and felt the sizzle of static shields. As Tova stepped into the slightly brighter dimness, Ethan caught his first real glimpse of the alien—two arms and two legs; its skin was a sallow blue-gray and as smooth and hairless as a newborn’s, but its back rippled with the over-developed muscles of a bigorexic sentinel. Tova could have passed for a very large, very pale, bald and naked human except for the bony ridge running down its back. The alien’s forearms and legs were striped a darker blue and lined with sharp-looking spines.


  As they started up the staircase together, Ethan marveled that a creature as large as Tova could walk so soundlessly. A moment later they crested the top of the stairs, and Ethan’s mouth dropped open. Now he heard the rushing water more clearly, but he could also see what was making the sound. At the top of the stairs lay a vast chamber with a waterfall pouring from the back wall. The walls were slick with ice, and the deck was covered with snow all the way out to the edge of a brilliant blue pool. Pillars of glowing blue-green ice reached from the floor to the ceiling along the far shore of the pool, and little golden sparks drifted through the air. When one of them flew up close to Ethan’s face, he heard a buzzing sound and saw an insectile body silhouetted within the glow. The sparks were actually some type of bug.


  It was like he’d stepped into another world. The only thing which stood out of place was a gleaming, oversized command console just beside the door. Ethan found himself staring curiously at it. “What’s that?”


  Atton waved a dismissive hand. “That’s how Tova contributes to the running of this ship.”


  Ethan turned to his son with an eyebrow raised. “How’s that?”


  “I’ll explain later.” Atton gestured expansively to the rest of the room. “What do you think?” Atton smiled. “It’s really something, isn’t it?”


  “Is this what Noctune looks like?” Ethan asked, his eyes panning around the cold, airy room once more.


  Tova turned around and hissed.


  Ethan almost staggered away from the alien. Being able to finally see Tova’s features didn’t make the alien any less frightening. Its face was skeletal, with sunken cheeks and prominent jaw; its eyes were large and the slitted yellow of a reptile, while its brow was high and sloping up to its bald head. What passed for the alien’s nose was just a pair of open slits surrounded by bony ridges, much like a human nose might look without the cartilage.


  Ethan heard the alien’s warbling speech before the translation came through the bead in his ear. “What do you know of Noctune?” Tova asked with nose slits flaring.


  “Ah, nothing.” Ethan frowned. “It’s your home world, right big guy?”


  “He’s not a big guy,” Atton interrupted. “And he’s not a he—Tova is a she.”


  “Oh.” Ethan was taken aback. Tova was naked, but he couldn’t see any visible sign of the creature’s sex—though in hindsight perhaps that should have been his first clue. Ethan smiled. “Sorry, big girl, then.”


  Atton began looking around. “Where’s Roan?”


  Tova’s head turned very slowly to him and she hissed once more before warbling her answer. “I ask you the same question.”


  Atton paled. “You mean he’s not here?”


  “You ask he help you to make larger crèche aboard one of your other ships. I do not see him here since that time.”


  “Then he’s . . .” Atton trailed off. A faraway look crept into his eyes and his gaze swept back to the open doors at the bottom of the stairs.


  “He’s what?” Ethan asked, his eyes skipping between Atton’s face and Tova’s rapidly narrowing yellow eyes.


  “Yesss, tell uss,” Tova intoned. Her hissing grew louder and overlaid the translation of what she said.


  Atton turned to Tova with a smile. “He’s just about done, I’m sure. . . . I’ll have to go check on his progress as soon as we get back aboard the Valiant.” Atton added that last part with a warning glance in Ethan’s direction.


  Ethan caught the hint. The Valiant had just been stolen from them by Alec Brondi, the most notorious crime lord in all of Dark Space, and they wouldn’t be getting back aboard that carrier any time soon, but Ethan had the feeling that it would be unwise to tell Tova that. Instead, he smiled and nodded. “Yes, that’s a good point. We should go check on Roan’s progress. You don’t mind, do you, Tova?”


  “No,” she said, turning away and striding over to the edge of the pool. “Bring Roan—and bring food. Something fresh,” she added. Ethan couldn’t be sure due to the neutral tone of the translator bead, but he thought he heard a note of warning in her voice, like if they didn’t deliver, she would improvise the something fresh.


  “Come on. Let’s go,” Ethan said, already starting back the way they’d come. Atton didn’t need to be told twice. They hurried down the stairs and out into the corridor.


  “What the frek was that?” Ethan demanded as soon as they were out of earshot.


  “That,” he sighed, “was humanity’s only hope.”


  “All I saw was a hungry monster with a cloaking device. How did she do that, anyway? She scared the krak out of me!”


  “I’ll explain it all once we’re back in my office,” Atton replied. “For now, we’d better go. I’m not sure how much use Tova is going to be to us now that her mate is MIA.”


  “If I were you, I wouldn’t come back without him. She looked like she wanted to eat us when it seemed like we didn’t know where he was.”


  “Yes, well, let’s hope that Alec Brondi has a similar experience.”


  That brought a nasty smile to Ethan’s face. “I didn’t think of that.”


  


  



  


  Chapter 2


  —THE YEAR 0 AE—


  Destra winced away from the light and sound of the explosion, and then another enemy warhead hit the converted ore freighter. She stumbled through the resultant shockwaves and the blasting wave of snow and ice that stung her exposed skin. Destra reached the abandoned hover transport which had brought her uncle to the platform, and she ran up to the driver’s side, not even bothering to close the passengers’ side doors before climbing in and gunning the throttles. She flew toward the fence at an unsafe speed, feeling the acceleration pin her against the driver’s seat. Destra pulled back on the yoke just before she slammed into the fence, and the transport jetted up and over. As she descended on the other side, her headlights illuminated a swath of fleeing civilians and backpedaling assault mechs, their guns tracking warily across the dark sky. The crowd was finally dispersing, but they were far too late. Destra grimaced, wondering if she had time to pick a few of them up. She was already slowing down to do so when she saw the first purple star touch ground in front of her, hitting one of the larger assault mechs and exploding with a boom and a blinding flash of flight. Debris, bodies, and clods of earth went flying as the burning ruins of the mech tottered to the ground.


  “Frek!” Destra said as she swerved to avoid the fiery rain of debris. Something heavy thunked off the roof of the transport, and she tried not to imagine what it could be. Destra snapped off her headlights and switched the transport over to infrared and light amplification mode. The nav computer overlaid a colorful version of the world in which the terrain was dark blue and the people were moving points of orange, yellow, and red. It was harder to avoid obstacles like this, but using the headlights was not an option with the Sythians on her tail. That would light her up like a beacon.


  Destra angled for the line of cliffs and trees coming up on her left. She would follow the road between the forest and the base of the mountains, and hopefully like that she would escape the Sythians’ notice. Just then, the transport hit a boulder she hadn’t seen, and Destra felt her stomach lurch as it jumped into the air like a grasshopper.


  It settled down once more, and soon she joined the cliff side road and began winding around the base of the mountains. Destra let out a shaky breath. So far so good. No more enemy fire rained down around her. Destra turned a sharp corner in the road at high speed—


  Only to see three bright orange shapes walking out of the trees, straight into her path. One of them was small—just a child. Destra felt her heart seize in her chest. Without her headlights on, they couldn’t see her, and hover vehicles were very quiet.


  Destra stomped on the air brakes and yanked up on the flight yoke, hoping to clear their heads with enough of a margin that the grav lifts wouldn’t break their necks. She heard their muted screams and exclamations as she passed over their heads, and then the transport touched down ten meters distant. Despite the inertial management system, Destra’s head flew forward and hit the dash. She saw stars, and heard more screaming, but as from a great distance. Minutes or hours later—she couldn’t tell which—the world began to shake violently, and she thought the Sythians must have found her and shot the hover to pieces.


  A second later the screams resolved into something intelligible and Destra realized the world was shaking because someone was shaking her by her shoulders.


  “Hoi! Are you okay . . . ?” A man’s voice. “Frek! She’s out of it! You know how to pilot a hover?”


  “No,” came a woman’s reply. “Do I look like I have the sols for a hover?”


  “Hoi!” the man shaking her said again. Destra’s eyes rolled in her head. “That’s it! Wakey wake! She’s coming around!”


  Destra’s eyes fixed on the man who—for frek’s sake!—was still shaking her. “Stop it!” she groaned.


  “Sorry, girlie. Think you can drive us all outta here?”


  Destra sat up and shook her head. “Give me a second. Let me out. I need some fresh air.” Destra felt stifled. She couldn’t breathe. She stumbled out of the driver’s seat, and fell to the snow-covered road on her hands and knees. She focused on her breathing, trying to calm herself. Atton was gone. He was gone, and she would never see him again!


  “I think she’s having some kinda panic attack . . .” said the man who’d been shaking her. Now he was standing to one side of her.


  “We’ve got to get out of here!” said the woman.


  A child whimpered.


  Destra looked up at the man beside her and studied his shadowy features.


  “Help me up,” she said.


  “Yea, sure.”


  Halfway to her feet, the dark, snowy world flashed brightly, revealing the man’s face. He had short, curly black hair, wet with melted snow, a ragged cut on his left cheek, which had smeared that side of his face with blood before freezing into a thick red scab, and he had a shifty look in his small, dark eyes.


  The man’s gaze snapped up to study the source of the sudden brightness. “Holy krak!” he yelled. “There she goes!”


  Destra spun to see what had suddenly peeled away all the shadows, and her eyes were immediately drawn to the expanding fireball in the sky. Just then the sound of the explosion reached their ears with a thunderous boom.


  “Six thousand motherfrekkers! That’s what ya get! Leavin’ us all to die! Frek you!” The man pumped his fist as he railed at the sky.


  Destra turned to stare at him. He was actually happy. “We’d better go,” she said, swallowing her disgust with a frown.


  “Yea, don’t want the same to happen to us,” he said, nodding. “Second that!”


  Destra retook the driver’s seat, and turned to see a woman and her young child approaching. She felt a stab of recognition to see them. This was the little blond boy who’d been clinging to the fence as she’d waited for Captain Reichland to arrive—and his mother, the one who’d yelled at her.


  “You!” the woman said as she drew near.


  Apparently Destra wasn’t the only one with a good memory. She nodded. “Hop in.”


  The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Where’s your son?”


  “He’s . . .” Destra hesitated. “He’s gone.” Tears sprang to her eyes, and the woman’s expression softened immediately.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought—” The woman assumed gone meant dead along with the rest of the evacuees aboard the transport, but Destra didn’t correct her. It would be easier travelling together without the burden of that woman’s jealousy.


  “Well, there’s no accounting for justice, now is there?” the man with the gash in his cheek said, still talking about the evacuees’ transport. Either he hadn’t heard their conversation as he’d walked around the back of the hover to the passenger’s side, or else he was being deliberately insensitive. Destra decided to ignore him. He climbed in beside her, and in the rear viewscreen Destra noticed the woman and her son climb in the back. As soon as the doors had shut, she gunned the throttles. Justice? she wondered, thinking about that man’s remark. There’s no justice in any of this. Just death.


  The road wound around the mountains, and Destra followed it as best she could despite the depthless blue of the infrared overlay. The trees alongside the road appeared as a scraggly black and blue wall.


  “Where are we going?” the woman in the back asked.


  “May as well head to the mines with the rest,” Destra replied.


  “That’s a great idea,” the man said. “Gather everyone together in one place so it’ll be easier for the Sythians to kill us.”


  “You have a better idea?” Destra asked, turning to him with a scowl.


  “Yea, we go south until we reach Covena.”


  Destra frowned. She vaguely recognized the name of the town. “How far is that?”


  “It’s about three hundred klicks from here. We’ve already burrowed underground up there, so we’ll be safe—for a while.”


  “Underground?”


  “A bunker of sorts. We built it to keep our operations out of pryin’ eyes, if ya know what I mean.”


  Destra turned to him with narrowed eyes. “You mean smuggling?”


  “Sharp, girlie. Yea, smuggling. I managed supply-side operations—brewin’ the stims, that is.”


  So he was taking them to a stim lab. “I see,” Destra said, wondering if he just brewed the batches of stim or tested them, too. There was something off about him. Destra was surprised she hadn’t heard of a stim lab in Covena before. Ethan must have known of it. He’d been a smuggler—before he’d been caught and exiled to Dark Space. “So why aren’t you hiding there now?” Destra asked.


  “It’s got supplies to keep us goin’ for a few months, you know—not forever. My associates found their own way off Roka, leavin’ me to fend for myself, so I thought I’d try my luck smuggling myself onto the next ship outta here, but no go. Well, guess it was my lucky day, since that bird got shot to frek anyway. Serves the frekkers right.”


  “Okay, okay—you’re giving me a headache. Punch the destination into the nav. I can’t spare a hand from the controls right now.”


  “Whatever you say, girlie,” the man said, smirking as he leaned forward to fiddle with the nav. “Name’s Digger, by the way.”


  “Digger, huh? I’m Destra. What about you two?” she asked, looking up into the rearview screen. The woman and her son were very quiet. Both of them looked very pale—shell-shocked. At first they didn’t reply, so Destra yelled, “Hoi! Wake up back there!”


  The woman started and said, “I’m Lessie. My son’s Dean.”


  “Okay. You two fine with hiding out in Digger’s stim lab for a while?”


  Lessie’s already wide and staring eyes grew wider still. “A stim lab? What about the mines?”


  Destra shook her head. “Digger’s right. We stand a better chance hiding out on our own. The fewer people to give us away, the better.”


  “Smart girlie.”


  “Anyone else hiding up there?” Destra thought to ask Digger, suddenly uncomfortable with the thought of being surrounded by outlaws like him. Ethan had been a smuggler, too, but he was different. He was an outlaw because of what he did for a living, not because of who he was as a person. As for the man sitting beside her, Destra was pretty sure smuggling wasn’t the only criminal thing he’d ever done.


  “Just Doc and Petra.”


  “And they won’t mind us staying with them?”


  “Well . . . supplies are short, like I said, but don’t worry.” He shot her a small smile and his eyes twinkled with amusement. “I’ll convince them.”


  Destra frowned. She wasn’t convinced that this was a good idea at all, but it wasn’t as though they had a lot of options. At least she had some idea of how to handle outlaws, thanks to her early days with Ethan when they’d been making runs together. “All right,” she said. “But if we’re not welcome there, I’m taking Lessie and Dean and we’ll leave you lab rats to bake your brains with stims.”


  Digger snorted. “Sure thing, girlie.”


  Destra drove on for hours, listening with still-ringing ears as Digger railed against the world and how unfair it had been to him, until eventually the trees began to lighten with the first strokes of dawn. Destra wondered how much time had passed, and the answer flashed up before her eyes, fed to her brain directly from the small implant behind her right ear: 0750. Little more than an hour had passed since she’d seen her son off at the landing platform, but it felt like it had been much longer. By now the planet would be crawling with Sythians. They needed to get into hiding—soon.


  Destra snapped off the light amplification HUD overlay and found that now she could just barely see in the growing light. The cliffs running beside them had disappeared, and now trees rose to both sides, forming a leafy green corridor. Destra cut a quick glance to the nav and saw that it wasn’t more than another fifteen klicks to the point Digger had specified on the map. She looked up to see in her rearview screen that Lessie and Dean had fallen asleep in the back of the hover. Seeing the boy’s face finally relaxed in sleep, she was reminded of her own son, by now light years away from her. She looked away quickly.


  “We’re gettin’ close,” Digger said, leaning forward to study the nav.


  Destra glanced his way, watching him pan and zoom the map with shaking hands. “You okay there, Digger?”


  “Yea, why?”


  “Your hands are shaking.”


  He sent her a quick smile. “Must be the adrenaline.”


  “Hmmm, right,” Destra replied. “Must be.” That or you’re getting a little edgy between doses of stim.


  Destra wasn’t sure why she was so mistrustful of this man. Perhaps it was the idea of an outlaw allowing them to hide with him and share limited supplies. In her experience, her husband notwithstanding, outlaws had a highly evolved me-first attitude. The less selfish ones were usually dead, or toiling away on a prison world in Dark Space, because they’d falsely expected their self-sacrificing attitude to be reciprocated by their associates.


  As the distance to Digger’s stim lab narrowed, Destra began to chew her lower lip. She wasn’t worried about being able to take care of herself—Ethan had taught her well—she was worried about the woman and her son sitting in the back of the hover, and whether or not she could protect them, too. Outlaws could be the exception to all the rules—like Ethan—or they could be the stereotypes which defined those rules, and it was a coin’s toss to know which. Based on her first impression of Digger, Destra’s bet was on the stereotypes, but she decided to reserve judgment.


  They came to a point on the road which lay parallel to the one which Digger had marked on the map, and Destra brought the transport to a slow stop. “What now?” she asked, scanning the immediate area.


  Digger nodded out his window to the trees. “In there.”


  Destra peered into the forest, noting that the trees were too close together for the hover to make it through.


  “We’ll have to go on foot,” Digger said.


  “Right,” Destra frowned. “Of course.” This felt like a trap, but it was too late to turn back. Sythians would be all over by now, flying grid patterns and raining death on human settlements. They’d never escape notice in broad daylight, so for now hiding in a forest was a pretty good idea. Destra drove the transport down to the tree line, as close as she could get it, and then she extended the landing struts and dialed down the grav lifts until the transport settled lightly on a bed of leaves.


  “Wakey wake!” Digger said, turning to Lessie and Dean with a broad grin. “Time to go for a walk.”


  



  


  Chapter 3


  —THE YEAR 10 AE—


  “So?” Ethan asked, now that they were seated once more in Atton’s office aboard the Defiant. “How is that monster below decks our only hope?”


  Atton smiled. “The Gors are great warriors, as you can imagine. They crew and pilot the Sythian ships and serve as foot soldiers on the ground. They fight all of the Sythians’ battles for them. Having them on our side completely reverses the balance of power in this war.”


  “If the Gors fight all the Sythians’ battles, why have we never seen them before?”


  “Have you ever seen a Sythian without its armor, Ethan?”


  Ethan shook his head. “I thought the armor was a part of them, some sort of exoskeleton.”


  Atton smiled. “I suppose you wouldn’t have had a chance to see them without armor. Those images only surfaced late in the war, and even then they were classified.” Atton directed his gaze to the desk and said, “Holofield on. Show armored Sythian trooper.”


  The air above the desk shimmered, and the lights inside Atton’s office dimmed. A moment later, a tall bipedal creature in shiny black armor appeared rotating above the desk. Ethan studied the image. It looked just as he remembered a Sythian should—tall, broad-shouldered, glowing red compound eyes, chitinous black exoskeleton.


  “Enlarge head,” Atton said, and the image zoomed in on the Sythian’s skull-like head. “Freeze image,” he added, so they could study the face.


  Atton pointed to the image and traced the gleaming, angular black lines of the creature’s head. “When we dissected the first Sythian, we found exactly what you’d expect from a giant bug—beneath the exoskeleton is a spongy yellow layer, but then beneath that is an epidermis, and below that we found another skeleton.”


  Ethan blinked.


  “When you strip away the outer shell and the spongy insulating layer, you have a real Sythian, with eyes, ears, nose, skin, muscle, and bone. Below their exoskeleton armor, the Sythians appear more reptilian than insectile.”


  “Okay . . .” Ethan said, his brow furrowing as he wondered where Atton was going with his biology lesson.


  “Overlay unarmored Sythian trooper,” Atton said, speaking to the holo projector once more.


  Suddenly the gleaming skull-shaped helmet faded to a skull-shaped face with bald blue-gray skin, flat nose, and slitted yellow eyes.


  Ethan almost fell out of his chair. “That’s Tova!”


  Atton smiled. “The few Sythians we did manage to kill and examine looked just like the Gors, but that’s because they were Gors. Besides protecting them in battle, their armor functions as a space suit in the event of decompression, and an environment suit to deal with inhospitable climates. They breathe roughly the same mixture of air that we do, but they use their armor to protect their eyes and skin from solar radiation as well as their bodies from the heat. Being a nocturnal species that evolved to live in caves and underground lairs, the Gors are used to cold, dark, and wet environments.”


  “Wait,” Ethan held up a hand and shook his head. “If the Sythians are actually Gors, then where are the real Sythians?”


  “They are only found aboard their largest warships, sitting safely cloaked behind the lines while they command their armies of slaves.”


  “What do these command ships look like?”


  “Display Sythian Behemoth Cruiser.”


  The cadaverous Gor disappeared and a long, organically-shaped cruiser began rotating above the desk. It had a dark blue and lavender hull with glimmering patterns that shifted subtly as the ship turned. It looked just like a bulkier version of the Sythian ships he’d seen in the Rokan Defense simulation.


  “Hmmm . . . so that’s it?” Ethan asked. “That’s our real enemy?” The ship didn’t look so menacing. “How many of them are there?”


  “According to the data the Gors gave us, there are seven command ships in the Sythian armada. One for each cluster—or fleet.”


  “Only seven?”


  Atton nodded to the holo. “Check the scale.”


  Ethan leaned forward to peer more closely at the glowing white numbers hovering at the bottom of the projection. His eyes widened as he read them. “That can’t be right,” Ethan said. “The scale says this ship is over thirty kilometers long.”


  “The scale is correct.”


  “No ship is that big! How do they fit through our gates?”


  “Only just.”


  Ethan sat back in his chair, looking startled. “We were even more outmatched than we thought. Just one of those ships would rival a whole fleet of ours. Why didn’t they ever join the fighting?”


  Atton shrugged. “The Sythians aren’t willing to risk their own lives in battle, so they send in the Gors. Apparently the Sythians’ courage is quite legendary.” Atton added that last part with laughing eyes.


  “So all those fleets and millions of armored soldiers which overran us were . . .”


  “Gors. Slave armies.”


  Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “And the Sythians? Do we even know what they look like?”


  “I wouldn’t have trusted the Gors if they hadn’t come to us the way they did. They brought us High Lord Kaon of the Sythian First Fleet and military intelligence on the numbers and positions of all the ships in the Sythians’ seven fleets.”


  “Lord Kaon, huh?” Ethan rubbed his chin thoughtfully.


  Atton nodded. “We keep him prisoner on Obsidian Station—our supply point for the prime worlds’ strike force.”


  “You have a picture of this . . . Kaon?”


  Atton smiled. “I have better.” He glanced at the holo projector once more and said, “Play back recording: Obsidian Interrogation.”


  Ethan watched the holo of the cruiser disappear, replaced by a view into a dark room. The camera was bobbing, heading toward a large, brightly-illuminated transpiranium cube in the center of the room. As the camera closed in on the cube, they were given a closer look at what was inside—nothing. Just an empty steel cot and a trough which looked suspiciously like it served as a latrine. There was also a tray piled high with green mush, and a cup of water lying untouched in front of a slot-sized opening in the base of the cube.


  The camera moved up to a section of the cube wall which contained a control panel and a metal grill that might be a speaker. Now the cameraman began to talk. “Hello, Kaon.”


  There was no reply, but someone off camera said, “He doesn’t want us to see him.”


  “We’ll have to smoke him out.” A hand reached into the camera’s field of view and touched a button on the wall-mounted control panel. Suddenly, jets opened up in the ceiling and walls of the cube, and pressurized white streams shot out. The streams reached a certain point inside the cube and then came to a sudden stop in midair, spraying out in all directions around an invisible obstacle, quickly coating it. The jets turned off a few seconds later, but the thick, gummy ‘smoke’ had adhered to the creature’s body and defined a rough shape. He was bipedal with two arms and two legs, but Ethan couldn’t discern much else about him. Based on his size, he could have even been human.


  “There you are, Kaon,” the cameraman said.


  This time there was a reply. It sounded like some version of the warbling hissing language which Ethan had heard from Tova.


  “Do we have to go through this exercise every time?”


  More warbling.


  “We’ll get you cleaned up if you agree to stop hiding.”


  Warble.


  Wide blue eyes appeared.


  “Good,” the cameraman said, reaching for the control console again. This time pressurized jets of water shot out from the walls and ceiling. The water washed away the foam, and Ethan found himself cringing at the sight. It wasn’t so much terrifying as disgusting to look at. The creature was human-sized, naked, with a slick translucent skin that gave a clear view of its internal organs. The creature had large, round eyes the color of dark sapphire, muscular arms and torso, and a bony skull-like face, similar to Tova’s, but with light blue fins rising along the top of its head. Gills flared in the sides of its neck as it breathed. As Ethan watched, the creature bared a double row of small, serrated white teeth which looked like they might belong to a shark. Looking more carefully, Ethan saw a thin, dexterous tail restlessly lashing the ground behind the alien.


  “That’s better,” the cameraman said, and zoomed in on the creature’s face.


  “Freeze image,” Atton said.


  Ethan sat staring intently into the wide blue eyes and translucent face of a real Sythian. “Ugly kakard,” Ethan commented.


  Atton smiled. “Not going to win any beauty contests, is he?”


  Ethan frowned. “Definitely not.”


  “How do we know the Gors are really on our side? As far as I can tell they have a lot in common with the Sythians—language for one. It’s probably safe to assume there are cultural similarities as well. Why would they side with us, a species which they have nothing in common with?”


  “Ethan, we fight our own species and for reasons less compelling than emancipation—Alec Brondi is a fine example of that. Sharing genes and culture is not enough reason to peacefully coexist. If the tables were turned, wouldn’t you side with the Gors against your fellow man in order to escape slavery?”


  Ethan nodded. “I suppose I might.”


  “The Gors haven’t given us away yet, and they’ve had multiple opportunities to do so. They already know roughly where Dark Space is.”


  Ethan grimaced. “Revealing that was not very wise, Atton.”


  “It seemed a worthwhile gamble. Trust me, the Gors are not our enemy, Ethan. They require no convincing to fight on our side, and to date, Gor-crewed ships have taken out more Sythian vessels than we did in the entire war.”


  “I’ll have to take your word for it. You mentioned Tova was supposed to stay hidden—that it’s part of some sort of deal the two of you have. . . .”


  Atton nodded. “Yes.”


  “So none of the rest of the crew has seen her aboard? This is some big state secret?”


  “In Sythian Space we staff Gor ships with a human commander and bridge crew, but the main body of the crew is made up of Gors—well, along with human nova pilots and a few human engineers to fit into the smaller crawl spaces of our ships. Due to the Gors’ physical size, they can’t perform in every capacity that we’d like, but they do enable us to run most of our ships with a skeleton crew.”


  “So . . . it’s just the Defiant that doesn’t know about your pet alien?” Ethan’s brow furrowed up to his bristly salt and pepper hair.


  “Not just the Defiant. Everyone in Dark Space is blissfully unaware. Bringing them into our sanctuary was not a very popular decision.”


  “I can understand that.”


  “They know we’re working with the Gors and that we have an alliance. They also know what the Gors look like and that their species is not really to blame for nearly wiping us out—at least not directly to blame—but that still doesn’t mean humans are eager to work with Gors. Just knowing a Gor is aboard is enough to keep most people from sleeping at night—you saw how Tova appeared out of nowhere.”


  “Yeah,” Ethan nodded. “You mean that’s not some piece of tech?”


  Atton shook his head. “Did you see her wearing one?”


  “Point.”


  “For that reason, and a few others, I’ve asked Tova and Roan to keep their presence aboard my ships a secret for now, and in exchange for keeping them cooped up, I’ve made a very comfortable home for them, or crèche as they call it—you should see the one I was constructing aboard the Valiant.”


  “Okay,” Ethan said. “That brings me to my next question. Why bother? Why go to all that trouble to keep a few aliens aboard? I get that you need crewmen for the ships that you’re salvaging, but Tova is obviously not there to fill out your crew.”


  Atton smiled. “First of all, she and Roan are our liaison to the Gors. And second, they actually are a part of the crew.”


  Ethan cocked his head. “Oh?”


  “We have a cloak detector aboard all of our ships. It feeds data directly to our gravidar systems, and it tells us both when there are cloaked Sythian ships present, and roughly where they are located.”


  Ethan’s eyebrows rose. “That must come in handy.”


  “It does. It’s turning the tide of the war for us—that in conjunction with our own cloaking devices. What most people don’t realize, however, is that the detector is not some new piece of tech. It’s built in to every living Gor.”


  Ethan blinked. “What?”


  “Gors can communicate with members of their species telepathically, and via the same medium they can sense their fellows at a distance.”


  Ethan was taken aback. “Kavaar . . .”


  “The Gors’ telepathy is apparently also how Sythian ships track and communicate with each other while cloaked. To the Gors, it’s second nature.”


  “And the Sythians? Do they have this telepathy?”


  Atton shook his head. “The Gors say they don’t. That’s why Sythian ships still have comm systems.”


  “Okay, so we’re dependent on Tova to be our eyes in space. What about our ships’ cloaking devices? Is that a Gor thing, too?”


  “No, those are tech. We reverse-engineered a Sythian cloaking device over five years ago, back when we first met the Gors. Until then it had been impossible for us to capture a Sythian vessel and study it, since the Sythians were always on the winning side of every fight, but the Gors have delivered such vessels to us freely. Most Sythian systems are an enigma to us still, but the Gors showed us how to build cloaking devices with a hybridized version of Sythian tech and ours. Our cloaking devices are not nearly as efficient as Sythian ones, so we don’t have miniature versions, but anything destroyer-sized and up is easy enough for us to cloak as long as we have the right components.”


  Ethan shook his head, incredulous. Then he froze as something else occurred to him. “Wait—you said the Gors are helping you fight the Sythians to free their people, but the Sythian ships are crewed with Gors, not Sythians, so they’re helping you fight their own kind. Don’t you find that suspicious?”


  “We only disable the Sythian ships. After that, they either bail out or we send our Gors aboard to free their fellows. The newly-freed slaves join our ranks, and everyone’s better off. If we were killing them left and right, of course they wouldn’t agree to help us. It’s enough that they’re surrendering to us without a fight and allowing us to capture and even destroy their ships. We don’t need to kill the slave army if we can corrupt it to our side.”


  “Hmmm . . .” Ethan sat back with a thoughtful frown.


  “What is it?”


  “I still feel like there’s something the Gors aren’t telling you. What if they’re just using us to free themselves?”


  Atton shrugged. “It’s still a mutually beneficial arrangement.”


  “Right up until the slaves become the masters.”


  “Hopefully they’ll show some gratitude when that happens.”


  Ethan snorted. “Let’s not be naïve.”


  “Now you’re starting to sound like Admiral Heston.”


  “Who?” Ethan asked.


  “The leader of the other human remnant.”


  “Yes, you mentioned that there was another group of survivors.”


  Atton nodded. “We’ll get back to that later.” Turning to the holo projector he said, “Holofield off.” The holo recording of High Lord Kaon disappeared, and the lights in the room returned to full brightness. “Otherwise, have I answered all of your questions?” he asked.


  Ethan nodded slowly. “For now.”


  “Good. Are you ready to answer my question yet?”


  Ethan took a moment to recall what question his son was referring to, but then he remembered: Atton wanted him to take over as the Supreme Overlord. Ethan took an extra moment to consider his answer before he replied. Was he ready to take on that much responsibility? His son certainly had faith that he could, but that didn’t mean it was true.


  Ethan sighed. There was only one way to find out. “When do we make the switch?”


  Atton smiled. “Come with me.”


  Ethan followed him to the door, and both of them turned their holoskins back on before leaving the office. From there they proceeded to the lift tubes and down through the ship until they reached the overlord’s quarters. Inside, there was already a med bot waiting with a syringe full of anesthetic.


  Ethan noted that with a snort of laughter. “Seems like you were one step ahead of me.”


  “I knew you’d accept,” Atton said, already undoing the gold buttons of his white uniform.


  “How’d you know that?”


  “I accepted, and a son’s zeal doesn’t stray far from his father’s ideals.”


  “An old Rokan proverb. I wasn’t sure I had any ideals, Atton.”


  “Come now, Dad. We both know Destra Ortane wasn’t a stupid woman. She wouldn’t have agreed to marry just any outlaw.”


  “I suppose not,” Ethan replied, stripping out of his uniform and then rolling up the sleeve of his undershirt to present his wrist to the med bot. He winced as the needle went in and then he shook his head. “And my wrist was just starting to feel better . . .”


  Atton laughed. “Maybe you’ll want to have the blood sample taken from your other arm.”


  “More needles?”


  “I need to alter the Imperial records so that what’s on file for the overlord matches your actual DNA, blood type, and other markers. We’ll need to update the database over the ‘net as soon as we get back to Dark Space, and out here in Sythian Space we’ll have to send the updates to each of our ships individually, by messenger, since there is no commnet.”


  “Sounds like you have everything covered.”


  “The only thing we can’t fake with altered records is your approximate age, which can be determined from a sample of your blood. I’ll restrict access to those tests, but if someone gets suspicious they can always conduct the tests by hand.”


  Ethan nodded. “Well, hopefully no one gets suspicious.” He winced again as another needle went into his arm to take a blood sample. Ethan eyed the hovering med bot. “You like poking me, you blood-sucking little kakard, don’t you?”


  The bot gave no reply, but whirred away on its grav lifts to deposit the sample and pick up a scalpel. The bot returned to his side, apparently waiting for something.


  Atton nodded to him and then pointed to a nearby chair. “You’d better sit down over there. If your arm isn’t steady while he works, he might cut the wrong thing.”


  Ethan headed to the indicated armchair. “Wouldn’t want that, would we, Pokey?”


  The bot elicited an indecipherable beep, and Ethan grinned up at it as he sat down in the chair. “So you do speak.”


  Another beep.


  “His vocals are damaged,” Atton explained. “I like bots better that way.”


  Ethan frowned and looked away. The bot set to work, tying a tourniquet around his arm, disinfecting his skin, and laying down surgical sheets before bringing the scalpel into line. Ethan turned back to watch the bot cut a bloody line across his wrist. Seeing the med bot expose dark red muscle and bone white tendons, Ethan’s head swam dizzily. He grimaced and laid his head back against the chair, silently counting backward from 100 to distract himself until it was over.


  100 . . . 99 . . . 98 . . .


  * * *


  —THE YEAR 0 AE—


  Destra walked through the forest. Leaves, needles, and snow crunched underfoot. Here the snow was a thin patina on the colorful autumn leaves and old brown needles. The forest arced out over their heads in splashes of color, leaving shady patterns on the ground. It was as though winter hadn’t fully come here yet. Up ahead, Digger led the way, while Lessie and Dean kept pace beside her.


  “What are we doing here?” Dean asked in a small, whiny voice. “I want to go home.” He was tired from all the walking, and Destra was willing to bet he hadn’t had enough sleep.


  She turned to him with a smile. He couldn’t have been much older than her own son, Atton. “We’re going to play hide and seek.”


  Dean shot her a suspicious look. “My mom says I can’t talk to strangers.”


  Lessie shushed him with a tousle of his blond hair. “She’s not a stranger, Dean. She’s a friend. She and Digger are going to keep us safe.”


  “Safe?” Dean asked, looking up at his mom with squinty eyes. “Safe from what?”


  Destra smiled. “Safe from the people looking for us. We can’t let them find us, because then we’ll lose.”


  “I don’t care!” Dean said. “I want to go home.”


  “You can’t go home,” Lessie replied, her voice cracking on that last word.


  “Why not?” Dean insisted.


  Lessie abruptly stopped walking. “Because home is gone! It’s blown up! That’s why!” She stood there panting and staring at her son while he stared back at her with wide eyes and a trembling lip.


  Destra frowned. She turned and bent to one knee in front of the boy. “Look, I can see there’s no fooling you, Dean. You’re a smart kid, so I’m going to be honest with you. It’s time for you to grow up now; it’s time for you to be a man. Do you understand?”


  Dean hesitated before nodding his head.


  “Good. Then here’s the truth: everyone’s homes are gone, Dean. There’s nothing left. Everyone who hasn’t already left Roka in a spaceship is being hunted by very bad things, and they’ll kill us unless we hide from them.”


  Dean’s face paled again, and back was the shell-shocked look Destra had seen in the hover, but all things considered, he seemed to be holding it together better than his mother. “What things?” the boy asked.


  “Hoi! You three coming? We’re here!”


  Destra turned to see Digger waiting for them at the top of a short hill; the sun shone down through the trees to silhouette him in an angelic gold light.


  “We’ll be there in a minute!” Destra called back. Speaking to Dean once more, she said, “Come on, be brave little man. Your mother needs you to be.”


  Dean bobbed his head once and then turned to his mother, who was still standing where she’d stopped, watching them with a faraway look in her wide, staring eyes. “Come on, Mommy,” he said, holding out his hand to her. “I’ll protect you.”


  Something rose up inside of Lessie and shook her out of it when her son’s hand touched hers. Her expression softened, and she looked suddenly immensely relieved, as though the burden of lying to her son had been just more than she could bear. She turned to Destra with a shaky smile. “Thank you.”


  Destra shook her head. “Don’t mention it. We’d better go.”


  They hurried to catch up with Digger, and he greeted them with a frown to show his displeasure. “No more unscheduled stops, or I’ll leave you all out in the cold.”


  There was something about the petulant twist to Digger’s lips that Destra didn’t like, but she ignored it and nodded to the unremarkable stretch of forest which lay before them, sprawling down the other side of the small knoll which they had climbed.


  “Where’s your hidey hole, Digger? I just see more trees.”


  The man smiled and his face stretched enough to provoke a trickle of blood from the gash running down the side of his cheek. “Exactly.” He turned and nodded to the tree which they were all standing beside. It was a particularly large burnished oakal. The bole was a smooth grayish purple, covered in places with stringy blue moss. Digger began walking around the base of the tree, and Destra followed, her hand drifting to the sidearm she’d acquired from the hover before they’d left it at the side of the road. Unfortunately, she’d been unable to come up with a good reason to keep Digger from taking a weapon, too, so she hoped he wasn’t leading them into a trap.


  As they rounded the base of the tree, Destra saw that the tree was actually a growing-together of two separate oakals, and the hollow in between somewhat resembled a cave. Digger walked into that hollow space and bent to one knee, as if to pick something off the ground. She heard a hiss of escaping air and saw a square of leaves and dirt begin to rise—it was a hatchway. Bits of moss trickled from the leading edge of it.


  Destra nodded. “I’m impressed.”


  Digger turned to them with a smile while taking a few steps back toward the open hole.


  Destra raised a hand to warn him. “Digger, look out be—”


  He fell soundlessly into the hole. Destra rushed up to the open hatch and gazed down into a deep, dark space which smelled like peat moss and old mushrooms.


  “Digger?” she called, and her voice echoed back to her.


  “Jump in!” he called back, his voice echoing, too. “It’s perfectly safe!”


  Destra frowned, and turned to look at Lessie and Dean as they appeared to one side of her. Both of them gazed uncertainly into the dark hole now, too. Abruptly they saw it illuminated and Digger peering up at them, holding a glow lantern in one hand.


  “Hmmm,” Destra mused.


  “Spectral!” Dean said. “Can I go next?”


  “I’ll go first,” Destra said, and with that, she jumped into the abyss.


  * * *


  Destra’s stomach leapt into her throat as she fell. Her long, dark hair whipped up around her ears, and she saw the ground rushing up beneath her feet. She had just enough time to suspect she’d been tricked into leaping to her doom before the grav field caught her and carried her to a soft landing atop a pile of leaves.


  “Krakkin’ ride, huh?” Digger asked, beaming at her from the base of the pile of leaves.


  Destra spat a piece of a red oakal leaf out of her mouth and shook her head. “Real krakking.”


  They heard screaming then and looked up to see Lessie and Dean plummeting down the hole. Destra scrambled to her feet before they could land on top of her. They hit the leaf pile with a soft crunch, and Destra looked up through the hole they’d fallen through. Bits of dirt and leaves tumbled down after them only to hover to a near stop above their heads. Lessie and Dean stood up and picked the leaves out of their hair, while Digger walked to one side of the hollow chamber and opened a moss-covered panel in the rooty wall. He threw a lever and typed in a numbered code; then the hatch at the top of the chamber swung shut with a distant thud, plunging the ceiling into darkness. Now they could hear the dirt and leaves trickling down from the ceiling to pitter patter on the ground, and Destra realized that the grav field was off.


  She turned to Digger then. “Please tell me this isn’t the extent of your lair.”


  Digger let out a bark of laughter and half turned to her. “Ha ha ha!” he said, his eyes flashing manically. “No—” He walked to the other end of the dirty chamber. “Follow me,” he said, now shining his lantern over the root-invaded wall nearest to him. He peered intently at the wall, searching, while his lantern cast a shaky glow. Destra studied Digger’s shaking arm with a frown. His excuse had been the adrenaline, but it had been hours since their harrowing escape, so what was his excuse now?


  Stims, Destra thought.


  “This used to be an old rictan lair,” Digger mentioned, still scanning the wall.


  Destra suppressed a shiver at that. Rictans were lithe, hairless creatures with six legs, barbed, whip-like tails, and a broad mouth full of dagger-sized teeth. Their long claws could just as easily dig through flesh and bone as they could through dirt and roots. “We had to smoke them out and then seed the entrance with gossam dung to keep them from digging a way back in,” Digger prattled on. “Then we had to do some digging of our own to make this place more livable.”


  “Is that how you got the name Digger?” Destra asked, watching as he apparently found what he was looking for. His free hand shot out and disappeared up to the elbow in the dirty wall, and she realized a holofield was projected there to hide whatever he was reaching for. Destra heard a click and then there came a hiss of escaping air. A section of the dirt wall cracked open before them, and bright yellow light spilled out. As soon as their eyes adjusted to the brightness, they found themselves peering into a comfortable, modern living room. “There we are!” Digger said, and strode across the threshold to traipse dirt onto the polished duranium floors.


  Destra waited on the other side, her hand hovering close by her sidearm. Her eyes were flicking around the space. It was lavish with comfortable black couches and thick red rugs. A gigantic holoscreen hung on a stone wall opposite the couches, and in the base of the wall an artificial fireplace flickered with blue flames licking over glittering glass logs. The roof of the lab was lined with what looked like thick red oakal beams, and to one side, raised above the level of the living room, lay a gleaming kitchen with all the most modern appliances. This was not the rathole stim lab Destra had been expecting; it was a well-appointed home.


  Digger was still traipsing dirt into it. “Doc! Petra! I’m home!”


  Destra waited for a reply before she stepped inside.


  Then there came a scratching of claws scrambling for purchase on the shiny floors, accompanied by a vicious snarling and yipping which Destra recognized with a shiver of apprehension. Her eyes were drawn immediately to the sound and to a darkened hall leading away from the living room. There she spotted a trademark pair of red eyes glowing in the dark, bobbing as the creature ran toward them. Those eyes were immediately joined by another identical pair and more snarling.


  Destra shrank away from the entrance to the stim lab. “Stay behind me!” she warned Lessie and Dean as she drew her plasma pistol and steadied her aim with both hands on a point between the first set of glowing red eyes.


  Then that creature burst into the light, and Destra saw it for what it was—but she had already known what to expect.


  It was a rictan, bounding toward them with slavering jaws already gaping in anticipation of the kill.


  


  



  


  Chapter 4


  —THE YEAR 10 AE—


  Angel sat in the mess hall, eyeing the pair of strangers who had just sat down across the table from her. Her usually wide violet eyes were narrowed and flicking from side to side as she studied first one and then the other. They looked familiar, but she couldn’t remember their names.


  The old man smiled wanly. His bony face made the smile look painful. “Sweetheart . . .” he said, but trailed off as if he couldn’t bring himself to broach the topic he had in mind.


  Angel had plenty of experience with this. He was a reluctant client. Everyone had some sort of inhibitions fighting against their baser instincts, but some clients were stodgier than others and needed to be coaxed more gently. They were the goody goodies, the married men, and the shy virgins. They all had something holding them back, but Angel knew how to draw them out. Her gaze flicked sideways to the woman sitting beside the old man, and her elaborate rationalizations began to crumble. If this man was a client, she was dealing with a very open-minded couple.


  “Hello, there,” she said, her eyes coming back to the man’s face. “What’s your name?”


  He shook his head, his eyes growing moist. “You really don’t remember me?”


  Angel watched the old woman sitting beside him reach out to squeeze his hand. Her eyes were moist, too. They were the same rare violet color as Angel’s own eyes.


  “I’m sorry,” Angel purred. “You look familiar, but I don’t remember your names.” She reached across the table to touch the couple’s hands. “I might remember better in a more . . . intimate setting. What do you say we—”


  “Stop!” the old man bellowed, his eyes flashing with hurt and something else—revulsion? Angel wondered. She noticed he looked angry now, and the woman beside him was affronted, too. Angel retracted her hand with a shrug. Maybe the man was putting on a show for his wife. Classic, she thought and picked up her fork to begin digging through a pile of pancakes covered in treacle. She had to remember not to eat too much. Clients didn’t want to be with a chubby girl.


  “She doesn’t even remember us!” Angel heard the old woman whisper. She sounded hurt.


  Well I can’t remember everyone, now can I? Angel thought, feeling defensive.


  “The medic said this would happen,” The man replied. “We need to be patient. It’s just a temporary regression.”


  Regression? Angel wondered. She looked up from her food with a frown. She was beginning to suspect these two weren’t clients at all, and if that were the case, then there was no point in her being polite with them. “You know I’m still here, right?” Angel said. “You don’t have to talk about me as though I were deaf.”


  “Look,” the man began, his eyes hard now, “listen to me carefully. Your real name is Alara Vastra. You are our daughter, but you’ve been chipped, and now you think you’re a playgirl named Angel. You are not that person, Alara! You have to fight it!”


  Angel went on frowning. If this was some type of elaborate role-play, it was a twisted one, and even she had her limits. “Aren’t you too old to be my parents?”


  The man’s cadaverous face broke into a precarious smile. “We didn’t think we could have children. . . . until you surprised us.”


  Alara wasn’t buying the story. “I’m going to go get some juice,” she said, setting down her fork and pushing her chair out on the retractable arm which bolted it to the deck. She hadn’t even touched her breakfast.


  The old couple watched her leave the table with pained expressions, but they said nothing. Angel felt her irritation with them growing. They’d been with her all morning and they were still playing games. They were wasting her time! She reached the serving line and waited behind a tall man with thinning black hair and a slowly pulsing blue tattoo crawling down his left forearm. Angel absently studied that tattoo. The wavy lines of it were suggestive of blue flames leaping down from his sleeve. Now that she was paying attention, she saw that the tattoo wasn’t pulsing at all, it was slowly flickering, heightening the flame effect. Angel followed the tattoo up his arm until her eyes settled on his bulging biceps. Well, you’re a big boy, aren’t you? she thought with a lascivious grin. The man’s black pants were striped white, marking him a combat veteran, and his uniform jacket, which was slung over one shoulder, was gleaming with the four silver chevrons of a first lieutenant. Angel felt a warm stirring which she recognized as desire. Not every job had to be work. The difference, she realized, is whether or not you enjoy what you’re doing. . . .


  Or who, she thought with a wry twist of her lips as she touched the man’s upper arm.


  He turned to reveal a haggard face, grizzled with stubble and lined with age. There were dark circles under his eyes, and the wincing look on his face told her he was in some kind of pain. He was older than she’d expected, and his nose was crooked, but he had a certain animal charm to him.


  “What?” he barked at her.


  She made her bright violet eyes big and looked him up and down very slowly, so that he could see she was admiring him. “I haven’t seen you around here before,” she said, her voice purring.


  “Likewise,” he replied, his expression softening somewhat.


  She touched his arm again, this time to squeeze his bulging biceps. “Looks like I’ve been missing out. What’s your name?”


  The man’s gaze turned speculative and a dark smile sprang to his face. “Ithicus Adari, or Firestarter if you prefer. What’s your name?”


  “Angel.” She smiled. “Would you mind if I joined you for breakfast?”


  Ithicus shook his head. “No, I could use some company.”


  “Me too, why don’t we—hoi!” Angel felt hands on her shoulders, turning her roughly out of the serving line. She tried to slap those hands away. Then she saw the old couple who’d been sitting with her a moment ago, and her face screwed up in outrage. “What do you want? Leave me alone!”


  “Alara!” the woman said. “You’re not well. Let us take you to the med bay.”


  “I feel fine!” Angel insisted, and struggled to break free of the old man’s clammy hands.


  “Hey, let the girl alone,” Ithicus interrupted, taking a step out of the line toward them.


  “I’m sorry,” the old man said with a smile as he held up a shaking hand to stop Ithicus, “but this girl is not in her right mind. She’s been chipped and she isn’t who she thinks she is.”


  Ithicus’s dark brown eyes widened, and he hesitated before taking another step. “Really? Who does she think she is?”


  “She thinks she’s some sort of playgirl.”


  “Hmmm, that’s a pity.” Ithicus gave Angel an up-and-down look like the one she’d given him a moment ago. “A real pity,” he drawled before turning back to the serving line.


  Angel felt herself being pushed and dragged toward the exit of the mess hall. The old woman fussed by her side, offering reassurances.


  “We’ll get you fixed up, don’t worry. This is just a temporary lapse.”


  Alara’s gaze strayed over her shoulder to the rugged lieutenant, and then she turned back to the old man with a scowl. He led her out of the mess hall by her wrists, cutting off her circulation with his bony fingers. “Let me go,” she warned.


  “Not yet,” he said.


  With a quick twist of her wrists, she wriggled free. “Hoi!” she said. “What is wrong with you two? I had him right where I wanted him—putty in my hands! If you’re not going to do business, then at least let me find someone who is!”


  The old man’s reply was soft, and he only said one word—“Reset.”—It was all he needed to say.


  As soon as Angel’s ears caught that word and her brain connected it to meaning, she felt a dawning horror, accompanied by a sweaty rush of unreality. The very fabric of her being was stripped away, and suddenly she didn’t know who she was anymore. I’m Angel! She insisted to herself, but now she understood that that was a lie. She was Alara Vastra, and the old man and woman standing before her were . . . they were . . .


  Her parents.


  A dizzy wash of nausea swept through her. Alara’s knees buckled, and she sunk to the floor. She lay there for a moment, blinking slowly up at the ceiling. The room spun around her head at least a half dozen times before her parents’ faces hove into view. She smiled weakly up at them.


  “Hoi . . .” she said, but her mind was already shutting down.


  “Stay with us, honey!” her mother said, grabbing her hand.


  But sleep felt so warm and peaceful. “I’m just going to close my eyes for a . . .” Alara trailed off as her eyelids fluttered, and she succumbed to sleep.


  * * *


  The morning after the identity change procedure, Ethan awoke to find himself in the overlord’s quarters—now his quarters. It was going to take some getting used to, but the spacious room, king-size bed, giant holoscreen, and the broad floor-to-ceiling viewport were luxuries that would make the adjustment a whole lot easier.


  Being the overlord had its perks.


  Ethan sat up, rubbed tired eyes, and scanned the rest of the room. A large bathroom lay to one side; the sliding doors were open, revealing a broad mirror and gleaming steel cabinetry offset by artfully recessed glow panels and black wall tiles; another desk like the one in the overlord’s office was arranged before the room’s viewport. Separated from the bedroom by a short half wall adorned with indigo-colored ferns, were a couch and some chairs along with a bar and a small kitchenette. Ten years ago this could have been a luxury studio apartment in any city on any planet anywhere in the galaxy. That was before the war. Now most living spaces Ethan had seen were half the size, and they were either in space or they lay underground to better shield them from the high levels of radiation in Dark Space—although the black holes ringing the region didn’t emit much radiation, the dying stars falling into them did.


  It had been little more than a day since Ethan had left Dark Space, but he felt like it had been weeks. So much had happened since then. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and grabbed his comm piece from the bedside table before standing up to stretch. As he did so, a flash of light drew his eyes to the viewport and the murky gray swirl of the Stormcloud Nebula beyond. As he watched, it flashed with another bright discharge of static, and Ethan could just see the dark outline of a station cast into stark relief by the burst of light. This was where they were hiding while they made repairs to the Defiant. They’d arrived at the Stormcloud Transfer Station in the middle of the night, and some unthoughtful kakard had promptly awoken him with the news. When his bedside communicator had begun trilling less than an hour after he’d lain down to sleep, Ethan’s first instinct had been to smash it—an impulse which he’d promptly acted upon—but his fist had hit the receive button by mistake and piped the comm officer’s transmission into his room at full volume, overwhelming Ethan’s sleep-clouded brain with noise. It had been all he could do not to give himself away before remembering that he was supposed to be the supreme overlord now and he couldn’t cuss out his crew for providing important updates.


  Atton had told him to wear his holoskin at all times, just in case, but at least it was less obtrusive than the holoskin Brondi had made him wear. That one had been a skintight body suit made up of rare and expensive shielding and holo-sensitive fibers, while Ethan’s new holoskin projected his appearance from two thin holofield generators around his ankles to two matching bands around his wrists and one around his neck. The new skin was made up of even more expensive materials than Brondi’s one—which Ethan supposed made sense. The overlord would be able to afford the best. The new skin would be much harder to detect, even if one were feeling around for it and knew where to look.


  Ethan stood up from the bed and walked over to the bathroom. Seeing himself in the mirror was a shock. He looked like he’d aged a hundred years overnight. His face was thinner, with plenty of wrinkles, his cheeks were sunken, and his eyebrows were out of control—a bushy white which needed immediate trimming. His nose and ears were groomed at least, but Ethan could see the hair encroaching there already. The four days worth of white stubble on his face needed shaving. Besides being completely white, the pattern of facial hair Ethan saw was subtly different from what he was used to, and when he ran his hands over his cheeks, he could feel the discrepancies—a holoskin didn’t change tactile qualities. Opening the steel cabinet beneath the sink, Ethan found an expensive depilatory gel which would strip the hair off his face and keep it that way for six to eight months. Yet another luxury afforded to the supreme overlord. Ethan applied the gel and let it sit for the required thirty seconds before washing it off, along with all his stubble. After that, Ethan went for a quick vaccucleanse and then got dressed in his new uniform—the flashy white with gold trim of the supreme overlord. Just as Ethan fit his comm piece inside his ear, it began to beep with an incoming transmission, and then he heard a computerized voice say, “Lieutenant Adan Reese calling.”


  Ethan touched his ear to receive the comm. “Hello?”


  “You’re awake. Good.” It was not his son’s voice that Ethan heard, but rather that of the Lieutenant Adan Reese. Last night after the operation to switch identichips, they’d had to switch vocal synthesizers, too. “We need to meet,” Atton said. “I’ll be at your office in five. You can have breakfast sent up there for us.”


  “Sure, see you soon,” Ethan replied, already on his way out. He passed through the doors a moment later and walked past the pair of security guards stationed there. The guards peeled off from the wall and followed him at a distance. They hadn’t actually been trained as sentinels, but rather they were low-ranking corpsmen who couldn’t serve any more useful roles aboard the Defiant.


  When Ethan reached his office, Atton was already waiting to get in. The guards stopped outside the doors and Ethan turned to one of them, almost as an afterthought, to suggest that he fetch them breakfast from the mess hall. The guard looked at Ethan strangely, but then saluted and said, “Yes, sir,” before hurrying off. Atton also shot Ethan a strange look as they walked inside the office.


  The doors swished shut behind them, and Atton sighed. “You shouldn’t be sending your bodyguards to get you breakfast,” he said.


  “All right, who should I send then?” Ethan asked as he rounded his dark-lacquered wooden desk and sat down in the high-backed black chair.


  “You can call the mess hall directly and request what you want. They’ll have someone bring it up to you. We’re undermanned, but you’re the overlord, so they’ll make it happen.”


  “Right. This takes a bit of getting used to, Atton.”


  “I know, which is why I’d like to suggest that you promote me and assign me as your XO aboard the Defiant. That way I’ll be able to help you act the part of the overlord. Once you’re more comfortable with the role you can assign me wherever you feel’s best.”


  Ethan nodded. “Consider it done. Who’s the current XO?”


  “Caldin.”


  Ethan’s eyes lit with recognition. “I know her. She was also my XO in the Rokan Defense sim run. She was the one who recommended me—well, Adan Reese—for command training.”


  “I’m sure she’ll be surprised to find that her suggestion was taken so seriously.”


  “And perhaps a bit resentful that he’s being given her rank and position aboard the Defiant,” Ethan added.


  “There’s not much we can do about that, but you don’t have to demote her. You can assign her as your tactical adviser if you wish. I’ve found she has some good insights.”


  “I agree,” Ethan replied.


  A few minutes later breakfast arrived with a knock at the doors. Ethan spoke a verbal command to open the doors, and one of his guards walked in balancing a tray loaded with pancakes, juice, and a steaming pot of caf.


  Ethan caught a whiff of the caf and pancakes and he felt a strong answering stir in his belly. Suddenly he realized that he couldn’t remember the last time he ate. It had to have been more than 24 hours ago. As for the caf, it had been years since he’d had a cup of caf. Ethan watched the tray approach with eager anticipation, and he dug in before the guard had even poured his coffee. By the time the guard left, Ethan had already finished half his stack of pancakes. The office door slid shut with a swish. Atton cleared his throat. Ethan looked up from cutting another giant wedge out of his stack of pancakes to see Atton smiling at him over the rim of his cup of caf. Ethan took a moment to breathe and wash the pancakes down with a big gulp from his own cup.


  “So, what’s your first move, Overlord?” Atton asked.


  Ethan swallowed and took another sip of caf while he considered the question. “You said there’s another group of survivors.”


  “Yes, Admiral Hoff Heston and the remnants of the Fifth Fleet. They were cut off during our retreat to Dark Space, so they holed up someplace else.”


  Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “Someplace? You don’t know where they are?”


  “No, they don’t trust us to have that information—since we’re working with the Gors. We coordinate attacks and salvage operations together, but they keep us at a distance.”


  “I see. And our forces? How many are they and where?”


  “They’re split up into four separate strike groups, each with its own base of operations. There are 13 capital-class vessels in all. Fourteen now if you count the Defiant.”


  “Not very many. Will it be enough to take on the Valiant?”


  Atton hesitated. “I imagine Brondi is also short-handed right now, so we stand a chance, but we would take very heavy casualties in a straight fight. I would recommend a different course. I doubt Brondi will be able to get Roan’s cooperation to help him detect any cloaked ships in the area, so if we had one, we might be able to sneak aboard with a small boarding party.”


  Ethan raised an eyebrow. “I think you’d need a large boarding party to overwhelm the troops Brondi has aboard that carrier.”


  “Not if he can’t see us. How many men do you think one invisible soldier could kill?”


  “The Gors,” Ethan said as his eyes lit with understanding.


  “Even a few dozen of them would be enough to clear the Valiant.”


  “Well, what are we waiting for, then?”


  “The Defiant isn’t cloaked, and we only have Tova with us, so we can’t launch the attack ourselves.”


  “I know,” Ethan replied. “I meant we need to call the Gors and put together an op.”


  Atton shook his head. “We can’t call them. The commnet doesn’t exist out here. The gate relays are all down.”


  “All of them?”


  Atton nodded. “They were mostly destroyed by Sythians, but some have just fallen into disrepair. We’ll have to travel to the nearest strike group to contact them.”


  Ethan frowned. “We’re not cloaked.”


  “We’re not that far away. The nearest task force is at Obsidian Station. A few jumps and we’ll be there.”


  Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “How many is a few?”


  “About five.”


  Ethan winced and took another sip of caf. “We need to get Tova’s help for this. If she doesn’t help us detect cloaked Sythians, we’ll be taken out before we even know what hit us.”


  “She may not be willing to work with us if she finds out the truth about what happened to Roan.”


  “Well, the truth is, we’re going to rescue her mate. If she’s got any brain at all she’ll work with us to achieve that end.”


  Atton conceded that with a shrug. “They don’t reason like us, Ethan, but it’s worth a try.”


  “Right. While we’re at it, is there anything we can do to bolster our nova compliment? We just have six fighters. That’s half a squadron.”


  “There’s another squadron aboard the transfer station,” Atton said. “But no pilots.”


  “That’s funny,” Ethan said.


  “What?” Atton replied.


  “When I wanted to join the fleet as a civilian, I was told that they had more applicants than ships, but now that I’ve been . . . conscripted . . . I’m finding that it’s just the opposite.”


  “Well, in Dark Space we do have more applicants than ships, and even outside, we’re training more Gors than we have ships to fill. All the Gors we free now are going to form our very first invasion army.”


  Ethan sat back and steepled his hands before his chin. “I suppose we’ll have more than enough troops to take back the Valiant then. Brondi’s in for a surprise.”


  Atton nodded. “We’ll have her back soon. The tougher part will be finding a new crew for her.”


  “Yes . . .” Ethan trailed off and his eyes drifted out of focus. He had been responsible for killing the original crew by unwittingly carrying Brondi’s super virus aboard the ship.


  “It’s not your fault, Ethan,” Atton said.


  “We can agree to disagree on that.”


  “If anything Kurlin Vastra shoulders more of the blame than you.”


  Ethan’s eyes came back into focus at the mention of Alara’s father. “Are you going to level any charges against him?”


  Atton just looked at him. “Well, that’s up to you now. I’m not the overlord anymore.”


  “I’m not going to do anything. I’d be a hypocrite if I had him tried and not myself. Besides, we were both Brondi’s pawns, even if Kurlin knew exactly what he was doing and I didn’t. For now, I think it’s best for us to keep all of that as quiet as possible. What about the guards who interrogated Kurlin? Have they been sworn to secrecy?”


  “They have, but I’m not sure we can trust them to keep quiet for long. Everyone lost people close to them on the Valiant. It’s only a matter of time before the guards talk to someone, or maybe even plot to kill Kurlin themselves.”


  “And what do they know about me? You said that Kurlin revealed my part as the carrier for his virus. He met me you know, so if he ever sees me without my holoskin . . .”


  Atton raised an eyebrow at that. “When would he have a chance to see you without your holoskin? Besides do you really think he’ll try to pin blame on you when he’s just as guilty? He did mention there was a live carrier for the virus who infiltrated the Valiant, but you weren’t named. Kurlin seems to have assumed that you died aboard the Valiant with everyone else, so you’re safe. The greater problem is what will happen to old Kurlin if the crew finds out what he did.”


  “They’ll murder him,” Ethan replied.


  “Right, and we still need him to produce more of the vaccine, just in case the plague spreads through Sythian Space, too.”


  “I didn’t think of that,” Ethan said. “Where are the interrogators now?”


  “One of them just brought us breakfast.”


  Ethan frowned. “Well, that’s going to help me sleep at night. Couldn’t we have them reassigned somewhere else? Maybe we could leave them on the transfer station.”


  Atton nodded. “I would recommend that, yes, but that won’t shut them up forever, it’ll just isolate them for a while. Eventually the news will get out.”


  “Well, let’s hope they keep their mouths shut.”


  “A more permanent solution would be to assign them to the boarding party for the Valiant. . . .”


  Ethan’s eyes grew wide as he understood what Atton was implying. He felt a sharp pang of disappointment to think that his son would even consider such a thing. “Atton . . .”


  The boy shook his head. “I can see you don’t approve, but think about the greater good here. Part of your responsibility as overlord is going to be making the hard decisions—doing the things that on the surface seem wrong, but for the greater evil they will prevent.”


  “Wrong is wrong, Atton.”


  Atton smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You can’t afford to see the world in black and white, Ethan. Right and wrong are often just shades of gray. I’m surprised I have to tell a smuggler that.”


  Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “Ex-smuggler. I lost everything because of my own moral compromises. If it weren’t for that, you and your mother and I would never have been separated, but instead you grew up without me there, and your mother is . . .” Ethan trailed off, shaking his head. “Missing.” That was as honest as he could afford to be with himself right now.


  “Look, all I’m saying is that we need Kurlin. I don’t care how you keep him alive, but you’d better, or many more people will die.”


  Ethan nodded. “Fine. Speaking of Kurlin, I should check on Alara,” he said, smoothly changing the topic. He felt privately sick that his son had such a convenient concept of right and wrong. Ethan touched his ear to activate his comm piece and then he said, “Call Kurlin Vastra.” The comm began to trill faintly in his ear, and a moment later the doctor picked up.


  “Doctor Kurlin!” Ethan said. “This is Overlord Dominic speaking. How is Alara doing?”


  Kurlin hesitated before replying. “Oh . . . hello, sir . . .” He sounded confused. “Alara’s not well, I’m afraid. She’s just suffered a relapse.”


  Ethan frowned. “Where is she now?”


  “Med bay. We’re looking after her. Why do you ask?”


  Ethan had momentarily forgotten that Alara was nobody to the overlord; they didn’t even know each other. But while Ethan had been Adan Reese, he had professed to have some sort of connection to her—a connection which Alara wouldn’t even recognize if she were in her right mind.


  All this identity switching was getting complicated.


  Ethan’s gaze flicked to Atton. “My new XO, Adan Reese, was asking about her. I’ll put him through to you now.”


  Ethan spoke aloud the command to transfer the comm call to Adan Reese, and then Ethan went back to his breakfast with a frown. He didn’t close the call on his end, so he was able to listen in as Atton did a good job of pretending to be concerned for a woman he’d never known. Ethan heard Kurlin relay the details of Alara’s regression—the incident in the mess hall with the lieutenant and then the subsequent reset which had knocked Alara unconscious.


  Apparently the only thing the Defiant’s barely-qualified medic had been able to do for Alara without knowing how to safely deactivate her slave chip, was to implant another chip which would fight against the first. The code word “reset” would temporarily interrupt the slave chip, but it seemed doing that had been so traumatic for her brain that she’d been knocked unconscious. She was awake now and still claiming to be Angel, but with less conviction than before. The medic had said she would be okay, but he’d strongly cautioned against using another reset. Alara would have to fight her programming on her own.


  Ethan gritted his teeth. Brondi was going to pay. His mind flashed back to what Atton had said about Tova’s mate aboard the Valiant and that brought a dark smile to his face. I hope he eats you, Ethan thought, but his next thought was that if Brondi died they would never get the deactivation codes they needed to safely remove Alara’s slave chip.


  It was hard to want someone both dead and alive at the same time.


  


  



  


  Chapter 5


  Verlin stalked through the bowels of the Valiant with his team of scouts. Everywhere he went, the bounty hunter saw Brondi’s men walking beside big, hovering black garbage bins, using portable grav guns to pick up the bodies of the previous crew and drop them inside.


  Even Verlin’s stomach turned at the sheer numbers of the dead. Walking through the Valiant was like walking through a mausoleum. He turned his eyes to the fore and forced himself to focus. He and his team reached a rail car tunnel and waited for the car to arrive. Once it did, they piled in, ignoring the bodies inside the car. Verlin turned to the directory beside the doors. He searched the ship for probable locations to hide something—what was he looking for anyway? What could old Dominic have been hiding?


  This is a wild rictan hunt, Verlin thought as he punched in a random destination—the med lab. Good as any. He went to find a seat as far as possible from the nearest body.


  Brondi was wasting his time, but with the amount of Sols he was being paid, Verlin supposed that he couldn’t complain. He settled his head back against the side of the car just as it began whooshing through the ship.


  * * *


  Roan glared at the door of his prison, willing it to open. His slitted yellow eyes had been fixed on that spot for the past four hours straight, and the door still hadn’t been opened. No one had come to bring him food. Roan finally tore his gaze away from the door and looked around his half-finished crèche. It was much larger than the previous one he’d shared with Tova. She was probably still there waiting for him. The human workers in their thick coats and gloves had disappeared more than a day ago, and they had locked the door behind them. This had never happened before, and it called into question the level of trust between them. Roan wondered if something had happened to break the alliance.


  The humans had been gone too long. They were supposed to be finishing his crèche and bringing him food. They were not keeping their end of the deal, so it was time for Roan to break his. He refused to stay hidden any longer. He would find a way out. Roan stalked over to his armor and put it on piece by piece until he was cloaked in the comforting coolness of his second skin. This one would protect him from the elements unlike the weaker one he’d been born with. He flexed his forearm gauntlets and then turned to the door with his palms outstretched. Two lances of purple light shot out and slammed into the door with a resounding thud. Nothing happened. The door was pristine, its armor too strong for his weapons to pierce. Roan cursed under his breath and turned to search the vast chamber for another way out. His eyes jumped from pillars of ice to the still, blue waters of his pool. The floor was covered in ice and snow. There were no other exits that he could see.


  Then his eyes seized upon something. It was long and black and roughly rectangular. He’d seen the humans using it to carve and shape the ice pillars. Roan stalked over to it. He remembered that the device produced an intense beam of light and heat. He wondered if it would also cut a hole through the door. Picking it up, Roan carried the device over to the door and fiddled with the controls until he found a small lever which fired a bright red beam and melted a furrow in the icy floor behind him. Turning to look at the damage, Roan let out a hiss, and then he turned the device around. Now he triggered the lever again and began tracing a line across the door. He saw the duranium begin to glow, and watched as small rivulets of metal began oozing down the door in fast-drying streaks.


  This would do, Roan decided.


  * * *


  The med lab was also filled with bodies. These ones wore white hazmat suits, but they were just as dead. Verlin kicked the nearest one in the ribs to see if it would stir, but it didn’t even twitch, and rigor mortis made the body react to his kick like a rock. Verlin looked away. The hazmats hadn’t saved them.


  Looking around the darkened room, Verlin saw vials of serum and lab equipment scattered everywhere. The sheer, frantic disarray seemed to suggest that these med workers had been trying to formulate a vaccine to the virus right up until the moment it had killed them.


  “This is interesting. . . .” one of Verlin’s men said. Verlin turned to see the man querying a nearby lab computer.


  “What?” Verlin asked, walking up behind him.


  “There’s a large area grayed out on the ship schematic.” The man turned to him and then back to the screen to point. “Look—here’s the med lab. On the other side of it is the med center, but in between . . . there’s this big empty space with no apparent access. The schematic labels the area as hazardous, but doesn’t say what’s in there. All other information is classified.”


  “Well, well,” Verlin said. “That is interesting. No doors? Which wall separates that area from us?”


  The man turned and looked around the lab. A moment later he pointed to the wall furthest from them. There were a few mag-clamped trolleys of medical equipment stacked there. “I think it’s that one.”


  Verlin walked up to it and moved one of the trolleys aside to run his hands along the wall, looking for seams. “It appears solid,” he said. “We’ll have to blast it open if we want a look on the other side.” Verlin snapped his fingers and said, “Someone get over here and make a hole.”


  Another of his men came up behind him and shook his head. “We’ll need a cutting beam.”


  “And?”


  “We didn’t bring one.”


  Verlin just stared at the man.


  “Right, I’ll go get one.”


  “Good,” Verlin replied. “I’ll wait.”


  While they were still waiting there, a recessed section of that wall slid soundlessly aside. One man noticed the movement and turned to look. “Hoi! What the frek!” he said and whipped up his ripper rifle to cover the dark hallway which had appeared out of nowhere. “Halt! Anyone there?”


  Now everyone had their rifles covering the opening while slowly backpedaling away from it. Verlin covered the entrance with his modified ripper pistol, but he didn’t back away. He’d already checked the corridor with his visual scanning implant, but there was nothing there—nothing on either the infrared or visible light spectrums. That dark corridor was very cold and very empty. There was, however, a very soft sound emanating from the open space, which his aural scanning implant detected as a movement of air. It could have simply been the warmer air of the lab meeting the colder air of the corridor and starting up a convection current.


  “We need to get out of here!” one man said.


  “Relax!” Verlin replied. “There’s nothing there—you!” He snapped his fingers at the man who was most visibly frightened. “Go investigate.”


  “Me?” the man’s voice cracked. “Why me?”


  “Because I frekkin’ said so. Now go!”


  The man took a hesitant step toward the darkness. When nothing happened to him, he seemed to gather a bit more courage and he took a few more steps. The man reached the threshold and stopped. “Frek, it’s cold in there,” he said. “Do you think this was storage for some type of bioweapons?”


  Verlin frowned. “I don’t know. If you get in there, maybe you can tell us.”


  The man hesitated once more, and then he walked in. Verlin could see his thermal signature receding into the colder blue of the corridor. When he was just a distant red and yellow speck in Verlin’s augmented sight, the man’s voice came echoing back to them, “You have to see this!”


  Verlin nodded to the rest of his team, gesturing for them to follow, and they began walking single-file down the corridor, their rifles at the ready. Verlin was the last one to enter; he heard the men ahead of him exclaiming one by one as they reached the end of the corridor. When Verlin himself reached that point, he stopped in the open doorway and gaped at what he saw. This was not some secret bioweapons storage locker. It was a carefully constructed habitat, designed to fit some creature’s native environment. The dim light, the snow and ice, and the deep blue pool of water gave clues to what kind of creature it might be, but there were too many possibilities for Verlin to hazard a guess. He watched his men fanning out through the vast chamber. One of them stubbed his toes on a block of ice and exclaimed, “Frek! It’s dark! Hasn’t anyone found the lights? Lights on!” the man tried.


  “That’s not going to work, Baller,” another man said. “You think whatever animal lived in here used voice-activated systems?”


  So, the overlord was keeping pets aboard his ship. Verlin nodded slowly to himself. On the surface it seemed a curious idiosyncrasy, nothing more, but then why would Dominic feel the need to hide his pets away in an unlabeled part of the ship?


  As he was considering the question, Verlin’s brain registered something strange in the corner of his eye. He turned to look and saw a cutting beam lying in a puddle of water just inside the chamber. Verlin frowned down at the device and took a step forward to pick it up. It was still hot. He turned in a quick circle to determine what it might have been used for, and then he saw a molten chunk of duranium lying in the snow, cast off to the other side of the chamber. Verlin looked down the corridor to the med lab. Then he noticed that where the chamber used to be sealed with a door, now there was just a melted hole. Whatever had been locked up in here had escaped.


  Verlin turned back to his men and called out, “Fall back!”


  And that was when he heard the first gurgling scream.


  


  



  


  Chapter 6


  —THE YEAR 0 AE—


  In seconds, the rictans covered the distance to the open door where Destra stood. She fixed her gaze on the leader, her aim steady as it glared coldly back with dark red eyes. She was just about the pull the trigger when Digger called out, “Doc, Petra, leave it! Friend. These are our friends.”


  Almost instantly the two rictans stopped scrabbling for purchase on the duranium floors and they slowed to a trot. Their snarling quieted and they settled for muted yipping instead.


  Destra blinked. She kept her aim steady on the deadly predators, but watched them turn and head back the way they’d come, their barbed tails flicking restlessly as they sauntered off.


  “Frek, Digger!” She rounded on him with flashing blue eyes. “You’re keeping pet rictans? Have you gone skriffy?”


  He just grinned. “Scared ya, didn’t they?”


  She shook her head. “You can’t train rictans!”


  “They’re chipped,” Digger said, waving a dismissive hand.


  Destra frowned. Slave chips were illegal, but she supposed that Digger wouldn’t care given his other illicit activities.


  “Well, keep them away from us,” she said.


  “Relax, they know you’re friends now. You could scratch their bellies and they wouldn’t bite.”


  Destra’s eyes narrowed, but she nodded and holstered her pistol. Taking a few steps inside, she looked around. “So this is your place, then?”


  “Yea.”


  “Nice. No one else lives here?”


  Digger shook his head. “Not anymore, but don’t worry. I have a spare room.” His eyes flicked to Lessie and Dean who were still hiding behind Destra. “Guess you’ll have to sleep on the couch so they can share the bed. Go on, make yourselves at home while I put some dinner in the synthesizer,” Digger said, starting toward the kitchen.


  Destra turned to see that Lessie and Dean still stood frozen before the entrance of the stim lab.


  Lessie shot a quick glance at Digger before whispering, “Are we going to stay here with those—” Lessie’s gaze darted to the dark corridor where the rictans had disappeared. “—things?” she asked.


  “They’re chipped, so we should be okay.” Destra nodded to the black couch in front of the holoscreen. “Go take a seat. You two look exhausted.”


  Lessie nodded, but her eyes never left the corridor. She and her son made their way into the living room, holding to each other tightly as they walked.


  “What would ya like to drink? I got water, caf, stim juice, fost berry soda . . . ?”


  “Water’s fine,” Destra said, answering for all of them. She was still standing just inside the entrance, her gaze wandering around the room. She turned to study Digger as he bustled about in the kitchen. The synthesizer turned on with a hum, and a delicious aroma began wafting through the room. Destra’s stomach began to rumble in response.


  A minute later Digger emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray piled high with steaming bread rolls and bowls of soup. “Dinner’s served!” he said, beaming as he strode into the living room.


  Destra followed him to the sofas with a frown. As she moved out of the doorway, the door swung shut behind her with an ominous boom. She turned to look at the door and thought, I guess it’s too late to check into a hotel. . . .


  * * *


  —THE YEAR 10 AE—


  Alec Brondi sat in the overlord’s luxurious quarters aboard the Valiant, smoking a fat cigar, his feet propped up on the desk as he used a holo pad to snoop through Dominic’s personal documents. His techs had recently finished decrypting the files, so it was worth a look to see if the overlord had been hiding anything in plain sight.


  He came to one file entitled, Legacy, and stopped. It was a video recording. Brondi keyed it for playback, and watched as a holo shimmered to life in the air above the reader. He recognized the scene immediately. It was the same room where he was sitting now; old man Dominic was lying in bed with wires and tubes trailing from under the sheets to a series of blinking and beeping machines. Brondi frowned and his eyes skipped away from the holo to find the overlord’s bed. It lay to one side of the large, open-concept space. His gaze fixed upon the holo once more as a tall, broad-shouldered young man with dark hair walked in front of the recorder.


  “Atton,” the overlord said in a shivery voice, his hand rising beneath the covers.


  “Father,” the boy replied.


  Brondi abruptly plucked the cigar from his lips and dropped his feet off the desk. “Son of a . . . ! Overlord?” He watched the boy kneel beside the bed and clasp the overlord’s reaching hand in both of his.


  “We don’t have much time,” Dominic said. “Are you ready to make the switch?”


  The young man nodded.


  “Your holoskin is in the safe in my locker, and you have two spares, just in case. You’re doing the right thing, Atton.”


  The young man nodded. “I know.”


  “Med bot,” the overlord called out, and a hovering silver sphere appeared in the holo with a syringe dangling from one of its many jointed arms. Brondi watched the subsequent operation with intense interest. He saw first the young man offer his wrist to the bot and receive an injection of anesthetic, and then the bot pulled out another syringe and injected the overlord with it. The operation which followed made a small incision in each man’s wrist, whereupon their identichips were promptly switched.


  When the operation was finished, Dominic lay back with a sigh. “Immortals be with you, Atton. I wish I could be, too.”


  “As do I, Father.”


  “You will need to fake your own death. The overlord’s adopted son can’t simply go missing and no one notice.”


  “I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry.”


  “And my body?” the overlord asked. “They can’t be allowed to discover that I was a skinner, too.” With that admission, the overlord’s features abruptly shimmered and morphed into those of a man almost as old, but not nearly as vital.


  “Holy frek!” Brondi jumped up from the desk and the holo pad clattered to the floor. The holo fuzzed out and then sprang back to life. Brondi jumped back from it as though it were a snake. “Holy frek!” he said again. The overlord wasn’t the overlord at all. He was a holoskinner! Brondi was grinning wildly now, his cigar forgotten and smoldering in one hand. He shook that hand at the holo, casting off a rain of glowing cigar embers which fluttered down through the recording. “You had us all fooled, didn’t you?”


  “Would it be so bad if they knew?” Brondi heard Atton say amidst his shocked exclamations.


  “The Imperium would fall apart. It would be anarchy. . . .” The overlord paused to take a few gasping breaths. He began patting Atton’s hands. “You need to be the one to transition us to a new overlord—peacefully. He has grown old enough; it is time we had a new, younger face for the ISS.”


  “You don’t mean me?”


  The overlord just smiled. “Perhaps after some years have passed you will be able to answer that question for yourself.”


  Brondi went on smiling and gaping at the holo. What followed were mostly sentimental exchanges, but Brondi watched right up until the end. When the holo ended without further surprises, Brondi went straight to the overlord’s locker beside the bed. He opened the polished steel door and looked around for the safe. He tossed the overlord’s things aside carelessly, searching for it, but there was no safe in evidence. Then Brondi thought to check the back of the locker. He knocked on it with his fist, checking for hollow spaces. Everywhere he tested, it rang with a dull thunk, right until he got down on his haunches and tried the back wall of the bottom shelf. This time there came a hollow sound, and Brondi popped his now stubby cigar in his mouth as his lips parted in a smile. He would have to get someone to crack into the safe of course, but then . . .


  The pieces of a plan began assembling in his brain. He could rule Dark Space without even a hint of disruption to the established order—at least until it became impossible to hide what had happened aboard the Valiant. Long before then it would be easy to trick the scattered remnants of the fleet into yielding control of their vessels to him. He wouldn’t just have the Valiant. He would have it all!


  In that moment Brondi’s comm began to trill. He touched a hand to his ear to answer it, and a tense female voice began chattering in his hear.


  “Brondi, sir, we have a situation developing on—”


  “Call me supreme overlord,” Brondi interrupted, already getting used to the idea of taking Dominic’s place.


  The woman hesitated. “Supreme Overlord Brondi, we have a situation on deck 12. The bounty hunter Verlin and various members of his team have called for backup. They are under attack.”


  Brondi frowned. So there were more survivors of the plague. “Has the situation been dealt with?”


  “We’re not sure what happened. They’ve stopped answering comms.”


  “Hmmm,” Brondi’s brow furrowed. “Secure the floor. Shut down all access to that level except for one lift tube, and have an assault team waiting for me there. I’ll go investigate myself.”


  “Yes, sir—Overlord Brondi, sir.”


  Brondi tapped his ear to end the comm call and then turned to leave the overlord’s quarters. He was not happy. The ship was supposed to have been cleared of survivors long ago. Whoever had delivered that all-clear would answer for their mistake.


  * * *


  As soon as the door opened for him, Roan heard the men’s voices and their exclamations of surprise. He watched one man stagger away from the open door.


  “Hoi! What the frek!” that man said. “Halt! Anyone there?”


  The way that man held his rifle, aimed straight at him, Roan knew that the alliance had been shattered. These men were now his enemies. They had no doubt planned to keep him prisoner, but now he was out, and he would not be captured again. The rest of the men also swung their rifles into line, and Roan bared his teeth, but made no sound, standing perfectly still in the entrance to his crèche. Had they somehow seen him?


  “Relax!” a dark-skinned man said. “There’s nothing there—you!” That man snapped his fingers at another. “Go investigate.”


  “Me? Why me?”


  So they hadn’t seen him. Roan relaxed his rigid posture and listened to the ensuing exchange with great interest. His translator bead relayed the men’s words to him in his own language with the occasional nonsensical slip up—


  “Because I copulatin’ said so! Now go!” the dark man said.


  Roan wasn’t sure what reproduction had to do with this situation, but he put it down to one more thing he didn’t understand about humans. He watched one of the men creeping toward him and he pressed himself against the wall to allow that man past. Roan watched as the human walked all the way down the corridor to the entrance of his crèche and then stepped inside, exclaiming, “You have to see this!”


  Roan had to stop a hiss of displeasure from escaping his lips as the remainder of the men outside began filing in to investigate. They were invading his crèche without invitation or permission! They would pay for that insult. Roan waited until the last man—the dark man—had entered the corridor, and then he quietly followed them in.


  When the dark man stopped just inside the entrance of the crèche, Roan stepped past him and began shadowing the first one to have entered. He followed just a step behind the human and waited until he had wandered far from the others; then Roan took one long stride toward him and reached out for his head with both hands. One of Roan’s armored hands covered the man’s mouth, muffling his screams, and with a sudden wrenching motion, something popped in the man’s neck, and he crumpled to the snowy floor. Roan stood over him, waiting for him to get up. When he didn’t, Roan hissed quietly. Humans were such frail creatures.


  The others came running to see what had happened, while Roan sunk into the shadows, waiting for his next victim.


  * * *


  With his enhanced sight Verlin saw the man fall, but not what had caused him to trip. The others heard his scream, but didn’t see anything, so they were panicking.


  “Quiet!” Verlin yelled as they all hurried toward the fallen man. He was not moving. Had he slipped on a patch of ice, hit his head, and been knocked unconscious? Verlin frowned. Brondi’s men were hopelessly incompetent.


  As Verlin drew near to the fallen man, however, he began to notice something strange. The pattern of footsteps in the snow was wrong. There were two sets of footprints rather than one, and the second set was closely shadowing the first. The shadowing pair of prints were very large. Verlin bent down for a closer look while the rest of his men rushed on blindly to see what had happened to their comrade. The prints had been made by boots.


  “His neck’s been snapped!” one man said. Another shushed him, warning that whatever had killed their squad mate was still in there with them.


  Verlin stood up and turned in a quick circle to study the vast chamber, his pistol swinging first one way, and then the other. He ignored his men’s frantic whispering. Verlin’s mind went back to the discarded laser welder and the molten chunk of door. What type of animal is bipedal, tool-using, and wears boots? he wondered. A human?


  It would have to be a giant.


  Verlin’s gaze swung back to the worried knot of men standing over the body. He was about to order them to fall back again when a gout of blood erupted from one man’s chest. He didn’t even scream, but the men around him did as they were splashed with his blood.


  Verlin could see perfectly in the dark, but he still couldn’t see what had killed the second man. Another one made a run for the door. He was the next to die with something unseen grabbing his head from behind and snapping his neck like the first.


  Someone fired off a random volley of ripper fire, but it hit the snow with a puff of shattered ice crystals. He was next. His scream went on and on as he was first dragged off his feet and then thrown into the freezing cold water and dragged under.


  Verlin was already hurriedly backing out of the chamber to the entrance. He touched his ear to make a comm call. When the bridge answered, he spoke quickly. “We’re under attack on level 12, Med Lab! Three men down! Send reinforcements.”


  The comm crackled. “Acknowledged. How many are there?”


  There came another splash from the pool, but Verlin didn’t see what had caused it. He squinted into the distance and shook his head. “At least one, but—” There came a rushing whoosh of air as something ran toward him at great speed. Verlin turned to flee, but then he felt himself being lifted bodily and thrown high into the air. As he reached the apex of that toss, Verlin twisted around and fired off a shot. It disappeared into thin air, but something hissed loudly. Then Verlin hit the ground face-first with a very solid thud. A sharp pain went through his neck and nose, which had hit just before the rest of him, and he felt his awareness diming as his thoughts slipped away. He knew that he had to hold on to consciousness if he were to survive, and he fought the encroaching darkness with everything that he had. That was when he felt something sharp raking down his back, and his eyes shot open with a scream.


  He heard a warbling hiss close beside his ear. “Let me go, you frekkin’ . . . !” Verlin twisted onto his ruined back and fired two more shots in random directions. Both missed. He pressed a hand to his ear to speak once more into his comm.


  That was when he realized that his comm piece had fallen out when he’d hit the ground. He spotted it lying just out of reach to his right. Verlin scrambled to reach it, but something grabbed hold of his hand and crushed it, breaking all of the bones and grinding the pieces together.


  Verlin screamed again, and then something very strong crushed his windpipe and he could scream no more.


  


  



  


  Chapter 7


  Tova did not look happy. Ethan wasn’t sure if he was imagining it, but she hadn’t moved a muscle since he’d explained to her that Roan was trapped aboard an enemy ship. Beside him, Atton looked nervous. That was another clue that Tova was just a step away from tearing them into bite-sized chunks.


  The guards flanking them with their ripper rifles casually at the ready gave Ethan only a small amount of comfort. If Tova wanted to, she could simply disappear, and it would be impossible to track an invisible target. Ethan reflected that he should have thought about that in advance and prepared something to defend against an invisible enemy.


  “I’m sorry,” Ethan said again. “I wish we had been able to rescue him during the evacuation, but I’m sure he’s still alive.”


  At last Tova moved, but it was just a muscle twitching in her neck—then her eyes blinked and her lips parted. Ethan heard her warbling language followed promptly by the translation. “He is living,” she said.


  Ethan cocked his head. “Really? You’ve spoken with him?”


  “He is hurt, not bad. Humans on ship think he is dead. He thinks they are you.”


  Ethan allowed his relief to show, his shoulders sagging. “Thank the Immortals. Can you contact him now?”


  Tova’s yellow eyes narrowed. “Are they you? The ones who try to kill Roan?”


  “No!” Ethan answered quickly.


  “They are humans.”


  Ethan frowned. “They are humans, but they are not with us.”


  “Your species is foolish to fight itself.”


  Ethan snorted. “You can say that again.”


  “Why? Do you not hear well?”


  Ethan shook his head. “No, never mind. The point is, we are not with them nor are they with us. You have to make Roan understand that the men on board will try to kill him or hurt him if they find him, and he needs to hide until we can return.”


  “He understands this already. What else you desire to communicate?”


  “Tell him we will be there soon, and that if possible, we could use his help.”


  “What type of help?”


  Ethan hesitated, thinking quickly. “If he can find and shut down the main reactor or the shields just before we arrive, it would give us time and the opportunity we need to get aboard.”


  “When we arrive?”


  “Yes.”


  “When we arrive?” Tova repeated, looming closer.


  Ethan frowned, wondering why she’d repeated the question, but then he realized that she was asking when they would arrive to take back the Valiant and rescue Roan. Good question, he thought. “Tell him it will be about a week.”


  “I tell him.”


  “Meanwhile, we’ll need you to sit down with our chief engineer and discuss ways that the Valiant could be sabotaged, so that you can tell Roan. Would you be willing to talk with our engineer, Tova?”


  She hissed. “You think we are ignorant.”


  “You are—” Tova’s eyes flashed and Ethan hastened to add, “—ignorant of our technology, anyway. It will be easier for Roan to sabotage the Valiant if we tell him what to do.”


  “I do this but take care that you do not offend me again. Your words are arrogant and foolish.”


  “Sure,” Ethan said, waving his hand dismissively. “One more thing, Tova . . .” Ethan regretted what he had to say next. “We need to cross Sythian Space to gather reinforcements before we can rescue Roan.”


  Tova’s eyes narrowed again. “You can make ship invisible?”


  Ethan shook his head and Tova hissed. “This is not dangerous—is impossible,” she said.


  “We have to try. For Roan’s sake and for ours. And we need your help, Tova. If we can’t make ourselves invisible we have to at least be able to detect the Sythians who are.”


  Tova hissed again and this time she bared her fangs. “I help you, crazy human, but not from here. No longer from the shadows. I stay by your side so that you live to rescue the lord of my crèche.”


  Ethan smiled to cover the grimace which was tugging at the corners of his mouth. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. First let me formally introduce you to the crew, and then I’ll bring you onto the bridge. You’ll have to wear a uniform of course, but we’ll have one made.”


  “No uniform,” Tova said. “I wear armor.”


  Ethan’s smile broadened, but inwardly he scowled. “Tova, in our society people wear clothes not armor. To live among us you must make some compromises.” Out of the corner of his eye Ethan noticed Atton shaking his head.


  “I make compromise already. I don’t eat you for letting your crèche mates to capture Roan.”


  “Tova, you’ll make my crew uneasy if you’re wearing your armor.”


  Tova hissed again. “Then I wear nothing, but you are to make your ship dark and cold like night.”


  Ethan frowned. “Don’t push me, Tova.”


  “I do not push you. Do your eyes hurt in dark as mine do in light? Does your skin burn in heat?” Tova loomed closer still.


  “We’ll turn down the climate controllers and the lights, but you’ll have to adapt to a slightly warmer and brighter environment.”


  Tova’s eyes flared wide and she bared her fangs, hissing loudly. “You adapt to me!”


  “You need us to help you as much as we need you, Tova. Think about it. Roan needs you. It’ll only be for a few days.”


  Tova hissed one last time and looked away from them. “I wait to be brought to bridge,” she said.


  Ethan nodded. “We’ll be back soon.” He turned on his heel and began descending the stairs with Atton. Their bodyguards kept a careful watch on Tova as they left the icy darkness of her crèche.


  “You shouldn’t have been so demanding with her,” Atton said.


  “Relax, it went well. She agreed to our conditions, didn’t she?” Ethan replied.


  “She didn’t agree to anything. Did you see the way she looked away from us?” The door to Tova’s crèche swished shut behind them.


  Ethan frowned. “Yes, wasn’t that a sign of her giving in?”


  Atton laughed. “It’s an expression of extreme displeasure. We are unworthy of her sight. In Gor society, only those who have fallen out of favor are treated that way. She does not like us at all.”


  Ethan snorted. “Well, I’m not too fond of her myself.”


  “It may be hard to get her cooperation.”


  “She’ll come around. Her life and Roan’s are at stake, too. Meanwhile, I’d better think of how I’m going to break the news to our crew.”


  “They’re not going to like her either.”


  “Well, we’re all just going to have to get along.”


  They entered the lift tube at the end of the long, dark corridor which they’d taken to reach Tova’s crèche. The guards entered behind them, and Ethan watched as they turned to cover the entrance of the lift, presenting their backs to him. They were the same guards that knew Dr. Kurlin had created the virus which had killed almost everyone aboard the Valiant. Ethan spent a moment eyeing them before turning to Atton. “We have some reassignments to make, don’t we?” he said, nodding sideways to the guards in the lift.


  Atton caught his meaning and nodded. “I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry.”


  Ethan smiled. “Good. We need everything to go smoothly over the next week.”


  The lift arrived with an almost imperceptible jolt that spoke of a better-functioning inertial management system, and then the doors swished open, and a welcome blast of warm air entered the lift. Ethan realized from the way his face started tingling that his exposed skin had begun to go numb in Tova’s crèche.


  They exited the lift behind the guards. One fell in behind Ethan and one in front. As they walked, Ethan wondered about the time, and the hour flashed up as fading green digits before his eyes—18:33—fed to him by the holo card reader implanted behind his ear. It was getting late. “Why don’t you go speak to the doctor about testing the crew,” Ethan said, speaking to his son. “You can make crew reassignments just before we leave. I’d like things to remain the way they are when Tova officially comes aboard the bridge,” Ethan explained, thinking that it would be nice to have a few bodyguards around, even if only for another day.


  “All right,” Atton replied.


  “I’ll meet you at the operations center at twenty hundred hours. We’re going to draw up a plan of action and introduce Tova to the rest of our bridge crew. Maybe you can help me come up with a way to break the news that we have a Gor aboard?”


  Atton shook his head. “Doesn’t matter how you decorate krak, no one is going to be happy you’re bringing it aboard.”


  Ethan snorted. Now that Atton had given up his role as the supreme overlord, much of his genteel bearing and manners had fallen away, and Ethan realized what a good actor his son had to be to have kept up such an elaborate façade for so long. He shot Atton a speculative look as they walked, and for just the briefest moment he wondered what other façades his son might be keeping up.


  * * *


  Ethan watched Deck Commander Loba Caldin pull up a chair to the captain’s table inside the Defiant’s operations center and sit down. Already sitting at the table were Atton, in the guise of nova pilot Adan Reese; First Lieutenant Ithicus Adari, the ranking nova pilot among the survivors who’d escaped Dark Space; Petty Officer Delayn, chief engineer aboard the Defiant; Corpsman Goldrim, the gravidar officer; Petty Sergeant Damen Corr from the helm; Deck Officer Gorvan, the weapons chief; and finally . . . Ethan struggled to remember the comm officer’s rank and name. It flashed up before his eyes a second later. Deck Officer Grimsby. Atton had given him a list of names and their associated holos so he could get to know his crew. Ethan had promptly loaded it into the holo card reader behind his ear to help him transition into his role as overlord. The implant had a significant degree of artificial intelligence, so it was able to read his thoughts and even see what he was seeing in order to provide a two-way interface between his brain and whatever information he had loaded into it. If he’d had the necessary dictionaries and heuristics on a holo card, he could have even used his implant to provide a simultaneous translation of Tova’s language.


  Ethan noticed the assembled officers hugging themselves or rubbing their hands together to keep warm. A few were even starting to shiver. It was freezing inside the operations center.


  “Why’s it so cold in here?” Commander Caldin asked.


  Ethan turned to her with a smile. “I’ll explain that in a moment.” Turning to address the entire room, Ethan folded his hands on the gleaming transpiranium-topped holo table and nodded to the assembled officers. “I’ve called you all here to help formulate a plan of action going forward and to brief you on what’s to come. First off, I’d like to establish our command structure. I’ve decided to promote Lieutenant Ithicus Adari to Lieutenant Commander and permanently assign him as Guardian One.”


  Ithicus smiled. “Thank you, sir.”


  Turning to him, Ethan went on, “Your first task will be to put together as many working novas as you can for your squadron and then find pilots for them. You will be able to draw on the entire 72 surviving crew members of this ship as candidates for nova training. We’re going to take any spare novas as well as any supplies we find aboard the Stormcloud Transfer Station before we leave.”


  Ithicus blinked. “Nova training takes three years, sir. You’re not seriously suggesting we spend that kind of time out here before we move on, are you?”


  Ethan shook his head. “No, you’ll have until tomorrow night.”


  “That’s less than two days!”


  “Do you have a problem with that, Commander? If so, I may need to reconsider your promotion.”


  “No, sir, but with respect, sending unqualified pilots up in our birds will just give the enemy more targets to shoot at.” Ithicus shook his head. “They’ll die and take our fighters with them.”


  “I’m not asking for unqualified pilots. I’ve already been skimming the databanks and it appears that many of the officers we have aboard started their careers as pilots and when they got older or wiser they moved on to crew and command positions. There are also a fair number of officers, including myself, who have become good pilots as sim-flyers and hobbyists. Among those, find the best candidates you can, train them as well as you can in the time that you have, and use your own discretion as to whom should fly which missions, but in an emergency I don’t want to have any empty cockpits, understood?”


  “Understood.”


  Ethan turned to look across the table at his son, Atton, though he was actually staring into the face of Atton’s holoskin, Adan Reese. “Lieutenant Adan Reese has recently demonstrated a keen instinct for command, and so I’ve decided to promote him to Captain and assign him as the new XO of the Defiant.”


  Ethan didn’t miss the way Loba Caldin’s blond eyebrows quickly shot up and then fell, dropping a curtain of shadows across her narrowing indigo eyes. From the way her jaw had clenched she looked like she wanted to say something.


  “Caldin,” Ethan said, addressing her. “You will be my tactical adviser and the acting XO when Adan is not on deck.”


  “Yes, sir,” she nodded, but she did not look happy. Neither did Ithicus, and both were sending Atton icy stares, angry that he had been promoted straight from lieutenant all the way to captain, effectively out-ranking both of them.


  “Good. Now that we all understand our roles, we can discuss a plan of action. Petty Officer Delayn—” Ethan turned to the man and gazed into the watery blue eyes of the Defiant’s chief engineer. Cobrale Delayn was at the tail end of what could be considered middle-aged, with gray hair cropped military short, and plenty of wrinkles and lines to mark the years. He had a very pale skin, making him look sick, but that was just because he was a Worani, and Woran never saw any real sunlight peeking through its perpetually dark and rainy skies. “—assures me that repairs will be completed, as best they can be, within the next two days. By then our systems should be mostly in the green and we can move out.”


  Everyone nodded their heads and Ethan went on, “My plan is to proceed from here directly to Obsidian Station in the Advistine System, which is our nearest staging point out here in Sythian Space. There we will gather our forces for a counter-attack on Dark Space and the Valiant. Unfortunately, we can’t simply comm them from out here, since there aren’t enough working gate relays in Sythian Space for us to send comm messages, and without the commnet, the only way we can communicate over interstellar distances is by direct messenger—or by an alternate form of comms . . . which brings me to introduce the final member of our bridge crew.”


  Everyone looked at Ethan expectantly, and he went on, “You’re all aware that we have an alliance with the Gors.”


  Delayn hesitated. “Yes, sir.”


  “Have you ever seen one?” Ethan asked of the entire group. He noticed his son was frowning, but the others looked confused. “Yes,” Caldin said. “We’ve all seen the Gors. You know that, sir.”


  Ethan nodded. “Then this won’t come as such a shock.” He turned to look over his shoulder at the door of the operations center. He called out a command for the door to open, and then said, “Tova, you can come in now.”


  Suddenly, out of thin air, Tova appeared in the doorway, her broad shoulders completely blocking the width of the door. She was slouching so that her head wasn’t cut off by the entrance.


  Ethan heard a collective gasp from the assembled officers, and he nodded to them. “I’m sorry, she startled me this morning, too.”


  Caldin frowned. “I didn’t know we have a Gor aboard.”


  Ethan turned to the alien. “Tova come inside.”


  She turned to him with her yellow eyes narrowed to thin slits. “Make room dark first.”


  Ethan called out a command for the lights to dim. The room plunged into near darkness, and then Tova stepped inside, and she stopped squinting. As the doors swished shut behind her, she walked to one side of the room where she stopped and stood with her eyes flicking suspiciously from one officer to the next, as if she were equally mistrustful of the humans as they were of her.


  Ethan reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of aural translators. He passed them to Ithicus Adari, who was sitting to his left, and asked the pilot to put one in his ear and pass the rest around the table. Looking up, Ethan said, “These translators will help you understand Tova as she will understand us.”


  The assembled officers each took one of the translators as they were passed around the table, fitting them into their ears which were not already wearing a comm piece.


  As soon as they were done, Ethan went on, “Tova is going to help us detect cloaked Sythian ships along our journey.”


  “But, sir, we have a cloak detector for that,” Corpsman Goldrim, the gravidar operator, said.


  Ethan turned to Goldrim with a smile. The boy was young, too young to be a part of a bridge crew under any normal circumstances. “I apologize for the lie, but there is no such thing as a cloak detector. Tova has been our cloak detector all this time, hiding in her crèche aboard our ship.”


  The assembled officers grew very quiet, and the air seemed to grow thick with accusation. “She’s not been a visible presence on this ship until now, but Tova is as much an officer of the fleet as any of us.” Ethan’s eyes swept around the room. “The Gors are able to detect cloaked ships because they are telepaths, and in the same way that they communicate they can also find and locate one another.”


  The comm officer turned to look at Tova. “So why doesn’t she just contact the Gors aboard Obsidian Station and have them pass on our message to the fleet?”


  “That was my question when I brought her here,” Ethan said. “Tova tells me that she needs to be within roughly 10 light years of another Gor to be able to contact them. She also warns that if she does so, whoever she contacts will be able to locate her, too.”


  “Then she can’t help us detect cloaked Sythians without revealing us to them,” Goldrim said.


  “Without a cloak, we’re already visible, but even if that weren’t the case, the Gors are on our side. If we’re not planning to rescue them, they can’t afford to disobey their Sythian masters overtly, but they can help us in covert ways—by revealing the location of cloaked Sythian ships and by not revealing ours.


  “Now, here is the problem. We need to get to within at least 10 light years of Obsidian Station so that Tova can contact them for us. We’re low on fuel, and we don’t have any long range scout ships aboard. That leaves us with exactly two options that I can think of—one, we send the Defiant on the most direct route possible to Obsidian Station. Or two—we modify Brondi’s corvette for extended range and send it instead.” With that, Ethan turned to Petty Officer Cobrale Delayn. “Can we do that?”


  Delayn hesitated. “I’m not sure . . . how far are we talking?”


  Ethan turned to Damen Corr, the helmsman. He was another middle-aged man, but his hair was still a vibrant red, and his face relatively wrinkle-free. He appeared to be making calculations in his head. Ethan saw the man squinting and scratching his head too much, so he triggered the star map on the captain’s table and set the zoom so that they could see both their current location and Obsidian Station. Ethan nodded to the helmsman. “Use the controls on your side to set the most direct course from here.”


  “On the lanes or off?”


  “Off the lanes for now. If we have the fuel for it, that’s the course we’ll take.”


  Damen Corr nodded and turned to his controls. A moment later, a jointed green line appeared on the map, joined with three points where they’d need to revert to real space to navigate around obstacles between them and Obsidian Station. “All right, according to the map, the shortest route is 41 light years. . . .”


  The engineer was already shaking his head. “To travel that far off the lanes with the Defiant will take us almost twice as much fuel as we have left aboard, and to refit a smaller ship for such a trip would take one much larger than a corvette. The drive system and fuel supply alone would take up more cubic space than we’d have if we stripped the corvette to its beams.”


  Ethan frowned. “And if we travelled on the lanes?”


  “On the lanes . . .” Damen Corr bent to his controls once more, and another jointed line appeared, this one less direct and joined with many more points where they’d need to revert to real space. “It’s 57 light years, but because the gates will open the wormholes for us, we’ll have more than enough fuel to make the trip with the Defiant.”


  Ethan looked from the helmsman to the engineer and back again. “Would a modified corvette make it that far on the lanes?”


  “Maybe . . .” Delayn said, rubbing his chin. “But she won’t have shields or weapons.”


  Caldin shook her head. “Then the fuel is not the problem. A naked corvette would never get that far. Even one Sythian fighter would be enough to take it out.”


  Ethan pursed his lips and nodded. “We’ll take a hybrid approach. The Defiant will make half the trip using the lanes, and then we’ll send out Brondi’s corvette to skirt the most dangerous systems. Delayn, Mr. Corr, would you please run a calculation of how much fuel we’ll expend and where would be the optimal point to stop and send out the corvette? We can afford to fall short by a few light years if need be, and then have Tova contact the station for help.”


  Both men nodded and began conferring between them. Damen worked the star map while Delayn brought out his holo pad and started making calculations.


  The rest of them waited while Damen and Delayn came up with the optimal flight plan. A few minutes later both men looked up from their work, and Damen nodded to the glowing blue grid which rose out of the captain’s table between them.


  “Our best option would be to send the Defiant along the space lanes until the Odaran System. From there we could conceivably stop to send out the corvette and have it travel off the lanes the rest of the way to Obsidian Station. There’ll be just enough fuel for the corvette to make it the whole way, assuming nothing goes wrong.”


  Ethan frowned. “What might go wrong?”


  “Well,” Delayn began, setting his holo pad down on the table. “A modified corvette with maximum space devoted to the drive system and fuel supply might make it as far as 21 light years, travelling off the lanes, but we run the risk of seriously overheating the reactor. If that happens, it could suffer a meltdown and destroy the ship. If the crew sees that happening, they’ll have to drop out of SLS early to let the reactor cool. That will mean opening an extra wormhole and using even more fuel to make the trip. The route we’ve plotted allows for one such emergency stop. If the reactor is spent by then, hopefully Tova is close enough to make contact with her people.”


  Ethan sighed and nodded. “Okay.”


  Caldin frowned at the route outlined on the star map. “Even two systems is a lot to cross without a cloak.”


  Ethan turned to study the map with her. “Taylon, where we are now, is remote, so it should be relatively empty. If there were Sythians here, they should have found us by now.”


  Ithicus Adari chose that moment to speak up. “We could send out the nova trainees on a recon flight to check that.”


  Ethan turned to him. “A live training mission? What if they find something? We could lose all our novas right out the launch tubes.”


  “As you said, they’d have found us by now if they were here—” Ithicus turned to look at Tova. She stood leaning against the wall with her brawny arms crossed over her thick, masculine chest. “And wouldn’t she have detected them if they were here?”


  Ethan nodded. “Okay, send the novas out to make sure we’re clear to the gate, but pick the best candidates for that mission. We don’t want any accidents.” Ithicus nodded, and Ethan turned back to the group to say, “The next system in line is Forlax.” He tapped the associated point on the map so they could view more detailed information about the system. The most recent recon report was just a month old. A cloaked guardian-class destroyer had been sent out to investigate. They’d found a small fleet of Sythians at Forlax, but nothing significant.


  “It would appear that Forlax is also fairly empty,” Ethan said, reading the report. “After that comes Odaran. We’ll drop out of SLS a few million klicks short of the gate and send out Brondi’s corvette. That’s just two systems to cross, and one of them is most likely empty. We can definitely make it that far.”


  “Agreed,” Ithicus Adari said. “Assuming the recon data is still accurate. What if we send a scout ship ahead of us to Forlax?”


  Ethan grimaced. “And let them know we’re coming?” He shook his head. “Even if the recon is out of date, we’re better off keeping the element of surprise. There’s roughly 10,000 klicks between the gate where we’ll enter Forlax and the gate to Odaran. We should be able to cross that before the Sythians can react and intercept us.”


  The dubious looks being traded around the table told Ethan what his crew thought of that, but he ignored their skepticism. They didn’t have a choice. “I can think of just one further matter to address.” Turning to Delayn, Ethan nodded. “Tova’s mate is trapped aboard the Valiant, and Brondi has no idea. I need you and Tova to discuss ways that he might sabotage the carrier before we arrive to take it back. Do you think you could walk Tova through a plan that she can easily explain to her mate?”


  Delayn cast a wary glance over his shoulder to where Tova stood. He visibly started as the alien’s yellow eyes found him. “I . . .” Delayn trailed off. “I could try,” he finished.


  “Good. Is there anything else to discuss?” Ethan asked, his gaze travelling around the table.


  “Just one more thing,” Atton said from the opposite end of the table. His features were blurred blue by the star map hovering between them. The bright points of stars and star systems seemed to dance across his face as they slowly swirled above the table. “We need to have our resident biochemist, Dr. Kurlin Vastra, test everyone aboard for live strains of the virus that killed our crewmates. We can’t afford to infect anyone else when we meet with reinforcements from Obsidian Station.”


  Ethan nodded. “I agree. Get Dr. Kurlin working on it.”


  Ithicus turned to Ethan with a frown. “Do we even know what the frek that virus was?”


  “Not yet,” Ethan replied.


  “I’ve never seen anything kill so quickly before,” Caldin said. “And why did we survive?”


  “We’re still investigating the matter,” Ethan replied waving one hand dismissively. “It would appear that we all had some sort of immunity. The virus was engineered, so that’s how it got past our sensors. Brondi propagated it through the Valiant as a prelude to his attack. Our resident expert on the matter is Dr. Vastra, so it would be better to direct any questions you have to him when you see him.


  “If there’s no further business to discuss, then this meeting is adjourned. You all have your assignments, and we all know the plan. We can do this. It’s just two systems.” Turning to Ithicus, Ethan said, “I want that recon flight to fly tomorrow morning. We’re going to head out as soon as you give us the all-clear.” With that, Ethan snapped off the holo projection above the table and dialed the glow panels in the room up to full brightness once more. Tova turned to him with a squinty-eyed glare, but Ethan ignored her. Rising from the table, he gave them all a grim look and said, “Immortals be with us.”


  * * *


  Alec Brondi reached the lift tube with his bodyguards to find a whole platoon of armored soldiers awaiting his command. The platoon sergeant saw him coming and saluted.


  “Sir, we’ve sent a probe down to scan the deck, but something took it out when it reached the med lab. Preliminary scans from the probe show no active life forms in the area, so we have to assume that everyone is dead and that the assailant is some form of automaton.”


  “No life forms?”


  “None, sir.”


  Brondi frowned. “I see. Let’s go take a look.” He started forward, but the sergeant didn’t budge.


  “I would advise against that, sir.”


  “Why?” Brondi’s smile faded to an impatient look which warned against further contradicting his wishes.


  “I’m only considering your safety, sir. It would be best if we cleared the area first.”


  “You will go first, but I’m following. As soon as your platoon clears the area around the lift tube I will join you.”


  The sergeant hesitated briefly before giving a curt nod. “Yes, sir.” He turned to his men and said, “Squad one, into the lift!”


  Four men stepped out of line, turned, and marched into the waiting lift tube. Brondi watched the lift doors closing behind them and the tube dropping away.


  “Tune your comms to the platoon frequency,” the sergeant said to Brondi. “Frequency bravo echo five.”


  Brondi and his bodyguards changed frequencies and then listened as the point squad’s transmissions began filtering into their ear pieces.


  “It’s frekkin’ dark down here! Several of the fixtures are smashed.”


  “It’s also frekkin’ cold!” another man said.


  “Keep it down! I think I saw some movement up ahead. . . .”


  They heard a loud whoosh over the comms and then a clatter as some metallic object fell to the floor.


  “The frek? Where’s Three?”


  They heard a muted gurgling.


  “Something’s in here with us!” the first man whispered sharply.


  “Two? What happened to . . . oh krak. . . . Two are you . . . he’s dead! Frek it! He’s—”


  They heard a loud pop, and then silence, followed by heavy breathing. Someone was trying to wheeze out a word. “Heh . . . hehhww . . . hehwwp!”


  The sergeant yelled into his comm piece, “Squad one, squad one, come in!”


  Static answered.


  “Shut it down,” Brondi said. The sergeant turned to him with a blank look, so Brondi nodded to the lift. “I said shut it down. Shut down the lift. We’ll vent the atmosphere on that deck and whatever the frek it is can go blue in the face for all I care.”


  The sergeant shook his head slowly. “It’s not even alive, sir, and we need to get another squad down there to see if we can pull out survivors.”


  Brondi scowled. “Did it sound like there were survivors?”


  The sergeant’s lips formed a thin line. “We won’t know until we look.”


  “Drop a plasma grenade down the lift and stop wasting my men and my time.”


  “Don’t you want to know what it is?”


  “You’ve seen one bot you’ve seen ‘em all. Now flush it with a grenade and get back to clearing bodies off my ship. They’re starting to stink.”


  Brondi spun on his heel and began walking away, his bodyguards following a step behind. He wasn’t sure what angered him more—that Verlin had gone and gotten himself killed by a bot, or that the rest of his men insisted on throwing their lives away just as pointlessly.


  As Brondi was about to turn a corner in the corridor, he heard the muted rumble of an explosion and then felt the subtle vibrations of it rumbling underfoot. At least the platoon sergeant knew how to follow orders. Whatever they’d unearthed down there was dead now.


  * * *


  Roan was halfway back to his crèche when he heard the deafening boom and saw the wall of fire rushing toward him. Loose objects went flying, and the fire reached him in a searing wind, picking him up and tossing him the rest of the way down the corridor. The roaring in his ears was deafening, and he felt a molten wave of shrapnel pelt his armor. When the noise and heat finally subsided, just a few seconds had passed, but Roan felt like it had been an eternity. He heard a sizzling sound above the ringing in his ears and the pitter patter of debris settling to the deck. When he cracked his eyes open he saw that the sizzling was the sound of water boiling off his armor.


  Roan grimaced and pushed himself to his feet to check himself over. His cloaking system still worked, and he hadn’t sustained any major injuries. He turned in a slow circle to study the melted ruin of what had once been his home aboard the Valiant. The ice pillars were chipped and melted down to their duranium poles, and bare deck was exposed under foot. Great puddles of water were running down into the floor grates and into the pool. Flaming bits of debris were flickering in the dark, causing Roan to squint against the brightness.


  He had no doubt that the men he’d been fighting were responsible for the explosion. Roan turned to look over his shoulder and saw the entrance to his crèche half-blocked with some sort of twisted metal framework.


  Roan hissed. They had intended to kill him. They had failed. Now it was his turn, and he would have his revenge.


  


  



  


  Chapter 8


  There was a bustle of activity on the lower decks where the crew quarters were located. Some of these decks had been previously exposed to space and now they were hastily patched with the drab, unpainted gray of spare hull panels.


  The glow panels flickered as Atton proceeded down the corridor, making him realize that the electrical conduits were still damaged. He heard the crackle and hiss of laser welders in the distance, and saw them flashing in the dimness up ahead. As he walked, he noticed that some of the doors to the bunkrooms had been blown open and jagged molten holes were all that remained.


  Atton passed a repair crew guiding a giant hull panel on a hover gurney down the corridor just before he came to bunkroom number 42. This was the room assigned to Dr. Kurlin and his family. Atton paused briefly at the door to straighten his uniform. The upper left shoulder was now emblazoned with the gold star insignia of a captain.


  Atton knocked twice, and a moment later the door swished open to reveal the tall cadaverous form of Dr. Kurlin. The man had bags and dark circles beneath his bloodshot blue eyes, which spoke of too many sleepless nights.


  “Yes?” Kurlin’s expression was grim.


  Atton held out his hand and the doctor reluctantly shook it. “Dr. Vastra, I’m Captain Adan Reese.”


  “I remember you.”


  Adan nodded and smiled. “The overlord sent me. We need to talk. Could I come in for a moment?”


  The doctor hesitated, leaning out the door to peer down the corridor, as if expecting to find a firing squad waiting just a step behind Atton.


  “Don’t worry. I came alone.”


  “Yes, of course . . . well, come in.”


  The doctor waved him through, and Atton stepped across the threshold. As soon as he was inside, Kurlin sealed and locked the door. The room was small, the same as all the crew quarters. There were two double bunks, a small table with two chairs below a viewport which showed a slice of the flashing gray clouds of the Stormcloud Nebula. There were two steel lockers, and a bathroom that one would have to step sideways to enter. The walls were polished, white-painted duranium with silver trim around the warm gold glow panels which lined the perimeter of the room, while the floor was lined with blue, dirt-repellent carpets.


  The smell of cinnamon wafted through the room, and Atton’s eyes were immediately drawn to the source. Alara and her mother were sitting on one of the bunks—Alara cupping a steaming mug of tea, not looking up, while her mother watched him from the shadows.


  Atton turned to the doctor just as the man came shuffling up to him. “What is it you would like to talk about, Captain Reese?”


  “We need you to test the crew to make sure no one is still contagious.”


  The old man’s blue eyes sharpened, going from tired to alert in an instant. “Is someone presenting symptoms?”


  “Not yet.”


  Kurlin’s shoulders sagged. “Good . . . that’s good.”


  “We still need to be sure we won’t be spreading the virus to our fleets in Sythian Space.”


  “Yes, I suppose I could run some tests just to be sure.”


  “We also need you to create more of the vaccine in the event of another outbreak.”


  The doctor hesitated. “How will I do that? I don’t have any of my data or equipment here. I don’t even have a sample of the vaccine or a live strain of the virus.”


  Atton frowned. “What about aboard Brondi’s corvette?”


  “Well, some things are there, yes, but not enough. I’ll have to start from scratch, working from memory.”


  Atton let out a tired sigh. “That’s not good.”


  “No . . .” The doctor began rubbing his chin. “But I should be able to do it.”


  “Good. You have three days.”


  “Three days? That’s not enough time!”


  “It’ll have to be. You’ll start testing the crew immediately. We’ve set up a lab for you in the med bay.”


  Now it was Kurlin’s turn to sigh. “I’ll do what I can. . . . Does anyone know about . . . about what happened aboard the Valiant?”


  Atton shook his head. “No, only the guards who interrogated you.”


  “I see, and they . . .”


  “They’ll be reassigned to the transfer station. We don’t want any problems.”


  Kurlin looked relieved. He nodded and turned to look at his wife and daughter. After a moment, he quietly said, “It’s not me I worry about, you know. I deserve whatever revenge they might take.” His gaze returned to meet Atton’s. “But my family is not responsible, and I’m afraid what will happen to them. Vigilante justice does not know the same bounds as legal justice.”


  “In the event that you are discovered, we’ll post a guard to protect you and your family.”


  “But who will protect us from the guards?”


  Atton frowned. Now he turned to look at Kurlin’s family, where they were sitting huddled on the bunk, listening keenly to his and Kurlin’s conversation. “How’s Alara doing?” Atton asked, as though she couldn’t hear.


  “She’s better, but still very confused. We are hopeful that she’ll be able to overcome her programming through cognitive behavioral therapy. The other treatments appear too risky at the moment.”


  “I wish there was something I could do,” Atton said, and he meant it. Alara looked up at him and smiled alluringly. He smiled back, but looked away.


  The doctor winced at his daughter’s expression and said, “Drink your tea, Alara.”


  “Yes, Daddy,” she said, but there was a wry twist to her lips that suggested she was only humoring him by calling him her father.


  Atton shook his head. “There’s a flight training program for nova pilots that’s just got underway.”


  “Oh?” the doctor asked, sounding distracted. “That’s nice.”


  “Yes. We’re in desperate need of pilots with training. I understand that Alara has had some flight experience.”


  Suddenly Kurlin understood. He waved his hand and scowled. “Absolutely not.”


  “The less-skilled pilots likely won’t see much action, but they could mean all the difference in a pitched battle.”


  “What is he talking about, Kurlin?” his wife asked.


  “Nothing, Darla. Don’t worry.” He grabbed Atton’s arm and began leading him from the room.


  “Unhand me, Doctor.”


  “Certainly.” Kurlin opened the door and pushed him outside; then he stepped outside with Atton and closed the door behind him with a wave of his wrist over the scanner. “She’s sick, Captain!” Kurlin said through clenched teeth. “You can’t put her in a cockpit—in a nova cockpit of all things!”


  “She’s a trained pilot, and reinforcing a skill which connects to memories from her old life will help bring her back faster than any cognitive therapy.”


  Kurlin frowned. “What good is bringing her back if she dies in the process?”


  Atton threw up his hands. “What good is any of this if we all die because our capable pilots refuse to fly? We need her, Kurlin. I’ll have her fly my wing if she makes the squadron. I’ll look after her the best I can. I’m a 4A pilot. You can count on me to keep her safe.”


  Kurlin’s lips trembled and his blue eyes glittered with some powerful emotion he was suppressing. For a moment Atton felt sure the old man was about to punch him in the face, but then he simply turned away and re-entered his quarters. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a lot of work to do.”


  “If I have to order her to join the trainees, I will, Doctor,” Atton called after him.


  Kurlin turned to stare at him, his expression unreadable. “Do whatever you feel you must, Captain, but she is not your daughter, and you would do well to imagine what you would do if she were.”


  Atton watched the door slide shut and then he turned away with a frown. He began striding back the way he’d come, his heels clicking across the deck. He could have just dismissed it as Commander Adari’s fight and leave him to deal with all the reluctant recruits, but unfortunately it wasn’t that simple. This was everyone’s fight, and no one could afford to sit on the sidelines. The Defiant was running short-staffed as it was.


  Atton entered the lift which had brought him to the crew deck and he punched in deck 17—Aurora’s Borealis. It was the ship’s main bar and rec hall. It took up most of the upper deck just below the bridge, the ship’s 18th and highest level.


  The gold lights of the lower decks flashed by the transparent slits in the sides and front of the lift as it rose, blurring into teardrop-shaped streaks as Atton contemplated crossing Sythian Space. They would be setting out in just two days. No, it was two days this morning, Atton thought.


  Now it was just one.


  The lift slowed to a stop and the doors opened straight into Aurora’s. The spectral greens and blues of a simulated aurora borealis hovered just above his head—shifting veils of light which drew Atton’s eyes toward the ceiling. Above that lay a glittering patina of stars which were twinkling against the black, dome-shaped roof. The holo projection was inspiring to look at. With that sight, the verses of a famous poem—one of Atton’s favorites—came unbidden to his thoughts: A spacer’s dream / the stars to fly / to shed light where darkness lie / and discover what wonders wait—


  “Before encountering this spacer’s fate,” Atton whispered the last verse to himself as he sat down at the bar.


  “Catral. Those five lines immortalized him,” the bartender said, nodding. “I didn’t know you were such a romantic, Skidmark.” She smiled prettily at him, looking him up and down, as if suddenly seeing him in a new light.


  Atton smiled back. The bartender’s name was Aurora; she was the owner and a retired Deck Sergeant.


  “What’ll you be having?” she asked.


  Atton grinned. “Whatever will knock me off this chair and plant my head firmly on a pillow.”


  “Well for that I’d recommend a plasma grenade.”


  Atton frowned. “I’d prefer if my head were still attached to my neck when it lands on my pillow.”


  “Hah!” Aurora laughed with sparkling gray eyes and flicked her long brown hair over her left shoulder. “You’re a funny one. I like that. We need to laugh in times like these. No, it’s a cocktail. I’ll get you one,” she said, already busying herself behind the bar. “It’s my own creation.”


  “Sure,” Atton nodded. While he waited to be served, he heard the doors open behind him and turned to see Commander Adari walk in. “Hoi!” Atton waved and the commander walked up to him, offering a sloppy salute.


  “Sir,” he said.


  Atton thought he detected a hint of sarcasm in Ithicus’s voice, but he decided to ignore it. “Pull up a chair.”


  Ithicus hopped up on one of the barstools and sat down.


  “How’s recruitment going?”


  Ithicus snorted and turned to him after waving down Aurora and asking for a black maverick. “How do you think? It’s a joke. We can’t train pilots in two days. They’ll be lucky not to crash into the Defiant and accidentally kill us all on a routine fly by.”


  Atton smiled as his drink arrived in a tall, fluted glass. Aurora winked at him as she slid it across the counter. The plasma grenade was swirled red and yellow, like a fiery explosion. Atton picked up the concoction and used the straw to stir it before taking an experimental sip.


  He almost choked. It burned his throat, opening his airways as it went down, leaving him with watering eyes and a strong urge to sneeze. It tasted like pure alcohol mixed with fire and cleaning solvent. Not that he knew what that tasted like. Atton turned to Ithicus. “I’d like to sign up for the squadron.”


  Ithicus raised an eyebrow. “You were already a pilot, Adan. Now you’re the XO. Are you just trying to confuse everyone, or did the overlord fire you already?”


  Atton shook his head. “We’re all going to need to fill several roles to keep this ship flying in one piece. I’m a skilled pilot, so I can’t afford to stand around looking pretty on the bridge when there’s a fight.”


  Ithicus snorted and gulped his maverick straight out of the bottle. “Well, you never were that pretty.”


  Atton grinned. “Don’t worry, I’m not trying to take your command. I have no ambitions to lead the squadron.”


  Ithicus nodded and set his beer down with a thunk. “I wouldn’t mind if you did have them. It’s just a lot of extra data entry if you ask me. More trouble than it’s worth, but welcome back, brua. I’ll assign you a bird tomorrow morning and you can help me put the new recruits through their paces.”


  “I look forward to it,” Atton replied and raised his fluted glass for a toast.


  Ithicus made no move to raise his beer, but his crooked nose twitched. “What the frek is that?” he asked, nodding to the deceptively delicate-looking drink.


  “It’s a plasma grenade,” Aurora answered for him, and both Atton and Ithicus turned to her. “Want one?” Her gray eyes were laughing and held a hint of challenge.


  Ithicus barked a laugh. “Sure, why not? If skinny here can take it, I don’t see what’s my excuse.”


  Aurora smiled and winked at Ithicus. “Coming right up.”


  



  


  Chapter 9


  Brondi stood looming over his nav officer’s shoulder, staring with a gaping smile at the star map hovering above the console—at one bright point in particular. It was highlighted with a green diamond and there were colored dots around the icon to indicate attached data about the system.


  “Are you sure this isn’t some sort of ruse old Dominic left to draw us out?” Brondi asked.


  “I’m positive, sir. The records show no sign of tampering, and there’s simply too much data for this star system. Dominic wouldn’t have had enough time to fabricate it all. There are even holo recordings of meetings with the leader of the enclave—Admiral Hoff Heston.”


  “Well, well, well!” Brondi clucked his tongue. “This is very nice!” A plan began to form in Brondi’s head. Between the holoskins of the overlord which he’d discovered, and this new bit of information, he was beginning to plot his next move. “What’s in that system?”


  The nav officer responded by zooming in on the highlighted point, and Brondi saw that inside the highlighted area was the GCR—Gorvin, Clementa, and Rhodal—three systems which encompassed the three prime worlds for which they were named. In the very center of the three systems was an exoplanet called Ritan, which had been the subject of intense ecological and scientific study in the past. Ritan was a dark world, heated to a cozy equatorial temperature of twenty below by its active volcanoes. In between the steaming calderas and volcanic vents lay vast fields of ice which were populated by roaming herds of ice walkers. The walkers fed upon the luminescent moss which grew up in the geothermal marshes, while the perpetually dark skies were patrolled by a deadly species of giant bats that hunted the ice walkers. It was a short food chain—home to more strains of bacteria and fungi than anything else—and it was far from paradise. In spite of this, the Valiant’s star maps gave the planet great importance. Its planetary icon was brighter and bolder than all the rest, and the note that was attached under its name raised more than a few questions: Gor Academy & 5th Fleet Rendezvous.


  Brondi frowned. “Gor academy?” he wondered aloud. “What’s that?”


  The nav officer shook his head. “I’m not sure, sir. With your permission, I can submit a query to the ship’s computer. Maybe there’s something in the databanks.”


  Brondi eyed the man. “If you needed to take a piss, would you ask for permission to do that, too?”


  “Sorry, sir.”


  Brondi stood watching as the corpsman at the nav submitted a verbal query to the Valiant’s databanks, soliciting a verbal response from the ship’s computer: “Gor Academy, population forty seven thousand Gors and four hundred humans.” Brondi’s eyes widened. “Center for training emancipated Gors in the operation and maintenance of human starships. Founded in 8 AE.”


  “What the frek?” Brondi exchanged startled looks with the nav officer. Every eye on the bridge had turned to them and all the furious clicking and tapping at the bridge control stations had ceased, leaving only the steady hum of the ship’s air cyclers to break the silence.


  “Who are the Gors?” Brondi demanded of no one in particular.


  The computer answered with a second holo which appeared above the control station, hovering to one side of the star map. It showed a tall, muscular creature with pale blue-gray skin, a bony face and slitted yellow eyes. Then the ship’s computer went into a lengthy description of the Gors, their status as Sythian slaves, and their more recent role as part of the ISSF. By the time the computer finally shut up, a heavy silence fell once more.


  Brondi just stood there, his chest rising and falling quickly as he stared into the skull-like blue-gray face of the Gor hovering above the nav station. After what seemed like an eternity, he spoke. “I’ll be in my quarters,” he said, and with that, Brondi turned and strode for the gangway which led off the bridge.


  He needed time to think things through.


  * * *


  Alara sat in the shadows of Aurora’s, listening to the two men at the bar singing drinking songs and laughing loudly into the wee hours of the night. They hadn’t even noticed when she’d come in. She sat by herself in a deep armchair which faced the bar’s main viewport, bouncing her knees in a steady rhythm as she stared glassy-eyed across the Defiant’s long bow and forward beam cannons into the flashing gray nebula beyond. She’d snuck out of her parents’ quarters as soon as they’d fallen asleep, and she’d come straight here. A part of her wondered why here—why come to a bar if she didn’t intend to drink?—but the other part of her knew exactly why, and that knowledge sent her mind spinning away in tormented chaos.


  She wanted so badly to join the men at the bar. Habit, impulse, desire, purpose, and needy insecurity were all mixing together to drag her toward them. She recognized both men, and both were handsome. More importantly, they were both likely to be very hungry. Officers always were, due to the higher percentage of enlisted men than women in the ISSF.


  The only thing which stopped Alara from heading their way was the fact that everyone around her kept telling her that her every instinct was wrong, and that she wasn’t who she thought she was. Her memories were warring with each other. She remembered countless hundreds of men, all the faces blurring together. And as hard as she tried, she couldn’t feel revolted by those memories. Her job, while not glamorous, was highly paid, and it made her feel fortunate in a time when people were starving to death for lack of employment. But besides that, she actually enjoyed what she did. It was all she knew, and she was good at it.


  How could that be fake?


  The medic had had to show her the brain scan. She recalled seeing the offending implant attached to her temporal lobe, and she remembered the sweaty feeling of unreality which had swept through her upon seeing it. That revelation had almost sent her drifting back into the cozy warmth of the abyss, but she’d fought to stay conscious. If what everyone was saying was true, then she couldn’t allow herself to be weak. That would mean losing her very self, her identity—everything that she was. . . .


  Except that who she was now wasn’t who she’d been. They were like two separate people—identical twins—and wishing the old person back was like wishing herself dead so that her twin could live.


  She couldn’t help feeling resentful about it. Was who she was so bad? Who were they to judge her?


  Alara grimaced. She’d been told to fight these feelings, but it was so hard. When she tried to remember her previous life, it swam before her in an indistinct haze and gave her a headache. The memories were vague and only half-remembered, as if she were trying to recall a dream. But in her dreams those memories did occasionally surface. More than anything she remembered a man—he was tall and handsome, about forty years old, with salt and pepper hair, green eyes, and a grin which warmed her blood in a way that no other man’s ever had. . . .


  Alara allowed her eyes to drift shut and she tried to bring his face into focus in her mind’s eye. At first nothing happened, but then she began to see blurry shapes swimming out of the void, and then words, half-remembered and muddled. Her breathing and heart rate began to slow as she concentrated on the blurry parade of memories. After an indeterminable amount of time one shape swam into focus, and there he was, his face sharp and clear like crystal. She felt a surge of joy.


  “Who are you?” she asked.


  “I’ll be back soon, Kiddie,” he said.


  She watched him turn to leave, wanting to call out for him to stop, but instead she said, “I love you!”


  Now he did stop, and he turned around to say, “I love you, too, Alara.”


  Her eyes shot open as if loaded on springs. Her heart pounded in her chest. She sat up in the chair and looked around quickly to get her bearings. She was . . . where was she?


  Then she remembered—Aurora’s. She must have fallen asleep in the armchair.


  Alara closed her eyes again and tried to bring the dream back into focus, but she couldn’t. She opened her eyes and shook her head slowly. Whenever she saw that man in her dreams, she felt safe, happy, and at peace. Upon waking, however, those memories only brought more confusion. Who was that tall, dark-haired man? She could still hear the echoes of his words to her in the dream: “I love you, too, Alara.”


  He loved her. Whoever that man was, he loved her. She tried to cling to that, to use it as an anchor about which she could keep herself rooted despite the swirling storm inside her head.


  Her head began to pound again, and Alara pressed both hands to her temples and squeezed. Tears burned behind her eyelids, but she fought them back. She should just go to bed and bring an end to another awful, tormented day, but she was afraid to go to sleep and never wake up again, to have this other person, this stranger inside of her wake up instead and begin living her life.


  Alara shook her head, her violet eyes springing open once more. No matter what anyone else said about who she really was, she couldn’t listen to them. She would have to pretend to listen just to shut them up, but she couldn’t let them try to “fix” her. If they succeeded, everything she knew would disappear. She would disappear.


  Alara stopped bouncing her knees. She’d come to a decision, and with that decision she felt a measure of peace. She stood up from the chair and made her way over to the pair of men sitting at the bar, swaying to the off-key melody of their drunken spacer’s songs. One of them would agree to be hers, she was sure of that.


  If she couldn’t sleep, at least she could make the best of the night.


  * * *


  Atton picked up his cocktail with a grin and snapped his fingers at the bartender. “Hoi, beauty!” The red and yellow mixture sloshed over the sides of the fluted glass as he accidentally tipped it first one way and then the other. “What say you join us for a round? I’m buyin’!”


  Ithicus elbowed him in the ribs and gave him a mock serious look. “I saw her first, brua.”


  “Well, we’ll just have to see who the lady prefers!”Atton said as the bartender walked up to them with a patient smile.


  Aurora planted her elbows on the counter and leaned toward them, giving a teasing view of her cleavage. She was probably 40-something, but she looked like a young 30. “Don’t you boys think you’ve had enough?”


  Atton deferred the question to his drinking buddy. “Have we—hic—’ad enough, Ithy?”


  Ithicus was swaying on his barstool with a black maverick in one hand and a plasma grenade cocktail in the other. “There’s only one way to find out.” A slow grin spread across his lined face.


  “What’s ‘hat?”


  “Another drink!”


  They both laughed raucously.


  Aurora frowned at them, and her gaze slipped away to see a fresh face approaching her bar. “Finally, some intelligent company! What’ll you be having?”


  Atton turned to see Alara walking lithely up to the bar, her hips swaying, her eyes finding first him and then Ithicus and giving each of them a long, up-and-down look.


  “Hello, boys,” she said, ignoring the bartender.


  “Hoi,” Atton managed despite a suddenly dry throat.


  Ithicus just grinned. When she came close, he reached out and grabbed her by the waist. She smiled and squealed, allowing him to draw her into his lap.


  “What are you doing, Lieutenant?” Alara asked in a coy voice.


  “It’s Lieutenant Commander now.”


  “Mmmm,” Alara purred. “A commander. I suppose that means you like giving orders . . . taking command . . . being obeyed. Very sexy.”


  “That’s right,” Ithicus nodded. “Hoi! Aurora, get the lady a drink! It’s on me.”


  “I like a man who knows how to give orders,” Alara went on.


  “Well, you’re really gonna like me, then.”


  Atton sat watching the exchange with a rising complaint stuck in his throat—at first because he’d imagined Alara sitting on his lap, but then because he remembered who Alara was. This was his father’s copilot, and she had a slave chip implanted. She’d have sex with anyone, do anything, and like it—if they had the Sols.


  Atton felt a hot surge of anger building, but he clamped down on it. Ithicus couldn’t have known. He opened his mouth to explain, but Aurora was back. She frowned at the cuddling couple which had somehow taken the place of the old drunken pilot who’d been sitting at her bar a moment ago.


  “Well, that was fast. You must be more charming than I thought, Lieutenant.”


  He smiled thinly at her. “Get the lady a plasma grenade, would you?”


  “I think the lady should order her own drink.”


  “No,” Alara said, looking up. “I want him to order for me. That way it’s a surprise.”


  “You sure?” Aurora asked, her eyebrows drawing together. “You look like you could use your inhibitions a while longer.”


  Ithicus slammed an open palm on the bar counter, his eyes flashing at the bartender. “Just get the lady her drink, okay?”


  Aurora’s eyes hardened. “I think you need to leave my bar, Lieutenant.”


  “It’s lieutenant commander, and I’ll leave when I frekkin’ feel like it!”


  “Then I’m afraid I’m going to have to call the ISF.”


  Ithicus barked a laugh. “That’s a joke! There’s no such damn thing! You think we have ISF on board? We barely have a crew. Go ahead, call them!”


  “It would be easier if you’d have some self-control and stop embarrassing yourself and the uniform.”


  Ithicus glared at her. “You know what,” he said, rising from his barstool and lifting Alara off his lap as though she were a child. “I think you’re right. It’s time for us to go. Maybe we can continue this party where we have a little more privacy.”


  “Sounds good to me,” Alara said, with one hand on Ithicus’s broad barrel chest as she looked up at him with wide, innocent eyes.


  Atton finally managed to come to his senses enough to speak. He rose unsteadily from his chair and smiled at Alara before turning to Ithicus. “Could I have a word with you, LC?”


  “Not now, Adan.”


  “Yes now, and that’s an order.”


  Ithicus glared at him, and the pulsing tongues-of-fire tattoo on his forearm seemed to flare a brighter blue. “We’ll talk in the morning.” Ithicus turned to leave, taking Alara by the arm.


  She waved to Atton and blew him a kiss over Ithicus’s shoulder.


  Atton grimaced and caught up to Ithicus in one quick stride, grabbing him by the arm to stop him. “Ithicus. Have you forgotten I outrank you now?”


  Ithicus turned to him with a sarcastic gleam in his dark brown eyes, and Atton heard Aurora speaking in hushed tones into the comm at the bar.


  ”We’re all about to die, Adan. Everything we knew is gone—again—and frek it if I care anymore. You know how many people we lost aboard the Valiant? Do you even know their names? Does anyone know their names? They’re just gone. They’re not coming back, and neither are we. So frek your rank, Adan. It doesn’t mean krak. We’re all going to be space dust, so excuse me if I don’t give a flyin’ frek what you say. You want to give me orders?” Ithicus’s chest rose and fell quickly with pent-up rage. “You can give me orders in the netherworld.”


  Atton scowled, and what he said next came through gritted teeth. “She’s chipped, Ithicus. You can’t take her to your quarters, or anywhere. She isn’t who she thinks she is.”


  Alara stepped between the two men before Ithicus could even reply, and she jabbed a finger in Adan’s chest. “You know what, he’s right. Frek you! Why don’t you just frek off and mind your own business?”


  Atton blinked, startled by her outburst. “Alara . . .” he began, but she was already turning away.


  “Come on, Ithy, let’s go. I have some ideas about how we can relax.”


  Atton winced at the implication of her words, but he didn’t try to follow them this time. He just watched helplessly as Ithicus led Alara to the lift tubes and his quarters waiting below decks. He would use her roughly, and she was going to let him—even encourage him.


  One of the lift tubes opened just before Ithicus and Alara reached them, and out stepped a pair of guards, holding their rifles at the ready, followed by the overlord.


  “Good evening,” Ethan greeted as they approached. The guards stepped forward and seized Alara by the arms.


  She kicked one of them in the chins, but her foot bounced off his armor, and she yelped. “Frek you! Let me go!” she said.


  Ithicus’s gaze found the overlord’s and he gave a sloppy salute. “Sir,” he said, swaying on his feet.


  “At ease, Commander,” Ethan replied. “I’m afraid your date is out past her curfew, and we’re going to have to return her to her parents now.”


  Ithicus frowned, but he nodded slowly. “Yes, sir.”


  Ethan turned to watch as his guards dragged Alara kicking and screaming toward the lift. “One more thing.”


  “Sir?”


  “Did you know that prostitution is illegal in the Imperium, and that soliciting carries a two to five year sentence?”


  “Yes, sir, but—”


  “You didn’t know she was chipped. That’s fair, this is just your first warning. I assume I won’t need to issue another one.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Good night, gentlemen.”


  With that, Ethan turned to leave and he followed Alara and his guards into the lift.


  Atton watched the lift drop away, and then he breathed a sigh of relief. Hopefully his father’s warning would keep Ithicus in check, but Ethan would have to issue a similar warning to every man on the ship if he was going to keep Alara safe.


  Ithicus caught Atton’s eye and jerked his chin. “What’re you lookin’ at?”


  Atton shrugged. “I told you she was chipped.”


  “Frek you, Adan.” Ithicus turned and continued on toward the lifts.


  Atton frowned and shook his head. “I’m going to dismiss that insubordinate remark as the alcohol talking. Go sleep it off!”


  Ithicus gave no reply as he stepped into the next lift tube and rode it down to the flight deck. Atton shook his head. “Dumb brute.”


  He felt a hand land on his shoulder, and turned to see Aurora standing behind him. “Next time you’re here, your drinks are on me.”


  Atton smiled. “Thanks. You sure I can’t buy you one now?”


  She shook her head. “I think we’d both better hit the rack.”


  Atton nodded. “Rain check then.”


  “It’s a date.”


  Atton laughed and made his own way to the lifts. Turning and walking backward, Atton said, “You’re almost twice my age, Aurora.”


  “Which means I have twice the experience.” Her amber eyes glittered as she smiled at him. “Think about that.”


  “In your dreams.”


  “No, in yours,” she said, winking at him.


  The lift returned and Atton walked inside. He punched the crew deck and the lift dropped swiftly away before their banter could turn serious. He smirked to himself and shook his head. Sometimes a forward woman could be very sexy. Then his thoughts turned to Alara, and his smirk turned to a frown. Sometimes.


  He hoped that Ethan found a way to rein her in.


  * * *


  Ethan took Alara back to his quarters instead of her parents’ so they could talk. He left the guards posted outside his door. She noticed that and shot him a lurid smile as they walked inside. Ethan locked the door behind them with a frown. She had obviously misunderstood his intentions.


  “Mmmm, now I get it,” she purred, coming up behind him and touching his arm gently as she whispered in his ear, “You just wanted me for yourself.”


  Ethan turned to her with a grimace. “Alara, that’s not—”


  She was backing away, her hands already popping the buttons on her blouse. She shrugged the blouse off and it fluttered to the floor.


  “Alara, put that back on.”


  She giggled as she began working on her pants, her hips swaying to a silent melody. “Make me.”


  Ethan started after her as her pants fell off and she kicked them away. She was backing toward his bed, leading him there. She unclipped her bra to reveal two perfectly rounded breasts just as she stepped into the leafy shadows cast by the ferns growing up along the dividing privacy wall between Ethan’s living area and his bedroom. Ethan felt an answering stir inside of him, but fought to push it away as he followed Alara to the bed.


  Now she worked her panties off, one corner at a time, teasing him with partial glimpses before sliding them slowly down her thighs and legs to bare all. Ethan stopped before entering the bedroom, and now he looked away, holding one hand over his eyes and another up between him and Alara in a vain attempt to preserve her modesty.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked, sounding hurt. “Am I not pretty enough for you? You don’t want to look at me?”


  “Alara, it’s not that, it’s—”


  “My name’s Angel, she interrupted, and then she walked up to him and grabbed his hand—


  And placed it there. Ethan flinched as he felt something warm and wet graze his palm. He opened his eyes to see where she’d placed his hand, and he recoiled from her. “Alara!”


  “Frek me!” she said, her violet eyes wild as she pulled him close and kissed him firmly on the lips. She forced her tongue past his clenched teeth, and he gave her a rough shove away from him. Alara tumbled to the floor with a yelp of surprise and pain. She sat looking up at him with genuine hurt now.


  “I—frek, I’m sorry, Alara. He held out a hand to help her up, but she slapped it away and pushed herself off the floor.”


  “Hoi, if you like men, you could have just told me instead of wasting my time by bringing me here. I don’t know why you bothered.” She went to pick up her panties, and Ethan found himself watching as she bent down. He shook his head and looked away again as she pulled her underwear back on. He absently felt for his wedding band to give himself strength, but it wasn’t there. He’d taken it off long ago to avoid giving himself away. The overlord wasn’t married, after all.


  Alara brushed past him into the living room to hunt for the rest of her clothes. She pulled on her pants and then snatched up her bra and blouse. “Good night old man,” she said with a smirk. She was now almost to the door. “You’d probably better see a medic about that prostate before it explodes.”


  “Alara!” Ethan said, taking a deep breath to still his racing heart.


  “What?” she looked up at him with hard, angry eyes.


  His lips twisted in a miserable frown. “I love you, Kiddie.”


  Suddenly, she stopped buttoning her blouse and her expression went from angry to shocked. Then her eyes began to glisten with moisture in the low, night-cycle lighting of his quarters. “You what?” Her breath hitched in her chest.


  “I love you,” he repeated, now walking toward her. “That’s why I’m not going to do what you want.” He reached her side in a few short strides and led her gently by the hand to the nearest couch in his living room. She sank into it gratefully, her eyes wide and blinking as she stared at the opposite wall. A solitary tear slid slowly down her left cheek.


  “You’re not well,” he said, holding her hand in his lap as he sat down beside her.


  Alara slowly turned her head to him and he wiped away that trickling tear. She began to shiver.


  He noticed and placed his hand against her forehead. “Are you okay?”


  “You called me Kiddie.”


  Ethan saw the spark of recognition in her violet eyes and his own eyes grew wide. “Well, to me everyone’s a kid, so—”


  “Don’t do that to me.” Alara frowned and shook her head. “Everyone’s been telling me I’m not who I think I am, and that what I remember isn’t real, but this is real, isn’t it? Are you him? Am I remembering you from my childhood? When you were younger?” She searched his eyes, but then that spark of recognition and hope he’d seen abruptly died, and she shook her head. “Never mind.”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “Your eyes are the wrong color. They’re blue, not green.”


  “Oh . . . well, there’s not much I can do about that, I’m afraid.”


  Alara gave him a broken smile. “I suppose not.” She withdrew her hand from his and clasped it together with her other one, as if she were about to pray. “You don’t know what it’s like,” she said, staring down at her hands, “To be caught between two realities and two different lives and to wonder which one of them is really yours.”


  Ethan rubbed her back gently and said, “I’m sorry.”


  She looked up at him. “Do you ever wonder who you really are? Do you have to listen to people telling you all day that the way you are, the things you want, what you say, and even how you act—that all of it is wrong? They tell you that you need to do a better job . . . to resist yourself, but even when you try, it’s not real. It’s just an act. You’re just doing what they want to make them happy. It has nothing to do with you.”


  Ethan shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t know what that’s like.”


  “Then you can’t know how I feel.”


  “Perhaps not, but I think I know someone who might.”


  Alara’s eyebrows went up.


  “I believe you’ve met Captain Adan Reese, the new XO of the Defiant?” She hesitated, then nodded slowly, and Ethan went on, “You should talk to him. Make a friend. I have a feeling he’s looking for one, too.”


  Alara smiled half-heartedly. “I’m not good at making friends. I’ve never had to be.”


  Ethan shrugged. “Neither is he. Same reason.” He patted her on the back and rose from the couch, offering his hand to help her up. She took it, but her eyes were wary.


  “You can sleep here tonight, if you don’t want to go back to your parents’ quarters yet,” Ethan said.


  She cocked her head. “Reconsidering your decision not to sleep with me?”


  “No. I’ll stay here on the couch.” He waved a hand at the dividing half wall between the living area and the bedroom, and said, “Privacy screen on.”


  Suddenly the bedroom was cut off by a holofield of trees rising up behind the short wall of real ferns. The walkway between living room and bedroom had become a slightly-curving tunnel of greenery, the entrance all but blocked by a hanging veil of red and yellow blossoms.


  “Thank you,” Alara said, turning to him with a smile. She kissed him on the cheek and started toward the blossom-crowded path. “If you change your mind . . .”


  “I won’t.”


  She sent him a playful wink and then walked through the projected veil of flowers.


  Ethan let out a long sigh. “Hardest thing I ever . . .” He muttered and shook his head. He’d grown used to rejecting women’s advances over the years, and Alara had given him regular practice in the past—although she’d never been that pushy about it, nor that good at using her assets to change his mind.


  He hadn’t lied to her. He did love her, and maybe with enough time he could even be persuaded to love her romantically, but one thing stopped him: he loved Destra far more, and where before he’d only had his memories of her to keep him chaste, he now had something far more compelling.


  Hope.


  Atton had told him that Destra Ortane had been alive when she’d sent him away with his great uncle Reichland, which meant there was a chance she might still be alive. And as long as there was even a chance, he had to keep looking for her. He had to wait. He’d wait until his dying breath if that was what it took.


  



  


  Chapter 10


  —THE YEAR 0 AE—


  Night was the most trying time of all, when all their nerves were frayed and the shadows seemed to take on ghoulish form. Night was when the Sythians came out to hunt.


  Destra sat huddled on the living room couch with Lessie and her son Dean, their eyes glued to the holoscreen opposite the couch, watching the night vision security feeds which were coming in from cameras scattered around the forest above Digger’s hideout. Each camera slowly panned left to right and back again, giving a comprehensive view of their surroundings.


  “You’re not going to see anything,” Digger said, calling from the kitchen. Destra turned to meet his gaze, but he was busy preparing himself a sandwich with the last two slices of bread. After a moment, he caught her staring at him and he looked up with a shrug. “The best we can do is listen for them.” He took a giant bite of his sandwich and then made a gesture at the holoscreen. Destra turned to see the volume rapidly increasing from 0 to 100. They heard a soft fuzz of static and the sound of wind roaring and whistling through the trees.


  Destra turned back to Digger. “How are we supposed to listen for anything through all that background noise?”


  “You’re not. I have a program automatically analyzing the feed for specific sound profiles—anything which doesn’t fit the usual background noise of the forest. Like footsteps.” Digger took another bite of his sandwich and waved a dismissive hand. “Besides, it’s one thing for the skullies to traipse by us. It’s a whole ‘nother thing for them to find us down here.”


  Destra’s brow furrowed. “You don’t think they have detectors? That they’ll detect radiation leakage from your generator, for example?”


  “Hey, what do you take me for, a total stim-bake?” Destra frowned at that. She’d caught him shooting up in the bathroom soon after they’d arrived. He’d claimed the stims he used were not addictive, with no side effects, but Destra didn’t want to know about it—stimmers all had the same excuses. “Patrollers have been lookin’ for me for years,” Digger went on. “I’m so deep underground and so heavily-shielded in here that they must have walked right by me half a dozen times.” Digger waved a hand at the screen, “Besides, I don’t see the skullies walkin’ around with any kind of tech. They’re just hunting for the next meal—one of us, that is.”


  Lessie clapped her hands over Dean’s ears. “Could you not talk about that while we’re here, please? Dean has enough trouble sleeping without you reminding us what’s out there.”


  “Hoi, sorry,” Digger drawled with his mouth full of sandwich. “Jus tryin’ to keep it real, ya know?”


  “Well, don’t.”


  “Speakin’ of what’s out there. Which one of you’s going to do the first scavenger hunt?”


  Destra turned to Digger with a frown. “The first what?”


  “You know, comb around for food and supplies . . . we won’t last long in here without that.”


  “You and I can go first thing tomorrow morning.”


  “Ha! Ha, ha!” Digger lowered his sandwich and smiled meaningfully at Destra.


  She found herself distracted by a small green piece of salad caught in a smear of mustard at the corner of his mouth. “What?” she asked.


  “I’m providing the digs here, so I think it’s only fair you be the runners.”


  “You’re joking.”


  He shook his head. “Don’t worry, I won’t ask the kid to go. He can stay here with me.”


  Now Lessie turned to join the conversation. “You can’t be serious.”


  Digger shrugged. “Fine, take him with. I don’t care.”


  “No, I mean about sending us out there—with those things.” Lessie appeared to shiver even at the thought of the aliens running around on the surface.


  “Someone’s got to go.”


  “How about you?” Destra asked, jerking her chin to him. “We can send Digger The Brave.”


  “Watch your pretty mouth.” Digger scowled. “You’re going, and I’m staying, and that’s the end of it. If either of you has something else to say about it, you can tell it to Doc and Petra.”


  Destra felt her ire rising at the mention of Digger’s pet rictans. They were both chipped, so they weren’t a danger to anyone unless Digger wanted them to be, but one of them could kill just as efficiently as a Sythian, and Destra was quietly furious that Digger let them roam around freely at night. As if it isn’t hard enough to sleep already.


  “I have weapons and armor for the two of you, so you should be fine out there.”


  Destra was about to reply when the sound of the wind whistling and rustling through the trees overhead was broken by a piercing scream. All eyes turned to the cameras, and this time they saw something. A warning tone issued from the sound system and a computerized voice said, “Warning, threat detected.”


  “Oh no, oh no—” Lessie said, trying to cover Dean’s eyes and ears at the same time. “Switch it off!”


  Dean began to cry.


  Destra watched with horrified fascination as one of the cameras automatically panned and zoomed in on the sight. A small group of people were running through the trees. One of the women in that group was screaming at the top of her lungs with the others hissing at her to shut up.


  “We have to do something!” Destra said, turning back to Digger.


  He just shook his head. “We can’t.”


  “You said you have weapons!”


  “For us, not for them.”


  “Digger!”


  Another scream came from the cameras, and there was a loud ruckus of shouting, followed by the sound of ripper rifles opening up. They all watched in horror as one by one the group of people was knocked to the ground and set upon by invisible beasts, their guns all firing in random directions as they were struck down. Destra looked away as the scene turned bloody. “Switch it off, Digger!”


  He deliberately waited a few more seconds before waving his hand to turn off the screen. “Well,” he began, “it’s unfortunate we had to see that just before bedtime.”


  “And you want us to go out there?” Destra shook her head. “I think we need a better plan.”


  “Like what?” Digger snorted. “Maybe we can dig a little deeper down here and find some juicy worms.” He smirked and went on, “Except I don’t fancy eating worms. Don’t worry, the Sythians only hunt at night. So long as you don’t wake any of ‘em up you should be fine.”


  “Thanks,” Destra said as she and Lessie rose from the couch. Lessie had her son in her arms and was trying to soothe his crying by patting and rubbing his back. Both Lessie and Destra scowled at Digger as they walked past.


  “G’night,” he said, smiling thinly at them.


  Destra gave no reply. Digger had just drawn a line in the sand. He’d shown them who was the head of this household, and exactly what that meant. In the process of exercising his authority, he’d finally answered for her the question of why a scuzzy outlaw like him would go out of his way to shelter three complete strangers. He was sheltering them because they were his meal tickets. They would go out and hunt while he stayed safe at home.


  As they walked into the spare bedroom they heard a growl and saw one of the rictans turn its head to glare at them with red eyes glinting in the dark.


  Lessie froze in the doorway with a gasp of shock, and Destra felt her heart rate spike, but then she walked by Lessie with a scowl and shooed the beast from the room, doing her best to ignore its snarling. She had to remind herself it was chipped, so it wouldn’t bite her. “Doc, get out of here! We’re going to bed!”


  The initial arrangement with her sleeping on the couch and Lessie and Dean sleeping alone in the spare room had quickly been overturned when Destra had been unable to get any sleep with the rictans pacing the living room at night, their claws clickity-clacking across the polished duranium floors.


  As soon as Doc was out of the room and glaring at her sleepily from the other side of the open door, Destra moved to seal and lock the room. The door shut with a swish and subsequent thunk of bolts sliding into place. “There,” Destra said, turning to Lessie and Dean with a frown. “Let’s get some rest. It sounds like we have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”


  Lessie nodded slowly and moved to deposit Dean on the bed while Destra began to undress. After what they’d seen on the cameras, she had a feeling it would be a long night, too.


  * * *


  —THE YEAR 10 AE—


  Brondi stared up into the starry blackness of space, feeling the chair beneath him dip and slowly turn to carry him through the Star Dome. With the room’s dome-shaped transpiranium ceiling he was treated to a broad, unobstructed view of space. Reclining grav chairs floated in a slow dance around the room, gently rising and falling as they drifted in lazy circles. The Star Dome was an officer’s lounge, with drinks being served by a server bot at a bar along the far wall of the room. Brondi could make an order using the controls in his armrest and then his grav chair would stop to pick up his drink on its next pass by the bar.


  The whole purpose of the Star Dome was to relax. Between the room’s low gravity and amazing vistas of space, it functioned just as intended.


  Chairs could be configured to circle the room together in more social groupings, or to circle the room alone, as Brondi was doing now. The crime lord wondered how many times the indolent overlord had come here just to catch a nap or to piss away the afternoon and evening with an endless stream of fancy cocktails. The dome was also equipped with a holofield so it could be configured to show any scene at all, or even a holovid.


  Adding to the relaxing atmosphere was the sound of water which bubbled up from a light sculpture in the center of the room. The water cascaded down the sides of the sculpture, but somehow kept from disturbing the glassy pool on the deck. The effect of the water below and the transparent dome above was startling. The pool reflected the view through the ceiling almost perfectly, giving a sense that one was suspended, floating in deep space. It was the perfect environment for Brondi to clear his head, which was exactly what he needed to do now.


  He had to plan his next move. At first, he’d been content just to have the Valiant, and to rule all of Dark Space without the nettlesome interference of the ISSF, but now like a kid who’d just had his first taste of candy, he wanted more.


  Dominic had been hiding more than Brondi could have ever thought possible. First of all, he wasn’t actually the overlord; he had been a holoskinner in a long line of holoskinners; second, there was a whole race of aliens beyond Dark Space that no one even knew about; and third, and possibly most interesting of all, there was another enclave of human survivors—and who knew how many ships they might have!


  All of those details had been swirling together in Brondi’s mind for the past two hours, and now finally, he knew what to do. Brondi keyed the controls in his armrest to let him off when his chair next drifted by the entrance of the Star Dome. When he reached the doors, and his chair slowed to a stop, Brondi pushed himself to his feet and walked out of the room in a dreamy haze. The doors swished open and he started down a long corridor toward another pair of doors. The gravity in the corridor gradually increased until it reached ISSF standard. After hours in low gravity, normal gravity made him feel twice as slow and heavy as usual. Frowning at the sudden headache which he felt encroaching at his temples, Brondi made his way to the nearest pair of lift tubes.


  By the time he stepped back onto the bridge deck, he was already barking orders to his crew. “Nav! Set course for the Dark Space gate. Engineering, check all systems and report! Comms, we’re on yellow alert, notify the crew and have them standing ready at their stations as soon as we exit the gate.”


  “Engineering reports all systems green.”


  “Nav, setting course.”


  “Sir, most of the crew is asleep, should I wake them with the yellow alert?”


  Brondi shook his head as he reached the end of the gangway. “Set their alarms for an hour before we exit SLS and update readiness then. No need to deprive them of sleep.”


  The captain whom Brondi had appointed and then left on deck to deal with the minutiae of running the Valiant walked up to Brondi now. “Sir,” he stopped and saluted one step down from the gangway, bringing him to eye-level with Brondi.


  “Yes?” Brondi asked, frowning at the dark-skinned captain. He had white hair which was suggestive of his age, but the body and musculature of a much younger man. His eyes were dark and glinting with steel.


  “Are we going to chase the Defiant through Sythian Space? While you were off deck I came up with a plan to hunt them down.”


  Brondi was already shaking his head. “No, Captain Thornton.” He turned to look out the viewports and nod at the distant space gate—the new Dark Space gate, which was really just the in-system gate, repositioned to replace the shattered cloud of debris that the overlord and his crew had left of the old one. “The Defiant is only one ship. We have a whole fleet out there waiting for us to take command, and it’s time that we did so.” Brondi turned back to his captain with a gaping smile. As he met the captain’s curious gaze, Brondi mentally activated the holoskin he now wore.


  Captain Thornton gasped, “Overlord Dominic!” Soon every eye on the bridge had turned to stare at Brondi in his new form, uncertainty and shock warring across their faces.


  But when Brondi spoke once more, it was still his voice which reached their ears. “Relax,” he said.


  “Is that a holoskin?” the captain asked, his mouth agape. “Where did you get that?”


  Brondi smiled. Holoskins were supposed to be very rare. Not only were they illegal, but they were made of strictly-controlled substances and very expensive shielding. “This is the overlord’s very own holoskin,” Brondi replied. The confused looks which answered that revelation prompted Brondi to explain. “Our beloved Dominic was an imposter.”


  Now the bridge grew loud with gasps and exclamations from the crew, while Captain Thornton just stared straight ahead, his eyes glazed and unblinking as his mind struggled to catch up.


  Brondi shrugged and then turned in a slow circle to address everyone. “Whoever he was, the overlord has left us with a great gift! He’s left us himself.” Turning to the captain, Brondi shook his head. “Except I’m not tall enough to pull it off. Would you do us the honor of being the overlord, Captain?” Captain Thornton just went on staring at him, and Brondi nodded, his mouth gaping in a smile once more. “I’ll take that as a yes.” Brondi turned his smile out to space. “It’s time we took back our birthright—” He nodded once at the gate which was now growing steadily larger in the forward viewports. “—freedom.”


  * * *


  Ethan strode onto the bridge with Tova walking silently behind him. She was naked, so as not to overly upset any crew members who might remember the Gors’ black armor from the war. As a concession to Tova’s physical needs, the lights on the bridge had been dimmed and the temperature dropped to just a few degrees above zero, adding to the frigid silence which swept across the bridge as she came in. Atton was waiting with Commander Caldin on the far side of the captain’s table, his eyes on them as they approached. Atton gave a shallow nod which Ethan returned as he turned to address the crew.


  “Deck Officer Grimsby, open the intercom to the rest of the ship, I need to make an announcement.”


  Grimsby worked quietly at his station for a second before nodding up at Ethan.


  Ethan took a deep breath, and then he began. “Good morning, Defiant. This is your overlord speaking. We are about to set out on a journey to cross Sythian Space in order to make direct contact with our forces at Obsidian Station. Without a cloaking device, it will be dangerous, but I can assure you we have reviewed all of the alternatives, and setting out in the Defiant to cross Sythian Space was the very last option we considered. There are no easy ways out of what’s to come.


  “As you may or may not have already heard, we have a Gor aboard to help us make the trip safely. The Mighty Tova is going to help us detect cloaked Sythian ships, and to make contact with her crèche mates aboard Obsidian Station before we arrive. We are crossing just two systems before we will stop to launch another, smaller vessel to complete the journey. Tova will go along for that final leg of the journey, and we will wait at a designated safe location for reinforcements to arrive with fuel and a relief crew. Our preliminary recon shows that we will encounter only mild resistance while crossing the two systems between us and our launching-off point, but we are about to conduct a recon of Taylon, where we are now, to confirm this. Let’s hope there are no Sythians lying in wait for us. From this point on, we are on yellow alert. Our departure is set for twelve hours from now, so we’re going to have to work hard to get everything ready before then. Make sure you are standing by your stations and reachable on the comms at all times. Ruh-kah!”


  Ethan ended his speech and gestured for the comm officer to turn off the intercom mode. Some muted grumbling followed Ethan’s introductory speech, but he ignored it. The crew didn’t have to be happy that they were working with Tova, they just had to accept it.


  Ethan turned back to his son. “You’d better get to the flight deck.” Atton nodded and started toward the doors at the back of the bridge. Ethan caught him by the arm as he walked by. “You know you don’t have to do this, right?” Ethan said in a quiet voice.


  Atton shrugged. “If not me, then who? We’re short of capable pilots.”


  Ethan grimaced. “Your mother would never allow it.”


  Atton gave a sad smile. “No, she wouldn’t, but she’s not here.”


  “Yet.” Ethan raised a warning finger. “Don’t think I won’t tell her what you’re doing when she is.”


  “And get yourself into trouble?”


  Ethan snorted with laughter. “Get out of here.”


  “Yes, sir,” Atton replied, grinning wryly at him before starting off at a jog. Ethan watched him go with a painful lump rising in his throat. Letting his son join the Defiant’s fighter screen was like signing the boy’s death warrant. Ethan didn’t expect to make it to Obsidian Station with very many of their pilots still among the living, but Atton had insisted he be allowed to fly one of the remaining novas, and like father like son he also had an “A” pilot rating—although, his kill score was lower, making him 4A rather than 5A. Still, that rating still marked him as a superb pilot, so if anyone were going to live through the crossing, it would be him.


  And Ethan couldn’t argue with the boy’s logic. If their capable pilots didn’t fly, then what chance did any of them stand? Ethan turned away with a shaky sigh as the doors swished shut behind his son. Besides, there was no guarantee that Atton would be any safer aboard the Defiant. At least in a small, maneuverable fighter he could dodge most of the enemy fire.


  The Defiant, on the other hand, would be a sitting duck.


  



  


  THE CROSSING


  



  


  Chapter 11


  Alara sat at the small table below the viewport in her parent’s quarters, her arms crossed, her gaze averted from the room as she stared out into space. She’d been doing her best to ignore her parents—if they even really were her parents. They could just as easily be two imposters and she would never know. They certainly felt like imposters.


  Her memories, the ones that she could bring to mind and the ones that felt real, were of growing up in a girl’s orphanage. When she was just 16 the orphanage had run out of funds, and Alec Brondi had generously agreed to take in all of the orphans. He’d raised them like his own daughters, and then he’d taught them a valuable trade, one which would enable them to live in comfort and ease while the rest of humanity starved to death.


  As for the old couple sharing a room with her aboard the Defiant, they were just a pair of overbearing strangers who wouldn’t let her out of their sight. She’d spent the night in the overlord’s quarters, and nothing had happened, but her “parents” hadn’t been satisfied with those assurances. Since then, she’d been prohibited from leaving the room. They’d brought her breakfast, and just a moment ago the old man had left to get her an early lunch. She’d sent him off with that request more to shut him up than out of any real desire for food—he’d been telling her stories from her childhood in order to trigger her memories, but she couldn’t remember any of the things he’d been recounting.


  Alara looked away from the viewport to see the old man’s wife, Darla, standing to one side of the room, staring at her with a heartbroken smile and watery violet eyes.


  “What?” Alara asked. She wasn’t buying the act.


  The old woman flinched at her tone, but Alara couldn’t have cared less. These two weren’t paying her to be nice, so why should she be?


  “Oh, nothing, dear it’s all right.” The woman looked away and sniffed.


  Alara’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t see why I can’t leave the room. I’m a grown woman, you know. I have a right to live my life the way I want to. You can’t keep me locked up in here.”


  Darla looked back with tears dribbling down her cheeks. She wiped them away with the backs of her hands. “Oh, my dear sweet little girl, we’re not trying to limit your freedom; we’re just trying to help you avoid making any mistakes you’ll regret later on.”


  “You mean when I get my memories back.”


  “Yes.”


  “What makes you so sure that your little girl is still there to bring back? I’ll tell you one thing, Darla, I’ve looked for her, and there’s not even a trace.”


  The old woman’s face crumpled anew. “Excuse me,” she said, and hurried to the bathroom.


  Alara frowned, watching the door swish shut behind her. It wasn’t entirely true that she couldn’t find any trace of the person she’d supposedly been, but it was close enough to the truth. Whoever she’d once been was lost in a sea of much sharper and clearer memories from an entirely different life.


  A knock sounded at the door, and Alara assumed it was Dr. Kurlin. She eyed the bathroom a moment longer, waiting for Darla to come out and see who it was, but the bathroom stayed shut, and the knocking sounded again. With a sigh Alara got up and went to answer the door.


  She waved the door open with her wrist, and was surprised to find a young man standing on the other side. She was even more surprised to see that it was the man from the bar last night, the one who’d tried to stop her from leaving with Commander Adari.


  “Hello again, Alara,” he said.


  “My name’s Angel,” she replied, frowning.


  “We can make that your call sign.”


  “My what?”


  He held out a black flight suit which matched the one he wore. “Your call sign. It’s how we’ll refer to you while you’re flying with the squadron.”


  Alara shook her head. “You must have the wrong door, Captain. I’m not a nova pilot.”


  The man grinned, revealing a perfect set of straight white teeth. “Not yet you’re not.”


  “Hoi there! What’s the meaning of this?”


  Alara turned to see Darla coming up behind her with a scowl. The old woman squeezed into the open doorway beside her and jerked her chin at the officer standing outside. “You can put that back on the rack where it belongs. My daughter isn’t going anywhere, least of all into the cockpit of a nova.”


  “I’m sorry, Mrs. Vastra, but that’s not your choice to make.” The man’s eyes met Alara’s once more. “What do you say, Angel? You up for it?”


  Feeling suddenly nervous she shook her head. “I don’t know how to fly.”


  “I think you’ll be surprised at what you know, but in any case your fighter’s been equipped with a flight trainer AI to help you get over the learning curve.”


  “I . . .”


  “Or you can stay here.” He shrugged. “But you’re going to miss out on all the action.” He winked and shot her a meaningful grin. “I’ll fly your wing myself. We’ll make a great team. I think you’ll find flying with me to be very stimulating.” The officer was drawing out his words and speaking in a soft, slow voice, so that everything he said took on a whole other meaning.


  Alara’s gaze turned speculative. She thought she knew what the captain was really after, and that was just fine by her. Clearly this was the new code language they’d had to resort to in order to get around her overzealous chaperones. Alara smiled and snatched the flight suit out of the officer’s hands. “I’ll be back later, Mom.”


  “Alara!”


  The old woman made a grab for her arm as she hurried through the open door, but the captain intercepted it by stepping between them.


  “You can’t take her!” Darla insisted. “I won’t let you!”


  Alara turned to see her erstwhile mother struggling with the officer, hitting him and kicking him, eliciting grunts and yelps from the young man. At last he grew impatient and shoved her away from him. She stumbled back into the wall, hitting it hard, and nearly falling to the floor. She recovered, rubbing her shoulder and glaring at the captain with murder glinting in her violet eyes.


  The captain gave a deep sigh and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Vastra—for that—but you must understand, she’s no longer your responsibility. She’ll be assigned her own quarters on the flight deck. You can look for her there if you’d like to visit. Good day.” The captain saluted and then turned and started down the corridor at a brisk stride.


  Alara had to struggle to keep up. “You didn’t need to be so rough with her.”


  “It wasn’t my intention.”


  They reached the lift tubes at the end of the corridor and waited for the first one to arrive.


  “You’re Captain Reese, the man from the bar last night, aren’t you?” Alara asked.


  “That’s right.”


  “The overlord told me about you.”


  “Oh?” He quirked an eyebrow at her. “Good things I hope?”


  She smiled. “He said you’d make a good friend.”


  “Ah.” The lift arrived and they stepped inside.


  Alara brushed up against the captain as he scanned the control panel inside the lift. “So . . . where are you taking me?” Her hands found his biceps and squeezed.


  He punched the button labeled Flight Deck and turned to her with a tight smile. “For flight training,” he replied.


  “What?” Alara took a quick step back from him. The lift doors closed and it fell swiftly to the specified deck. “You mean that wasn’t just a ruse to get me away from Darla?”


  “No, why would you think that?” the captain asked innocently.


  Alara crossed her arms. “I’m not actually going to fly a nova.”


  “Too late. You’re already enlisted.”


  “I didn’t sign anything.”


  He took a step toward her. “I’m sorry, did I say enlisted? I meant conscripted.”


  “Frek you!” she said and gave him a violent shove.


  “Hoi,” he chuckled. “Watch how you speak to your superior officers.”


  “What are you going to do if I refuse to fly?”


  The officer shrugged. “I’m not going to do anything, but if you don’t fly, you won’t get back to the Defiant.”


  Alara’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”


  The lift stopped and the doors swished open. “We don’t have enough simulator pods for all the trainees, so to speed things along training missions are going to be conducted in the cockpits of real novas.” Alara gaped at him, and he gestured to the open doors. “After you.”


  “Go frek yourself!”


  “Don’t worry, if you flunk the mission, you won’t have to fly.”


  “Good, because that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”


  “Well, don’t throw your scores. The fleet needs you, Angel.”


  Alara stormed out of the lift, calling out over her shoulder, “Frek the fleet, too!”


  She heard the captain chuckling behind her as she went. “Well, Angel, if you flunk this test, you can go back to doing exactly that.”


  She turned to glare at him. “Watch it.”


  “So you do have some self-respect. That’s good. Hold on to it. You’re going to need every shred once the other pilots discover what you do for a living.”


  Alara glared at him with naked fury. “Of all the men in the galaxy,” she said, picking her words carefully. “You’re the worst.”


  The captain’s laughter echoed back to her ears. “You would know!”


  * * *


  The briefing room was cold and airy. It was an auditorium with a double high ceiling and tiered seating for about forty. Alara sat through the briefing with a bored look on her face. The auditorium was crowded, with almost every seat occupied by officers and trainees dressed in identical black flight suits, all balancing shiny black helmets on their laps. Alara looked down at her own helmet and studied the inscrutable visor instead of paying attention to the briefing. She couldn’t fly a nova! What was Captain Reese thinking?


  She felt his elbow connect sharply with her ribs, and she looked up with a scowl to see him nod down to the man on the podium.


  “Pay attention,” he whispered.


  She smiled thinly at him, and then turned to face forward again. Why should she risk her life for these people? They were nothing to her. She didn’t owe them anything. What had people ever done for her besides abandon her and use her? The only person she owed anything to was Alec Brondi.


  Commander Adari’s deep voice began cutting through her thoughts. “The Defiant has moved out to the edge of the Stormcloud Nebula in preparation for our first SLS jump.” The commander turned to the holoscreen behind him and gestured to it, bringing a glowing star map to life. The lights automatically dimmed so they could see the map better.


  “We’re currently situated here.” The Defiant’s position was indicated by a green icon. “And we’re going to follow a flight path along these coordinates.” He gestured to the screen once more and a jointed green line appeared in three dimensions, joined with dots wherever the heading changed until it reached a lasso shape that curved around the system’s only planet. “We’re going to conduct a quick recon of the system, doing a basic slingshot around Taylon before heading back here. Your waypoints are already set, so all you have to do is master the flight controls well enough to reach them. This is as easy as it gets, so when you get out there, don’t go skriffy on me. You’re flying real novas, and although there should be no actual danger on this mission, it is a live exercise and a nova can be more than dangerous enough if you don’t follow the instructions in your tutorial carefully.


  “You’ve all been signed up for this mission with the assumption that you already have basic flight training, so this mission should be like riding a hover cycle. The AI flight trainer will show you where all the knobs and buttons are. As for the rest—thanks to the delays in getting our novas ready and configured for training, we just have one day for these exercises—today—and there’s more than twice as many of you as I have birds for you to fly. That means you’re going to have to take turns, and we’re only going to be able to give you the basics in the time we have. For the rest of it, you’re going to have to learn the hard way—blood and tears.


  “Only the pilots with the best scores are going to make the active duty roster, and the rest of you will go back to your current assignments. Any questions?”


  “How do we takeoff?” one trainee asked.


  Alara heard the commander sigh. “The auto will do that for you. Same thing for landing. Flight regs require even experienced pilots to use the autos. Any other questions?”


  The room was silent.


  “Good.” The commander turned to the holoscreen and waved his hand once more. A list of names appeared in place of the star map. “If your name is on this list, then you’re flying in the first run. I’ll call you down by wing pairs.”


  As Commander Adari began calling out names, Alara scanned the list. She found her name there below that of Captain Adan Reese just before they were called down to the podium.


  Adan elbowed her again as he stood up. “That’s us,” he said.


  Alara frowned as she followed him down to the podium. When they got there, she saw from the way Commander Adari smirked at her that recognized her from the bar, but he didn’t say anything about it, he just nodded and gestured to the open door which lay to one side of the podium. Speaking to Adan, he said, “The pair of fighters parked beside the Mark II’s are yours.”


  Adan nodded back. “See you in the hangar, Commander.”


  * * *


  —THE YEAR 10 AE—


  Roan had to hold himself back. It would have been easy to lash out—to strike back and kill the people who had injured him—but Tova had told him to wait. Apparently the humans were fighting each other, and these particular ones were not a part of the alliance between Gors and Humans. That meant they were fair game, but Tova had also told him to stay hidden. She’d let him know when she was near and then he would do what she had asked and sabotage the ship.


  Roan held back a hiss. He didn’t like all the waiting and skulking around. He would have much rather hunted them all down and killed them himself. Roan had been forced to dig through the debris from the explosion to get out. Hours later he’d found the exit, and then he’d still had to climb up more than ten floors before he could get out. All of that had left him feeling very hungry. No matter what Tova said about him staying hidden, he would need to hunt soon. The empty hole in his stomach needed to be sated.


  It was that need which had Roan skulking down the corridor behind two burly humans, watching them walk blithely along, talking loudly as if they hadn’t anything to fear. Roan bared his teeth in anticipation of the kill as he listened with half an ear to the humans’ conversation. The translator he’d been given allowed Roan to understand what they were saying, but he wasn’t sure why he cared. He should just kill them and eat them now.


  “. . . I’m tellin’ ya this is frekkin’ nuts. Big Brainy’s finally done it. He’s become a total stim-bake. Now we’re going into Sythian Space? What is he thinking?”


  “I dunno.”


  “I’ll tell ya what! He’s not thinking. We’re gonna to die out there.”


  “Well, I dunno ‘bout that.”


  “Frek, you dunno krak, do ya?”


  Roan saw the pair of men disappear around the corner, their voices drifting out of hearing. His translator had faithfully reproduced what they’d said in a reasonable facsimile of his own language, and now he was left staring after them with thoughtfully narrowed eyes. The human rebels were venturing out of Dark Space. Tova had told him to wait until she arrived with reinforcements to rescue him, but now that would be impossible.


  He had to tell her about the change of plans. Tova would have to catch up to him whenever these humans reached their destination. Closing his eyes, Roan concentrated on Tova in order to send her a message, but no sooner had he shut his eyes than he noticed the telltale hum of silence which accompanied superluminal space, and his eyes slowly opened once more. He couldn’t communicate with Tova while they were in SLS. It was too late. The ship had already jumped. He’d have to wait until they reverted to real space, and hope his mate was still in range.


  Now Roan did hiss. He should kill them all and take command of the ship himself. That was what Tova was coming to do anyway. Why should he hold back any longer?


  Roan bared his teeth and sprinted after the pair of men who’d been walking ahead of him. He rounded the corner and saw them walking up ahead, just about to reach the next bulkhead door. Roan raced soundlessly down the corridor, his breath coming in an easy rhythm, reverberating back to him inside his helmet as he rushed up behind the two men. As soon as he was within reach, he grabbed them both simultaneously—one neck in each of his large hands. His momentum knocked the men over while he barreled on to bounce off the bulkhead. Roan turned to see them struggling to their feet.


  He didn’t let them get that far.


  As soon as the first man looked up, Roan snapped his neck with a violent twist. His fellow screamed, but that scream was cut short as Roan lunged for his throat and ripped it out.


  


  



  


  Chapter 12


  —THE YEAR 10 AE—


  Adan pointed over Alara’s shoulder. “There. Go strap in. The trainer AI will get you started.”


  Alara nodded, her eyes wide as she turned in a dizzy circle to find the fighter Adan was pointing at. The canopy was open and waiting for her to climb in. She started toward the nova, blinking against the glare of all the bright lights inside the hangar. There was a confusing noise of trainees scrambling to their fighters and of flight controllers calling out orders to the ground crew over the intercom. A pair of men in reflective orange and yellow jumpsuits raced by right in front of her, and she had to halt before she ran into them. Once she reached her fighter, Alara climbed up the short set of stairs which rose out of the deck to the wing. She heard her boots clanging on the metal rungs as she climbed, and she could smell the acrid fumes of reactor fuel and laser gas in the air. Alara reached the top of the ladder and stepped up onto the wing to gaze down into the open cockpit. It looked cramped; the narrow black flight chair was surrounded with blinking lights and display screens, and the surfaces were peppered with an intimidating number of switches, levers, and dials. How was she ever going to figure out what all of it was for?


  She lowered herself carefully into the chair, juggling her helmet and taking care not to bump the flight stick as she swung one leg over it. She looked up to find her fighter already pointed out toward the starry blackness of space, and even though the view was slightly blurred by the fuzzy blue of the hangar’s shields, she could see countless thousands of stars twinkling at her. Here, beyond the empty void of Dark Space, the stars were brighter and more numerous, and Alara found herself marveling at them despite her reluctance to enjoy her mandatory pilot’s training.


  “Hello, pilot,” a cool, commanding voice said. Alara saw a hovering holo of a man’s head and shoulders appear, projected from the holoscreen on the left side of her dash. She noticed there were three such screens—one larger one in the center, and two smaller screens to either side. “Seal your canopy, and let’s get started. Find the red button under the transparent cover near your right elbow, marked raise/lower canopy, and punch it.”


  Alara turned to look and she saw the indicated button glowing brightly, highlighted by the interactive holofield. She lifted the cover and depressed the button.


  Immediately, there came a hum of motors and the angular canopy lowered over her head. It sealed with a hiss of pressurizing air, and then a glowing green HUD (heads-up display) appeared.


  The hovering head spoke once more. “Now strap in and put on your helmet while I adjust your seat.”


  The chair began sliding forward automatically until the flight stick came within easy reach and fit snugly between her legs. Alara noted that with a wry grin as in her mind’s eye the stick became something else.


  “I said strap in and put on your—”


  “Right.” Alara hunted around for her flight restraints. Finding them, she strapped in, and then she slid on her helmet and fiddled with the seals at her neck. She felt her ears pop as her suit pressurized.


  “Now fire up the reactor. The ignition is just below the central display screen.”


  Alara found the button under another transparent cover and stabbed it. A rising whir started up, causing the nova to vibrate around her.


  “You are now sitting in the cockpit of a Nova RZX-1 Starfighter, otherwise known as the Mark I. This starfighter is a good compromise between armament, shielding, and speed. It comes equipped with three red dymium laser cannons, eight Hailfire missiles, and four Silverstreak torpedoes, as well as homing flares for countermeasures. There is an SLS drive for interstellar flight, control surfaces for atmospheric flight, and grav lifts for vertical takeoff and hover. Your top acceleration in space is 145 KAPS, while your shields are ranked at a DR of 80. This fighter is pulse-shielded, which means it’s designed to deflect sudden intense bursts of energy, not sustained fire, so if you don’t learn to jink and juke with the best of them, you’re going to have a very short career as a pilot. Now, listen up while I go through a quick overview of your nova’s flight controls.”


  Alara listened intently to the virtual instructor and watched as it highlighted the main controls, starting with the flight stick, the handle-shaped throttle slider, and the rudder pedals which she now depressed experimentally with first one foot and then the other.


  “Remember, moving the flight stick left or right does not move your fighter left or right, it only rolls you in that direction. To actually make a turn, you must first roll and then pull up on the stick, or else use your rudder pedals to redirect your thrusters and slew your ship.


  “Now find the throttle control beside your left armrest. Feel free to slide it forward, all the way to your fighter’s maximum acceleration of 145 KAPS. Don’t worry, your fighter’s engines are disabled for the moment.”


  The holo field highlighted a handle-shaped slider which was set into a groove running down the middle of a shiny black digital screen. The screen was alight with glowing dashes which began at negative 150 and went up to 200. In front of the slider, the display read 0 KAPS in a large, glowing green font, and beside it another number read 0 m/s.


  Reaching out to move the throttle as the instructor had told her to do, Alara slid it forward until she felt resistance. The leftmost of the two glowing green numbers quickly counted up to 145 KAPS and then stopped. The slider still had some room left to go, but the glowing dashes running past that point were all red.


  “Good,” the instructor said. “Notice the two numbers at the bottom of the throttle display. The first one is KAPS and it describes your acceleration, with one KAPS being approximately equal to one meter per second per second in deep space. The second number is m/s, or meters per second, and that is your ship’s current speed. You can disengage thrusters and cruise to save fuel, or you can set a target speed to have your thrusters auto-disengage by playing with the pair of gray sliders on either side of the speed display. Go ahead and try it now.”


  Alara tested the sliders and found they went all the way up to 999 km/s. She blinked. “Krak that’s fast!” Alara frowned. “Why does anyone bother to fight if they could just roar around the galaxy so fast that no one can catch up? Wouldn’t that make them invincible?”


  “As the Joparans say, even the fastest bird must eventually land to rest its wings—you can’t run forever—and for practical purposes, within each system most Imperial space stations and gates lie no more than 10,000 klicks from each other. These clusters of orbiting objects are known as orbitals.


  “Given that orbitals are relatively small, not only would very high speeds be hard to reach between one gate and another, but those speeds would be pointless for getting places. And just because you’re moving fast doesn’t make you invincible. In fact, you’ll be more predictable because you can’t easily change directions, and you’ll be unable to complete an SLS jump because the safeties will knock you back to real space.”


  “Safeties?”


  “The safeties prevent ships from entering SLS and maintaining jumps at speeds of over 999 meters per second, because at speeds faster than that you run the risk of disintegration. Apart from that restriction, an SLS drive takes a minimum of five minutes to spool up and another five to cool down after a jump, and you can’t change your actual heading while the drives are spooling, or you will end up jumping somewhere other than the coordinates you specified.”


  “Hmmm. No point using it to run away in the middle of a fight, then,” Alara said.


  “No, but you can use it as an emergency brake. At speeds over 999 meters per second, the safeties will engage and drop you out of SLS almost immediately, and due to the nature of superluminal space, your speed will be reduced to a negligible value as you exit.”


  “Interesting . . .”


  Are you ready to continue with your tutorial now, Alara?”


  She nodded.


  “Good. If you move the main throttle slider into the yellow behind the stops which mark zero, that will give you negative acceleration, whereas moving it past the red stops which mark your maximum acceleration will push your fighter into overdrive. That extra boost is also referred to as your afterburners. You can either push the throttle control up past the stops for a sustained boost, or simply trigger the afterburner switch on your flight stick for a temporary increase in speed.”


  Alara saw the indicated switch flash twice on the left side of the flight stick, near where her thumb would rest.


  “Your afterburners use a more potent form of fuel which will run out quickly, and using them too often may damage your fighter’s reactor and drive system, so you don’t want to use them unless it’s an emergency.”


  Alara nodded.


  “Apart from what we’ve already covered, there’s one final flight control to learn—your grav lifts.”


  “Grav lifts work in space?” Alara asked.


  “Your grav lifts repel anything that is matter, with weaker and weaker force the further you are from it.”


  Alara nodded thoughtfully, filing that detail away for later. The tutorial went on, and she found herself paying rapt attention. She’d been determined not to cooperate with this mission, but she was being sucked in by it, her mind greedily soaking up every detail after the idleness of the past few days. Maybe she’d judged too soon. Maybe being a pilot would be good for her.


  “Your next system is the gravidar,” the simulated instructor said. “You can see the forward and rear scopes projected in two dimensions at the top corners of your HUD. The left scope is front, while the right scope is rear. The green dot in the center of each scope is you, while all other green dots are friendly, all red are enemy, all yellow are neutral or undetermined, and all white are inert. For a more detailed view of gravidar contacts, you should refer to your star map. Your main holo display—or MHD—is set by default to display the star map.”


  The MHD came to life now and showed her a large 3D grid. Near the center of the grid was a green venture cruiser-shaped icon. Around them were the hazy gray edges of the Stormcloud Nebula, along with vast tracts of black, empty space which lay between the Defiant and the mottled red and purple ball which was Taylon. Running along the far edges of the map were three numbered axes and three flat, blue grids which connected those axes and formed the back, bottom, and left “walls” of the cube, giving the impression of peering into an open box with the top, front, and right sides removed. The axes all went up to positive 100, and grid lines increased by increments of 10, for a total of 100 visible squares on each of the three grid walls.


  Alara touched the map with her finger, and saw a tiny bright blue cube highlighted with coordinates in the format T-#-#-#. Alara wondered about the letter which preceded the coordinates as the instructor AI droned on about the star map. She tuned him out to rather study the line of text and numbers running along the bottom of the star map. It read:


  


  Coordinate Scale: 100 km3 Displaying: Orbital: 4-5-66 (Zoom 100%) |...| System: “Taylon” (S-0-6-76) | Sector: “Frontier Space” (SE-9-4-29) Display UGC


  


  This felt familiar somehow. Alara reached out with a trembling hand to touch the link at the end of the address, almost afraid of what it might reveal. As soon as she touched it, a string of letters and numbers expanded to fill the display from one side to the other.


  


  UGC: K-54-77-41 | T-1-5-11 | O-4-5-66 | Z-3-3-45 | A-1-2-87 | R-44-34-9 | S-0-6-76 | SE-9-4-29 | C-1-91-43 | G-42-36-32 | U


  


  Alara frowned at the cryptic alphanumeric string. Just seeing the code evoked a strong sense of déjà vu, as though she’d merely forgotten what those letters and numbers meant. The knowledge was lurking just below the surface, hidden in her memories like a half-remembered dream. She squinted at the code, willing it to connect to meaning in her brain. . . .


  And then abruptly she had it. UGC stood for Universal Grid Coordinates, and it referred to the exact point in space of any object. Alara remembered that space was carved into progressively smaller coordinate cubes, each one represented by a letter. The very first class of grid divisions was K for klick cube or K-cube, meaning cubic kilometer. Each cubic grid unit inside a klick cube represented 10 cubic meters, which was the smallest unit of scale used in space navigation. Within the very next division of space, which was the letter T for theater, a whole k-cube became just one cubic grid unit out of a million on the star map. In turn, the next level up was an orbital and each of the million cubic grid units at that scale was an entire theater in size. A theater itself contained a million cubic klicks and stretched 100 km in every direction. So the coordinate cube which Alara had highlighted with her finger—T-56-71-14—which appeared as a glowing blue pinpoint on the map, represented a million cubic kilometers of space.


  Alara shook her head, her mind boggling at the scale, but it got progressively worse from there, with each successive division of space being exactly a million times the size of the previous one, going all the way up to U, which stood for Universal. Each cubic grid unit inside the universal plot was the size of an entire galaxy.


  How do I know all that? Alara wondered again about her insight, and she was overcome by a dizzying wave of unreality and self-doubt. She quickly countered that with the reassurance that basic space navigation was likely a topic that most people had studied at school. Just because she remembered it didn’t mean that she was who everyone said she was. . . .


  But as she continued to stare at the UGC code, Alara realized it wasn’t just something she’d studied once upon a time. She knew it by rote. When she closed her eyes, she could recite all the divisions of space in order from smallest to largest—K-cube, Theater, Orbital, Zone, Area, Region, Solar, Sector, Cluster, Galaxy, Universe.


  Alara’s eyes opened slowly, and she shook her head. Her mind went blank to protect itself from the dangerous thoughts which were now rallying around her and making her feel crazy. The AI’s voice found purchase in her blank mind—


  “You can change the zoom of your star map by turning the dial located at the bottom right of the MHD.”


  Alara nodded, and then she found herself staring at the blank screen behind the AI’s hovering head. Alara pointed to it. “What’s that holoscreen for?”


  “Your secondary holo displays are best used to display more detailed target info as well as more detailed info about your own ship. All three displays are touch activated, but in time you will learn to more efficiently control your nova by speaking commands aloud, directly to me.


  “You can call me whatever you like, change my gender, and even how I look, but you won’t see me appear unless you order me to.”


  “Great! I’ve always wanted a pet bot.”


  The AI ignored her sarcasm and went on, “The next flight system is your autopilot. You can set the autopilot directly from the star map by touching the screen where it says AUTO, or by verbally telling me which way to go and how fast you’d like to get there.”


  Alara’s head spun with all the information, and a quick look around the cockpit at all the controls and displays which were still unfamiliar to her told her there was still much more to cover. She felt like she was on the brink of forgetting it all, but the talking head refused to give her a break. It went on from the autopilot to describe the comms, fire control systems, and shields, highlighting the indicated systems on her HUD and RHD before finally moving on to the preflight check. Alara felt relief wash through her. Those last systems weren’t much to master, just a matter of understanding how to read the gauges and toggle through the settings.


  The preflight check appeared on her LHD while the talking head moved to one side so she could see it. The instructor went through the check with her, but told her that because she was a greeny he’d already done the Before Ignition checks without her.


  Finally the tutorial was finished. The instructor told her to standby for launch while the other trainees finished their tutorials, and then he asked her if she’d like to give him a name while she waited. Alara thought about it for a moment before a name popped into her head.


  “Ethan,” she said abruptly, not knowing why she’d picked that particular name.


  “Very well. According to your identichip, your name is Alara Vastra. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Alara.”


  Alara’s brow furrowed, and the surge of doubt and unreality she’d just barely been holding at bay now washed over her like a tidal wave. Alara squeezed her eyes tightly shut, feeling simultaneously dizzy and horrified.


  “Are you okay, Alara?” the AI asked.


  That was the first time anyone had told her that her identichip didn’t match who she thought she was. Identichips were hard if not impossible to fake, so either Alara Vastra had been killed and her chip stolen to surgically implant it in her wrist, or she really was Alara Vastra.


  “Okay, listen up, greenies!” a harsh voice cut through Alara’s helmet speakers, interrupting her thoughts. “We’re just awaiting the launch codes and then your autopilot will take you through the launch tubes by wing pairs. Myself and Guardian Two are flying in the faster Mark II’s, so we’ll be the first ones out. We’ll be off the comms and lying low on sensors while we go ahead of you to do the preliminary recon, so you’ll be on your own for a bit. Until I’m back, you’ll defer to Guardian Three, Captain Reese. He’s XO of this squadron, and also XO of the Defiant. Reese will be your secondary commander whenever I’m unavailable. Next in the chain of command after him is Guardian Five, Lieutenant Gina Giord, and so on down the line. Let’s hope it never comes to that, or pretty soon one of you greenies will be leading the charge!” Ithicus laughed dryly before going on.


  “As soon as you’re out the launch tubes, find the first nav point along your flight path and accelerate up to it. Most of you have been paired with an experienced nova pilot, so when in doubt, follow your wingmate’s lead. Make sure to stay either abreast of them or just behind them at all times, but try not to crash into them. Ruh-kah, greenies! Guardian One out.”


  Alara frowned. There’d been more than a hint of condescension in the commander’s voice, but she supposed that he wasn’t used to training pilots, particularly not ones as green as them.


  A flicker of light and sound drew her eye and she turned to see the two novas immediately to her left rising off the deck. Their engines were still dark, so she assumed they were using grav lifts. As they rose, Alara saw that these two looked different from the fighter she’d climbed into. They were smaller and sharper—more needle-nosed than the Mark I’s.


  Expecting to see the fighters’ engines light up and send them rocketing out into space, she was surprised when they rather turned 90 degrees and started toward a pair of glowing red launch tubes in the side wall of the hangar. Now their engines did ignite. There came a blinding flare of blue light, and she squinted against the glare. Her canopy darkened in response and she opened her eyes to watch as the first pair of novas disappeared inside the tubes with a brilliant flash and a soft, echoing crackle of dissipating energy.


  Alara heard a th-thunk, and then: “Magnetic clamps disengaged. Grav lifts activated.” Her nova began to rise. Alara gasped and gripped her armrests. She wasn’t ready for this.


  As the nova turned and her view changed from that of the fuzzy blue-black of the hangar’s shielded opening to that of the glowing red launch tubes, she felt a flutter of trepidation. The tubes looked impossibly small for her fighter. What if the autopilot missed?


  “Thrusters engaged,” her AI interrupted, and that was her only warning.


  Alara heard a roar start up behind her and felt herself pinned against the flight chair. She saw the launch tubes rushing toward her, and resisted the urge to scream as her fighter reached the opening. As soon as it did, the tube flashed brightly around her, and she felt herself pinned even more violently to her chair. Her nova raced past consecutive rings of red light, each one flashing in turn as she reached it and heightening the feeling of acceleration. Now she did scream. All around her was a loud, crackling hum of energy. Her face twisted into a terrified grimace.


  And then it was over. She shot out the tube and into star-speckled space. It had felt like forever, but the launch had barely lasted a second. She was still screaming on the other side, but she abruptly stopped when she felt her gorge rising. Alara clamped her lips tight and her cheeks bulged. She forced herself to relax and think about something else. The feeling of intense acceleration was gone, replaced by a much milder sensation. She dialed up her IMS to 100% to remove even that. A quick look at her throttle display showed her acceleration at 145 KAPS and her speed at 645 m/s and rising fast.


  Alara heard someone’s laughter filter into her helmet. “Bet you greenies liked that!” It was Guardian One again. She was beginning to hate him. “If any of you got to see your breakfast in reverse, you’re cleaning it. If not, good for you. Head to your first nav point at 46-52-12 and follow the sequence from there. We’re entering comms silence until we reach Taylon, so don’t use your comms unless it’s an emergency or you spot something on gravidar. If you need someone to talk to, I’m sure your ships’ AIs will be happy to break the silence. Guardian One out.”


  Alara frowned and sat blinking at the stars. They were even more impressive without the blue fuzz of the hangar shields to dull their brilliance.


  “Alara, please set course for the first nav point.”


  When Alara didn’t do anything, the AI asked, “Would you like me to set course for you?”


  Alara nodded, which the AI took for a yes. She watched with wide, staring eyes as her view of the stars began to shift. The mottled red and purple ball of Taylon swung into view, and she saw the glowing green diamond of her nav point overlaid upon it. She found herself admiring the view of Taylon, tracing the red areas with her finger where they intersected the purple and wondering if the colors were from vegetation, water, or just dust and rocks.


  The waypoint grew rapidly larger as she approached, and then she sailed straight through the diamond-shaped opening, and the next waypoint appeared, small and distant against the planet. She noticed a pair of small numbers beside the HUD icon. The left one read 5,040 km, while the right one gave a time in minutes and seconds 16:20.


  “Ethan, is that time beside my next waypoint the time to reach the target?”


  “That is correct.”


  “And the other number is distance.”


  “Right again.”


  “I guess I’m not so dumb after all.”


  “Definitely not. Your identichip rates your intelligence as three standard deviations above the average.”


  Alara frowned. “Have you been spying on me, Ethan?”


  “No more than necessary. For example, I have no need to know your preference of beverage at a bar, but I am equipped to determine where you are in your cycle in order to establish a baseline for mood and volatility.”


  “My cycle?”


  “Menstruation.”


  Alara gaped at her control consoles. “You mean you’re tracking whether or not I have my period.”


  “No, I mean I’m tracking how far along you are in your cycle. You’re on day fourteen, and based on your temperature and hormonal secretions, you’re currently ovulating.”


  “Okay, that’s enough. You’re creeping me out.”


  “My apologies.”


  “Just fly to the waypoints and wake me up when we get to Taylon.”


  “We’ll be at Taylon in less than 40 minutes, and the mission parameters do not allow pilots to sleep in transit.”


  Alara smirked. “They might not allow it, but who’s going to know?”


  “I’m required to report any potentially dangerous breaches of protocol.”


  “We’re in comm silence right now, Ethan, so I think it’ll be too late by the time you tattle on me.” With that, Alara settled back against her flight chair and allowed her eyelids to drift slowly shut.


  A moment later she felt a sharp prick and her eyes shot open—her heart pounding, her head buzzing. Her breathing was quick and shallow, reverberating in her helmet. What the frek?


  “Welcome back, Alara. You must be feeling more alert now.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “What did you do to me?”


  “You appeared to be sleepy, so I administered a small dose of adrenaline via your suit’s stim pack to help keep you awake for the duration of your mission.”


  “You what?”


  “Standard protocol when a pilot accidentally falls asleep is to administer a—”


  “Just shut up and fly, Ethan!”


  “As you wish.”


  


  



  


  Chapter 13


  —THE YEAR 0 AE—


  Destra picked her way through the shattered colonnade at the entrance of Covena. A cloud of dust and smoke hung thick in the air, dimming the soft morning light and turning it a bloody red. They could see their breath in the cool morning air—steady white puffs of condensing moisture which blended perfectly with the smoke. Digger’s stim lab was on the outskirts of the city, so it had been easy to get to Covena. They’d hiked back to the road and found the hover transport Destra had left there during their frantic escape of a few nights past. The transport still worked perfectly, so they’d driven back onto the road and quickly covered the last five kilometers to the city.


  They’d left the stim lab just a few hours after dawn. Digger had stayed behind, of course, and so had Lessie’s son, Dean. That was the only concession Digger had been willing to make when it came to the scavenger hunts. Destra and Lessie would be doing all the hunting and gathering, but Dean could stay behind with Digger where he would be safe. Destra suspected Digger had allowed the boy to stay more to keep them from running off and leaving him to fend for himself than out of any real concern for Dean’s safety.


  “What happened here?” Lessie asked, covering a cough as she climbed over a crumbling archway. The clouds of smoke from the fires which must have raged through the city choked their every breath. Adding to that was the fine coating of alabaster-white dust which tickled maddeningly in the backs of their throats every time it was disturbed by the wind or their footsteps. The dust covered everything in sight. It looked like snow, but it was actually white castcrete, pulverized in the attacks.


  Destra turned to look over her shoulder. Seeing the pale look of shock on Lessie’s face, she offered the only reassurance she could: “I’m sure they didn’t suffer.”


  Lessie shook her head. “I remember Covena. We used to come here all the time. My parents had a cabin by the lake not far from town. . . .”


  “Did your family manage to evacuate?” Destra asked as she climbed over a giant boulder and down onto what had once been a cobblestone street. Now the street was a shattered ruin, covered in a thick layer of castcrete dust with scattered clumps of black ash that tumbled and drifted in the breeze. The usual sounds of hover cars and buses, of construction and people—signs of life which typified any city in the galaxy—were now silenced in death. The ruins of apartments and office buildings rose high into the sky. Twisted rebar, empty window frames, and jagged edges were all blurred a hazy white by the clouds of particulates which hung low over the city, making the ruins look like the skeletons of primordial monsters.


  “I don’t know,” Lessie replied. “They weren’t rich.”


  “I’m sorry.” It sounded trite, but there wasn’t much else she could say. If one weren’t rich, famous, or powerful, there was no way they’d gotten aboard one of the evacuation ships. In the case of the last one to make it off-world, that turned out not to be such a bad thing. That transport had been blown to scrap before it had even made orbit.


  “Did you have anyone on Roka?” Lessie asked.


  Destra hesitated. “No, just my son.” Destra felt a pang in her chest, and she nodded to the horizon. “Let’s take a look over there. That pile of rubble looks like it used to be a supermarket.”


  Lessie accepted the change of topic with only a brief pause. “How can you tell?”


  Destra pointed to a blackened cage lying in the street. “That’s one of the shopping carts.”


  They walked down the rubble-strewn street in silence, bits of castcrete crunching underfoot, the occasional bird flitting by overhead and tweeting out a cheery tune. Destra held her ripper rifle at the ready, trying to look everywhere at once. There wasn’t much point in looking for an enemy that no one could see, but she couldn’t help it. Her mind wouldn’t stop painting monsters in all the missing windows along the street.


  They reached the ruins Destra had indicated, and found that they were exactly that. There were cans and boxes of food scattered everywhere, all of them perfectly blending into their surroundings with a fine coating of white dust.


  Destra turned to Lessie. “Get that cart back there and start stacking it with as many things as you can find. I’m going to go back and get the hover.”


  “You’re not leaving me here! I’m going with you.”


  “We’ll work faster if you stay, and besides, being together is no guarantee that we’ll be safe. There are no guarantees of that. Period.”


  “You should have brought the hover to begin with. That was your mistake. Don’t punish me for it,” Lessie insisted. She tucked a greasy strand of blond hair behind her ear to keep it out of her face. Thanks to the fact that Digger’s stim lab had been built off all the grids to begin with, they still had plenty of running water, but showering had been the last thing on their minds this morning.


  Suddenly, a loud crunch came from the rubble, followed by shattering glass. They spun toward the sounds. Destra covered the area with her rifle, her heart pounding. An instant sweat began to tickle between her shoulder blades.


  “What was that?” Lessie whispered.


  “Shhh!”


  Then they heard a man groan. It took a moment for them to pick his form out of the rubble because he was covered in white dust like everything else. He was also covered with a glittering sheen of broken glass. Between the sound and the fact that the glass lay on top of the dust layer, Destra deduced that it had been recently broken. Couldn’t be a window, she thought. Those were usually made of transpiranium, not glass. It had likely been some drinking vessel or ornament. Had that man broken it to get their attention?


  Then she saw a stream of dust pouring from the pile of rubble over the man’s head. A quick look at the way the rubble rested on the only wall still left standing, bending and cracking the castcrete even as they watched, Destra realized that the structure was unstable and what was left of it was about to collapse on top of what might have been Covena’s sole survivor.


  They just stood there blinking at him.


  Destra was the first to snap out of it. “Help me!” she said, rushing forward. She unslung her heavy rifle and set it down so it wouldn’t get in the way as she crawled through the open window to reach the man. She heard Lessie crunching through the gravel behind her. As soon as she was by the man’s side, Destra grabbed his hand. He squeezed her hand incredibly tight, grinding her bones together, and looked up at her with wild, bloodshot eyes. As soon as he saw her, he began to kick and scream in the dust. His foot hit a fallen timber and the ceiling dropped another handful of white dust on them.


  “Stop it!” Destra spluttered, spitting the dust out of her mouth. “We’re trying to help you!”


  The man shook his head from side to side, his eyes rolling. He was delirious. A quick look at the redness seeping into the dust at his side told her why.


  “Frek!” she whispered.


  “What’s wrong with him?” Lessie whispered back, but then she saw the red color spreading through the dust and she gasped. “He’s hurt!”


  Bending down to eye level with the ground, Destra tried to see what the man had landed on. She saw that he was suspended partway off the ground with a twisted piece of rebar stabbing into his back, and she grimaced.


  “Help me roll him over.”


  Lessie got down beside her, but her hands were trembling and her eyes were wide. She began shaking her head. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Just reach under him and lift when I tell you to. Ready? One, two, three—now!”


  They both heaved at the same time and the man popped free of the rebar with a wet sucking noise. They rolled him onto his stomach, and then his eyes shot open and he screamed. He twisted around and sat up with blood boiling from his side, his head turning quickly from side to side like a frightened bird. He was trying to push himself to his feet, but his sudden burst of energy had already faded.


  “Oh no, oh no!” Lessie said as she saw all of the blood. She stumbled away from the man as though his mortal wounds were contagious.


  Destra grimaced again and drew the pistol at her side.


  “What are you going to do?” she shrieked. “You’re not going to shoot him!”


  “That’s exactly what I’m going to do.” She set her pistol for stun and shot the man at point blank range. He jittered uncontrollably, and then slumped back toward the bloody metal bar which had impaled him.


  Destra caught him with a grunt before he could impale himself for a second time. “Help me get him to his feet!” she gritted out through the strain. The rubble shifted again and more dust trickled over them. “Quickly!”


  Lessie and Destra each grabbed him under one armpit and dragged him through the opening out onto the street. Once they made it there, they laid him back down and stood straight, feeling their aching backs and panting heavily.


  “Shouldn’t we bind the wound?” Lessie asked.


  “We should, but I don’t have anything here. I need to go back and get the hover. There’s a medkit in there we can use. He should be okay for now. That stun blast will have slowed his heart rate enough to buy us some time.” Destra turned and nodded back to the overturned shopping cart. “Start collecting the food. I’ll be back in a minute.”


  Lessie turned to her with a scowl. “I told you, I’m not staying here.”


  Destra bent to pick up the rifle she’d set down and then handed it to Lessie. “Here. Now stop whining. We need to get him back ASAP if we’re going to save him, and we can’t afford to leave without first collecting some food.” Destra was already turning away. “I’ll be back soon.”


  She started off at a jog, heading back the way they’d come. Finding the man lying in the ruins had changed the focus of the mission from their survival to his. Destra had a feeling Digger wasn’t going to be pleased with the new addition to their party, but there wasn’t much to be done about it. If they left him among the ruins he’d either die from blood loss or he’d be found and eaten by the Sythians. Either way they’d be condemning the man to die, and Destra wasn’t about to do that just to please their reluctant host. Digger would have to get used to the idea of sheltering the man—at least until he recovered. Besides, having someone else on their side in the event that Digger became a problem was not a bad idea. Destra remembered his insistence that she and Lessie be the ones risking their lives to gather food and supplies and she nodded to herself. Not a bad idea at all.


  * * *


  —THE YEAR 10 AE—


  Alara watched the range ticking down to the next waypoint—1586 km and dropping fast, although a quick look at the speed gauge showed her velocity dropping, too. Her engines were in full reverse, her fighter decelerating to an appropriate speed before entering orbit around Taylon. So far they hadn’t seen a thing on their recon of the system. The whole mission had been a waste of time! They could have just sent the fighters out with the AIs piloting them. Of course, she wasn’t complaining that they hadn’t encountered enemy contacts, but it still seemed like a waste. Why couldn’t they just send the Defiant through each system by itself? They didn’t need fighters to go ahead of it. No one could see the Sythians’ ships, regardless of whether they were looking on a nova’s scopes or the Defiant’s.


  Alara’s gaze dropped to the star map projected from her nova’s MHD, and she tracked the two, small green icons which resembled Mark II’s. They were already sling-shotting around Taylon for the return trip, meaning they hadn’t discovered anything amiss on scanners either. That begged another question—why not simply send out the interceptors as scouts? Why send the whole squadron? She crossed her arms over her chest and glared out at space. During the last 30 minutes, with nowhere to go, nothing to do, and nothing to look at besides the same pattern of stars and the same mottled red and purple planet, she’d grown thoroughly bored. This wasn’t a glamorous job. It was just one step above night watchman!


  She heaved a deep sigh.


  “Alara, if I may point out, it appears that you are distressed by something. As you already know, any and all physical states which may interfere with the mission are my job to address. Would you like a pick-me-up stim? I have a wide variety of anti-depressants to choose from.”


  Alara’s eyes narrowed. “Are you offering to drug me, Ethan?”


  “There are no long-term side effects, and I promise it’s not an addictive substance.”


  “I’ll take that as a yes. Just give me an estimate of how long before we’re back aboard the Defiant. My legs are cramping, and I need to use the bathroom.”


  “Approximately one hour, but your fighter does come equipped for such an eventuality.”


  “For what eventuality?”


  “The need to relieve yourself.”


  “You’re joking.”


  “No, I’m not. It’s a suction hose. If you would open your crotch, I’ll extend the hose.”


  “Excuse me? Open my crotch?”


  “Yes, your flight suit has a separate opening for you to relieve yourself on long flights. Don’t worry, it’s independently pressurized in the event that disaster should strike while you are doing so.”


  “Never mind, Ethan. I’ll hold it.”


  “Very well, though I should warn you that a full bladder has been known to increase pilot error by a significant—”


  “Shut up, Ethan.”


  Silence fell in the cockpit once more and Alara shook her head in annoyance. Talking with her AI instructor wasn’t much better than talking with no one at all. She wasn’t sure who had programmed the AI, but it was the most annoying bot she’d ever had to deal with.


  Alara went back to watching the star map. Once she had remembered how to use the universal coordinate system and star map, she’d begun to play around with the different settings, finding that she could simply change the zoom level of the map to alter the granularity of the display, rather than always show the default, which was one whole division of space.


  The nova’s AI had been impressed with Alara’s so-called intuition with the controls, but she knew it was more than simple intuition. Her surprising knowledge of star navigation and gravidar systems was clearly coming from somewhere—old memories which her slave chip had somehow been unable to completely suppress.


  My slave chip.


  Alara pursed her lips into a bloodless line. She was startled by how quickly she’d allowed herself to adapt to the fact that she was really Alara rather than Angel. But she couldn’t fight it anymore; too many things weren’t adding up. She still wasn’t sure she wanted to bring Alara back, however, because if she did, then what would happen to her? Would she cease to exist just as Alara had?


  For now it was easier to ignore the question than it was to answer it.


  Alara eyed the green nova icon immediately to the right of hers and then looked out her window to see her wingmate’s fighter glinting sharply at her in the mauve light of Taylon’s sun. She could make out every detail of the fighter clearly with her naked eyes, which was a deceptive visual reference, since a nova fighter was only 16 meters long, and the star map reported her wingmate was actually a kilometer away. At that range his ship should have been little more than a speck.


  While she’d been idly waiting to reach Taylon, Ethan the instructor bot had explained this discontinuity. Space battles usually took place at relatively slow speeds and close distances due to the requirement that one had to first overcome momentum in order to change directions. Even so, fighters and interceptors were so small that one would barely be able to see them if it weren’t for the ships’ AIs making compensations for scale. As such, what one actually saw in space was more simulated than real—much the same way that sounds were simulated because nothing could be heard in a vacuum.


  Visual auto-scaling was currently set to the default factor of five times actual, so small contacts would be visible at range, but not overwhelmingly large. The effect would taper off exponentially as range to target dropped, so Alara would still be able to execute precision flying around large capital ships and stations without feeling like she was about to collide with them all the time.


  Alara glanced up and out her forward viewport to visually locate the rest of her squadron. All around her she could see their glinting hulls and the blue ion trails of their thrusters.


  “Ethan,” Alara began, a thought occurring to her as she returned to gazing at her wingmate’s fighter.


  “Yes, Alara?”


  “Can you temporarily increase the scale of a ship—just one in particular?”


  “Of course.”


  “Would you increase the scale of my wingman’s fighter to a factor of say . . . 100 times actual?”


  Without bothering to reply, Ethan did as he was told, and Alara flinched as a massive nova suddenly appeared flying beside her. It appeared so close that she could even read the stern expression on Captain Reese’s face as he worked his nova’s controls.


  “Interesting . . .” Alara smiled. She could spy on her squad mates like this without them ever even knowing.


  “May I ask what purpose this magnification serves?”


  “Sign language,” Alara said, trying to come up with something plausible.


  “That would only work if your wingman did it, too.”


  “Well, tell him to enlarge me.”


  “Comms are restricted.”


  “Let me see if I can get his attention, then.”


  “But Alara, at this distance he’ll never see you—”


  “Quiet.”


  Alara was gratified to hear Ethan shut up again. At least the bot did as he was told. Alara studied her wingman a moment longer, taking time to appreciate his youthful features. He appeared to be concentrating intensely. As she watched, his lips began to move, and she frowned, trying to figure out what he was saying.


  “Ethan, can you read lips?”


  “Of course.”


  “Can you read what my wingman is saying?”


  “That would be a breach of fleet regulations. ISSF reg. #743 officers are entitled to their privacy whenever said privacy does not conflict with—”


  “If you can’t do it, Ethan, you could just say so. You don’t have to lie about your capabilities.”


  “Lying is against my programming, Alara.”


  “So you say. I’m going to have to get the service techs to take a look inside your brain. I have a bad feeling you might need a memory wipe. It pains me to say that, Ethan, but it is what it is.” Alara had to work hard to keep her tone and expression serious, but it paid off. Without another word from the AI, a glowing green transcript appeared on her comm display.


  We are green to execute, Commander. . . . Are you sure about this? . . . The overlord isn’t going to like it. . . .


  When the transcript didn’t continue scrolling, Alara scowled. “Hoi! Where’s the rest of it?”


  “I trust that’s sufficient proof for you that my statements have been accurate.”


  “Ethan . . . bring the transcript back right now!”


  “What transcript?”


  Alara growled deep in her throat. “Ethan!”


  “Yes?”


  “You know what transcript! Bring it back now!”


  “But you told me to shut up. Perhaps your capricious and contradictory wishes stem from some type of emotional instability. I think I’ll have to recommend you for a psychiatric evaluation when we get back to the Defiant—in case you need reconditioning. It pains me to say it, but it is what it is.”


  Alara blinked incredulously at her displays. Great! A touchy AI! And he’s tracking when I have PMS . . . She sighed and tried another tack. “I suppose I deserved that, Ethan. I apologize.”


  “Apology accepted.”


  “Do you have any idea what Captain Reese and Commander Adari were talking about? I thought we were in a comms silence.”


  “Clearly that does not apply to everyone in the squadron. Or perhaps it just ended.”


  Alara frowned again. “Perhaps . . .”


  Suddenly her comm crackled to life. “Contact, contact! Bearing T-13-60-57!” The speaker was Guardian Twelve. Alara had no idea who that was. What kind of contact? she wanted to ask.


  “Twelve, this is Lead—my scopes are clear. Please confirm contact.”


  “I . . . hold on . . . it’s gone now. Must have been a glitch in the grav.”


  “Roger that. Eyes and ears people. We’re just about—”


  “Hoi! Bogey’s back! Same coordinates!”


  “Lead, this is Five. I can confirm contact. The planet must be interfering with your scanners.”


  Alara saw it now, too—a neutral yellow contact approaching their formation at high speed, coming at them directly from the planet. Alara felt her pulse quicken. Out here in Sythian Space an unidentified contact could only mean one thing—


  A Sythian.


  “All right, listen up, greenies! Disengage your autopilots, power up weapons, and increase power to forward shields. Target profile suggests cruiser analog, so switch to Silverstreaks and try for a lock! Your AIs will help you with the fire control systems.”


  The blip turned red on the star map, and an enemy contact siren screamed through Alara’s cockpit. Red brackets appeared around the target on the HUD, giving a distance to target of 846 km.


  “We’ll try to get back to you as soon as we can, but for now, Captain Reese is in charge. Follow his orders exactly and hopefully we’ll all get out of this alive.”


  Just as Alara was about to trigger her comms to reply, she heard—“Defiant, this is Guardian Leader, we have an unknown enemy contact, bearing T-13-60-57. Bogey is cruiser analog. We are moving to engage.”


  The comms crackled a second later with another, more distorted message. “Roger that, Guardian Leader. Extreme caution is advised. Defiant is retreating to the cover of the nebula now.”


  This can’t be real, Alara thought, her eyes wide with disbelief.


  “Guardians,” Captain Reese began, “we need to reset forward momentum and get closer in order to engage. Power up your SLS drives for a precision jump. Sending coordinates now. We’re going to meet them head on. Click your comms to confirm jump coordinates received and set. Time until coordinated jump is six minutes, starting . . . now!”


  A handful of clicks came across the comm as the pilots figured out how to click them. Alara forgot to click hers as she said, “Ethan, start spooling for a jump to the specified coordinates.”


  “The drives are already spinning up. They’re at 5%. Check the blue icon below your shield gauge.”


  Alara looked up to her HUD and saw a new 2D icon had appeared there, this one a circular blue progress bar that showed a flashing 5% in the center, and a timer underneath which was now counting back from 5:28. Even as she watched, the flashing percentage increased to 6%. She nodded slowly and glanced at her speed to see it was at 7.9 km/s and falling fast. “Are we going to make it to an SLS-safe jump speed before the drive is ready?”


  “We’ll reach the SLS-safe entry speed limit in less than a minute at current deceleration.”


  Alara looked down at her throttle to check her acceleration and found that it was -145 KAPS.


  “If I may point out, Alara, you don’t need to look down at the throttle every time you wish to see your current velocity and acceleration. These values are displayed along the bottom left of your HUD for ease of reference.”


  Alara looked up to see a miniature version of the colored throttle display. At the top of that HUD overlay was a number showing her current acceleration, -145 KAPS, and at the bottom, her current velocity, 7.1 km/s.


  Ethan went on, “Now would be a good time to go over the missile and torpedo systems, since we’re about to use those. Would you like me to begin the tutorial?”


  Alara nodded absently as she studied the image of the enemy contact more closely on the right holo display. The vessel appeared to be long and streamlined. There were no obvious wings or control surfaces for atmospheric flight, and the target display estimated its size at a modest 104 meters long—just over a third the size of the Defiant. The hull was highly reflective with a faintly shifting blue and lavender pattern on the mirror-clear hull.


  The AI went through a rapid tutorial of the nova’s missile systems and Alara listened with half an ear, figuring out how to manually set proximity fuses and timers, as well as how to attain a missile lock on a moving target and dumb-fire for stationary targets.


  “One minute to jump,” Ethan told her, cutting short his tutorial.


  Alara nodded and reached for the flight stick with a trembling hand. With a sweaty rush of panic, she realized that she’d forgotten how to use the flight controls. What was it Ethan had said about making turns in space? Should she use the rudder pedals or not? What about the afterburners? Would she blow the reactor by using them frequently?


  She tried a bit of right rudder to see what would happen, and as soon as she did so, a hollow blue sphere appeared flashing at the top middle of her HUD. Inside the sphere was a small 3D version of her nova with two different colored vectors connecting it to the edges of the sphere like the spokes of a wheel. One vector was green and it pointed wherever her fighter pointed, while the other was red and didn’t appear to move with her ship. A number ran alongside the red vector, which at the moment displayed the symbol for infinity followed by an “s” for seconds.


  Alara frowned. “Ethan! What’s that gauge at the top of the HUD?” The gauge stopped flashing.


  “Good, you noticed. That’s the heading indicator. The desired heading is green, while the old, or actual, is red. The number beside the red vector, currently reading infinite seconds, tells you how long until your ship’s desired heading and actual heading will coincide.”


  Alara blinked, trying hard to remember all of that.


  The comm crackled—“Get ready, Guardians!”


  Suddenly, the two glinting specks which were the novas at the leading edges of the formation flashed brightly, turning to starbursts of orange and red light. The explosions reached her ears mere seconds later from the simulated sound system, and then space turned to bright streaks of light and star lines as her fighter was catapulted into SLS.


  Alara blinked against the fading glare of those explosions, and her eyes found the blue SLS overlay on the HUD. The countdown to their jump was frozen at 17 seconds.


  Suddenly, the star lines of SLS collapsed into pinpoints, and Alara was left staring wide-eyed at her displays. What happened?


  “Red Alert! It’s a trap!” Captain Reese yelled over the comms.


  Alara heard the red alert siren and saw her star map automatically snap to auto-scale, displaying just one theater at regular zoom. But even at that small scale, she could see hundreds of red enemy contacts all around them. There’d just been one a second ago.


  “What the frek happened?” one pilot asked.


  “They had a wormhole ship cloaked along our flight path, and they’ve dropped us right where they want us!” Captain Reese replied. “Evasive action and engage! Stick to your wingmates, Guardians!”


  Dead ahead Alara could see no less than a dozen red bracket pairs on the HUD, and her scopes were similarly crowded. The nearest enemy had been auto-targeted for her and it now appeared on the right holo display. She saw that the enemy target was shaped like an open shell with glowing red portals in the opening between the gleaming top and bottom halves of the shell. Alara assumed the glowing portals were some type of weapons. The ship type read Sythian Shell Fighter, and the scale was 35 meters long by about 20 meters high.


  Even as she watched, the ship’s central red eye flashed brightly, and she looked up to see purple stars begin spinning out of the darkness toward her, arcing off in all directions at once. Suddenly a missile lock alarm began beeping in her cockpit, accompanied by a warning from Ethan that one of the enemy fighters was trying for a lock on her. A second later Alara heard, “Guardian Four, break!” followed by the piercing wail of another siren.


  It took her a moment for her to realize that she was Guardian Four, and that the siren meant a missile had locked on to her, but a moment was all she had before the first spinning star hit her, and Alara’s eyes were overwhelmed by the brilliant flash and deafening roar of the explosion.


  



  


  Chapter 14


  Somehow Alara’s fighter emerged from the fiery wake of the explosion without any damage, but forward shields were critical, as displayed by a red bracket at the top of the shield gauge with the number 12% above it. A word began flashing below the shield display—equalize—and Alara told Ethan to do exactly that, bringing her overall shields to 78%.


  “Ethan, set shields to equalize automatically!”


  “As you wish.”


  “Frek, there’s too many of them!” Alara heard Gina Giord, Guardian Five, say. “Help! I can’t—” Her voice died in static.


  “We’ve lost Five! Watch yourselves, Guardians!” Three said. “You can’t shoot the enemy warheads, but jink hard just before they hit and you’ll lose them. Enemy fighters are slow and not very maneuverable, so get behind them and stay there to keep them from getting a lock on you!”


  A stream of affirmative clicks came over the comm, while Alara focused intently on the spinning purple stars that were still streaming toward her. When the next one drew near, she did as she’d been instructed, pushing the stick down and firing a quick burst from her afterburners to accentuate the maneuver. She saw the enemy missile flash by close overhead, and she let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Bringing her nova’s nose back up to hover her targeting reticle over the nearest enemy fighter, she found she could already make out the gleaming silver top and bottom halves of the shell. The largest of the cluster of red portals in the center of the fighter glowed ominously at her.


  Then her reticle flickered green and emitted a soft tone. She pulled the trigger, and three bright lances of light shot out from her nova, momentarily illuminating her cockpit in a bloody light. The lasers hit and elicited a brief spark of flames from the shell as a big piece of it broke off and spiraled away. The shell’s central red eye flickered out, and Alara pulled the trigger again with an accompanying skrish.


  Her lasers hit home once more, and the target exploded with a flash of light. As the light faded, the debris quickly turned as cold and black as space as they sped off in all directions—a deadly hail of invisible projectiles. Two of the larger pieces collided with the shell’s wingmate, knocking it sideways and provoking a stream of flames before the fighter exploded in another blinding flash of light.


  “I nailed two shells!” Alara crowed into the comm.


  “Good! Get another, and cut the chatter!” Captain Reese said.


  Alara watched another fighter line up on her. She heard the warning beeps of a missile lock and quickly moved to target the enemy before it could fire. Just as her reticle flickered green, she saw the shell’s central red eye flash a brighter red, releasing another of the spinning purple stars. The missile lock alarm squealed. Alara gritted her teeth and pulled the trigger, sending a fire-linked burst flashing out toward the enemy fighter. Two of the laser blasts made glancing hits, carving deep black furrows in the top, while the third bounced off into space.


  Now the enemy fighter was just 1.5 km away. The missile it had fired at her swelled brightly, filling Alara’s entire view. Her missile lock alarm screamed out a solid tone, and Alara jammed the stick forward. The missile flashed by close overhead, and Alara thanked her luck that those warheads, whatever they were made of, didn’t have proximity fuses.


  Two more green dots appeared on the theater-sized star map.


  “Hoi! Glad you could make it, Lead,” Guardian Three said.


  “Form up Guardians and head for 99-54-0. We’re getting out of here.”


  Alara found the green diamond which appeared on her map and stomped on the left rudder pedal to turn toward it. She saw the flashing gray clouds of the Stormcloud Nebula swing into view, along with a solid wall of red bracket pairs. Barely visible behind that sea of red was the small green diamond which was her waypoint.


  “There’s too many of them to fly through!” Alara said into the comm. “We need to plot another jump now.”


  “Negative, Four. Drives are still cooling, and until we get clear, we can’t afford to decelerate for SLS or to stop maneuvering. Guardians, switch to Silverstreaks and set proximity fuses for 150 meters! I’ll assign your targets. We’re going to punch a hole.”


  Alara’s target came in and appeared as a larger, bolder set of brackets than the rest. She lined it up under her reticle and thumbed over to torpedoes using the hat switch at the top of her flight stick. Just as the reticle turned red to indicate a solid lock, she heard the warning beeps of enemy missile locks start sounding through her cockpit. She ignored them and focused on the more muted beeping of her own target lock. As soon as her reticle emitted a solid tone, she pulled the trigger, sending a pair of Silverstreak torpedoes flying off on the fat, glittering silver contrails which gave the torpedoes their name. Thinking back to what Ethan had told her about dumb-firing torpedoes, Alara waited a few seconds and then fired off a second pair behind the first, these two without a target lock. Then her torpedoes were spent and she switched back to lasers. More torpedoes appeared trailing out all around her as the rest of her squadron fired off their volleys.


  The beeping of enemy missile locks suddenly turn more urgent, culminating in a pair of sharp wails from the missile lock alarm. In that instant she saw the enemy fighter wave erupt with dozens of purple stars, all of them spinning off in different directions. Two purple stars spun toward her, and Alara gritted her teeth, waiting for them to get close. Before the wave of enemy fire reached them, their torpedoes began to explode. Alara felt a flash of vindictive satisfaction, but as those explosions faded, she realized that the enemy fighters were still there.


  “Frek!” The enemy was shooting down their torpedoes before they even got close. A quick look at the star map revealed there were dozens of enemy fighters still ahead of them, but even as she looked, a pair of enemy contacts winked out with tiny flares of light erupting on the star map to mark their explosions. Not all of the Silverstreaks had been shot down. The two she’d dumb-fired had found their mark, but by the look of it, those two were the only ones.


  “Ahhh!” someone screamed, and Alara spared a precious second of attention to see another nova winking off the grid. She couldn’t see many green contacts anymore, but she guessed that was because the sheer masses of red enemy contacts were obscuring them from view.


  Suddenly the purple stars were upon her, and Alara pulled another evasive maneuver with her afterburners. Both missiles missed, but then enemy missile lock warning tones sounded through her cockpit with renewed force, and three more alarms blasted at her in quick succession. She looked out through the top of her canopy to see more enemy missiles rushing at her. These three were much closer than the previous pair. Alara began a sustained-boost barrel roll, hoping the missiles wouldn’t track a tight spiral, but they followed her dizzy spin in lazy arcs. She shot through the center of the three spiraling missiles, but this time one of them hit her, exploding with a deafening roar and a blinding flash of light.


  “Port shields critical!” Ethan exclaimed. “Equalizing.”


  Alara looked up to see her shield display reading 77%, and then she saw the glowing red eyes of the enemy fighter wave glowering at her, seemingly just a few dozen meters away. They were too close for comfort. She thumbed over to lasers and fired off a quick burst at the nearest one. That blast hit, sparking brightly and shearing off a piece of the enemy fighter. The damaged shell broke formation and went evasive. Alara applied left rudder to swing her reticle over the next target, but the warning beeps of enemy missile locks began to sound once more. A second later, the warning beeps turned to screaming sirens, and Alara had no time to react; the enemy was too close; she looked up to see two more purple stars flashing toward her, and she executed a spiraling dive with full right rudder and afterburners to the max, hoping to elude the enemy missiles again—


  It was too late. Both missiles impacted, and she heard a sickening crunch as something tore away from her hull.


  As soon as Alara’s ears cleared enough from the booming roars of the missiles exploding against her fighter, she heard—“Starboard shields critical! Forward shields depleted! Severe hull damage detected!”—followed by a low hiss of air escaping from her cockpit. The sound grew softer and softer, and then another hiss started up, close beside her ears. Both noises ceased, and Ethan said, “Your suit has been isolated from the cockpit’s air supply. Keep your helmet on until the cockpit is re-pressurized.”


  Alara scowled and pressed the button below the hat switch on her flight stick which was assigned to target nearest enemy. A red arrow appeared at the top of her HUD, indicating the direction she’d need to turn in order to find her target. A quick look at the rear scope indicated the target was directly behind her. A moment later she heard something hissing off her aft shields, accompanied by bright flashes of light. Some kind of laser cannons? she wondered. A quick glance at the shield gauge showed her shields dropping fast. They went from 42% to down below 30% in just a few seconds.


  I’m frekked, she thought, still pulling through a tight turn to get on the enemy’s tail. The hissing sound stopped, her cockpit’s air now fully depleted, and then Alara saw the big, reflective dome of a shell fighter appear just above her canopy. She boosted to tighten her turn, and the enemy came under her targeting reticle just long enough for her to fire off a laser blast at point-blank range. Three red beams collided with the enemy fighter, hitting the shell’s pair of glowing orange thrusters and punching through to the reactor. The fighter exploded instantly, and she soared through the roaring cloud of flaming debris and out the other side. “Ruh-kah!” she screamed over the comms. “I got another one! Take that you dumb frek!”


  “Forward shields critical,” Ethan commented.


  But Alara’s AI was the only one to say anything. Alara frowned and triggered the comms again. “Hello? Anyone need some help?” She took a quick look at her star map to find the nearest friendly, but she couldn’t see any green amongst the red. “Ethan, target the nearest friendly! I can’t see anyone on the grid.”


  “Alara. . . .” The AI sounded unusually subdued.


  “What is it?” she said. Enemy missile lock tones swarmed through her helmet speakers, and she gritted her teeth as she broke into a sudden evasive pattern.


  “You are the last surviving member of your squadron.”


  Alara blinked. “I’m the last . . .” She couldn’t find the words to speak, let alone the clarity of mind to tell Ethan what to do next. She felt numb as the reality sunk in—everyone else is dead. And then the beeping of enemy missile locks turned to multiple alarms as the missiles locked on to her. She heard the first one explode before she could even react, and then everything turned as bright as the inside of a sun.


  * * *


  —THE YEAR 0 AE—


  Destra patched up the man they’d rescued as best she could from the medkit aboard the hover, but he was still in bad shape. Now that the layer of white dust had fallen away from his clothes, she could see that he wore the tattered remnants of the signature black with white trim uniform of the fleet; there was no insignia left, but a few of the badges on his left breast pocket remained, marking him as an officer of distinction. He was obviously a survivor from the defense of Roka.


  Lessie finished packing food into the back of the hover, and now she walked up to see how the man was doing. When she noticed the fleet uniform, she scowled. “Hoi, he’s ISSF?”


  “Seems to have been. He must have escaped in a pod. He’s lucky to be alive.”


  “Well frek him!”


  Destra looked up with a frown.


  “They left us here, Destra! To die.” She gestured to the man, and he groaned softly as if in reply. “I say we return the favor. He’ll just be one more mouth to feed, anyway.”


  “He’ll also be able to help us scavenge food and supplies when he’s better.”


  “And attract more attention from the skull faces while he’s at it. Just leave him, Destra. We need to get out of here.”


  The man groaned again and his eyelids fluttered. Destra began nodding, as if she’d acquiesced. “All right, shoot him then and we can go.”


  Lessie’s brow furrowed and she took half a step back from the wounded officer.


  “What’s wrong? If we leave him here, he’ll die, either from his wounds, or from Sythians finding and eating him, so the kind thing to do would be to put him out of his misery.”


  “I . . .” Lessie shook her head. “You do it. It’s your idea.”


  Destra snorted. “No, it’s yours. You just don’t have the guts to call it what it is. Leaving him here is murder, and I’m not going to have his death on my conscience.” With that, she turned back to dressing the man’s wounds.


  “Fine!” Lessie hissed, and turned away with a scrunch of gravel grinding underfoot.


  Destra finished binding the man’s wounds and administered a sedative to keep him quiet. That done, she moved him onto a hover gurney she’d found for transporting cargo in the back of the transport. She had to lift his feet onto the gurney first and then his torso, since Lessie was sitting in the transport with her arms crossed, refusing to help. As soon as she was done, she triggered the gurney’s controls, causing it to rise off the ground, and then she pushed it into the back of the transport.


  All the way back from Covena they heard the man moaning deliriously. Every time he did Lessie shot her a scathing look. Destra ignored her.


  “Don’t you think Digger will mind us bringing him back?” Lessie asked.


  “It doesn’t matter. We didn’t have a choice.”


  “There’s no room for him.”


  “We’ll find a space, even if he has to sleep on the gurney or the couch.”


  “Digger might kick us out. . . .”


  “Hoi! We’re done talking about this. You let me deal with Digger.”


  “Fine.” Lessie crossed her arms once more. “But if he asks it was your idea.”


  Destra turned to glare at the blond-haired woman sitting beside her. What was it about disaster which brought out the worst in people? This was hardly a time for humanity to be sabotaging the collective survival of the species with an it’s-either-me-or-you, survival-of-the-fittest attitude.


  When they drew near Digger’s hideout, Destra drove down off the road to the forest and parked by the trees again, but this time she found holo sheets in the back of the hover and spread them out over the transport to camouflage it. The sheets made the hover completely invisible to the naked eye, so Destra took a moment to turn in a slow circle to get her bearings and make sure she could find her way back to the spot. Satisfied that she knew where she was, Destra turned to Lessie. She stood by the hover gurney, covering the trees with the ripper rifle as her eyes darted among the shadows between the trees. Lessie had managed to tie up all of the food they’d scavenged below the gurney using some netting they’d found in the back of the hover.


  “Are you finally done?” Lessie asked. “I feel like someone’s watching us . . .” she said, glancing around nervously.


  “Let’s go,” Destra said. She didn’t bother to offer any trite reassurances. They both knew that a whole army of Sythians could be standing right behind them, and the only sign of them would be the wind they’d feel from the aliens breathing down their necks.


  Destra moved to take charge of the gurney and then they started into the forest. Lessie went ahead while Destra brought up the rear, pushing the gurney along. They moved as quietly as they could, but every crunch of needles and leaves underfoot sounded like an earthquake to their ears. Destra’s foot caught on a root and she stumbled, reaching for the gurney for support. She accidentally grabbed the man’s injured side, and he screamed.


  Lessie shot Destra a horrified look, and they both abruptly stopped to listen to the fading echoes of that scream—and to the response it might have provoked.


  When no other sounds came from the forest, Destra allowed herself a sigh of relief. The man on the gurney moaned softly as he fell back to sleep.


  “Frek, Destra!” Lessie whispered as she gave a shuddering sigh of her own. “You’re going to get us killed like that! Let’s try to keep it down.”


  And that was when they heard a distant roar of engines starting up. Lessie’s eyes met Destra’s once more, but this time there was no mistaking the fear in them. “Run!” she screamed, and both of them snapped into action. Lessie began running through the forest at top speed, leaping over fallen logs and ducking under low branches. She didn’t bother to cover the trees with her rifle anymore, and she didn’t look back to make sure that Destra was still with her.


  Destra struggled to keep up while pushing the gurney along in front of her. They kept glancing at the sky as they went, and the sound of engines roaring grew closer and closer until Destra felt sure the enemy ship was right above them, but there was no sign of it. Could it be cloaked? she wondered.


  They reached the growing-together of two oakal trees which marked Digger’s hideout, and Lessie hurried to trigger the camouflaged hatch in the ground. It opened with a groan of rusty gears grinding together. Peering into the hatch, Destra quickly realized it was too small for the hover gurney to fit.


  “Help me get him in!” Destra said, struggling to lift the man off the gurney by herself.


  Lessie turned to look with a kind of childish shock written on her face. Her features were slack with horror. She appeared to consider helping for a moment, but then she shook her head. “I’m sorry, Destra,” she said, and with that she jumped into the hole.


  Destra gritted her teeth and scowled. She keyed the hover gurney to settle to the ground, and then she dragged the man off and rolled him over to the open hatch, ignoring his feeble moans and flailing protests. Just as she was about to push him inside, a whir of motors started up, and the hatch began to close. Destra couldn’t believe her eyes. She lunged over the injured man’s body and grabbed the hatch, trying to force it back open, but the motors connected to it were surprisingly strong, and even fighting them with all of her strength, she was barely slowing them down.


  “Frek you, Lessie!” Destra roared into the rapidly closing hole. Destra jumped back as the hatch cover shut, almost taking her fingers with it. The corner of her shirt snagged in the hatch and tore, leaving a ragged piece of red cloth to mark the ground. Destra glared at it and cursed Lessie and Digger once more. She bent down and felt around for the hatch release, but it wouldn’t respond to her touch. Somehow, while Destra had been struggling to get the man off the gurney, Lessie had rushed to the control panel below, and then she’d closed and locked the hatch.


  Fuming, Destra thought about alternative ways she could get inside, but the ground-level exit which they’d used to leave the stim lab earlier that morning was all the way on the other side of the escarpment, and even if she could get to it before the Sythians found her, it would just be locked, too. She could dig her way in over here, but that would take time, and without the grav field activated, she’d fall some twenty meters to the ground and break her neck. Even then, there was still the matter of getting through the concealed doors and into the lab itself, and she had no weapons to confront Digger and Lessie besides the pistol at her hip. It would be no match for ripper rifles.


  She was stuck. Destra couldn’t imagine what had prompted Lessie to lock her out, except maybe her selfish fear that bringing another mouth to feed would get them kicked out of Digger’s hideout. Whatever the woman’s motivation, Destra was on her own now. She stood listening to the roar of engines drawing near, her eyes on the sky. She couldn’t see anything, but whatever it was, it was close. Then the sound abruptly changed in pitch and volume.


  It’s landing!


  She didn’t have much time. Destra turned in a quick half circle under the cover of Digger’s tree, searching the sky for the source of the sound, but she didn’t see anything; Sythian ships were cloaked. I guess this is it, she thought, glancing down at the man lying at her feet on a bed of crunchy brown needles and red oakal leaves. It’s just you and me—whoever you are. No weapons, nowhere to go, and no time to get there. Survival of the fittest at its best—


  Or survival of the most ruthless, she thought, eyeing the sealed hatchway and thinking about Lessie, safely ensconced in the stim lab by now. Would they watch her die on the cameras the way that they had with the unfortunate group of survivors they’d seen fleeing through the forest last night?


  Destra had just one chance. She had to get back to the hover and hide under the holo sheets. Eyeing the man at her feet speculatively, she quickly thought about ways to bring him with her, but there was no way to do that without slowing herself down and attracting more attention than she wanted.


  Destra frowned. She couldn’t leave him. That would make her as bad as Lessie. Casting about quickly, she spied a nearby pile of leaves at the bottom of a short hill leading away from Digger’s tree. It’ll have to do, she thought.


  Rolling the man back onto the gurney and shushing him every time he moaned, Destra powered up the gurney once more and rushed down the hill to the leaves. She lowered the gurney into them and then worked quickly to cover it up. The pile was deeper than it looked, and Destra had no trouble shoveling enough leaves, dirt, and needles over both the man and his gurney so that his shallow breathing couldn’t be detected beneath the mountain of leaves. The sound of engines dwindled from a roar to a whistle and then to terrifying silence. Destra’s head snapped up, and she quickly scanned the trees, her heart pounding, her eyes wide. There was no time to get away.


  Glancing down, Destra frowned at the pile of leaves. Hope you don’t mind the company.


  Less than a minute later she was completely buried and working hard to quieten the too-loud rasping of her breathe and the steady drum beat of her racing heart. She could see a fractured glimpse of the outside world through the leaves, and she hoped that didn’t mean she could be seen from the outside, too.


  Destra listened intently but there were no sounds besides the ones she was making. Gradually her breathing and her heart rate slowed. Minutes passed, turning into what seemed like hours.


  And then abruptly, she heard rustling leaves and her eyes flicked toward the sound. It was coming from Digger’s tree. As she watched, a pair of tall, broad-shouldered bipeds appeared out of nowhere. They were covered in shiny black exoskeletons and their eyes were glowing red orbs.


  Sythians.


  Destra’s heart pounded. If they had life form scanners that were anywhere near as good as human ones, then her hiding place was already uncovered.


  One of the Sythians looked around, while the other bent down to pick something up. He held out a ragged piece of red cloth to the other, who took it and studied it.


  My shirt! Destra thought. Frek! I’ve given them away!


  Both aliens stared down at the hidden hatch as though they could see straight through it to the chamber below. One of them gestured to the ground where the hatchway was, while the second went down on his haunches for a closer look.


  The man beside Destra groaned, and she shushed him once more, but the two Sythians didn’t react. They were too focused on what they’d found.


  Destra was torn between leaping out of her hiding place with her pistol blazing, and just leaving Digger and Lessie to the Sythians. She was more inclined to do the latter until she remembered—


  Dean.


  The little blond-haired boy hadn’t done anything to deserve that fate. The Sythians will eat them, she reminded herself, trying to spur her frozen limbs into action. But what about her responsibility to the man lying helpless beside her? And how would she be able to help Dean anyway? All she had was a plasma pistol that likely wouldn’t even breach the Sythians’ armor. She’d have a better chance with it set to stun, and who knew if what stunned a human would stun a Sythian? At least Lessie and Digger have rifles. . . . and by now they’ve already spotted the Sythians on the cameras, so at least they’ll have some warning.


  Destra chewed her bottom lip, unable to decide what to do.


  Then one of the Sythians straightened and held out his arm with an open palm. A bright purple pulse of light shot out from his palm, sounding impossibly loud in the stillness of the forest. Destra saw black smoke and orange flames rising from the ground at the Sythians’ feet. The flames grew up quickly into a raging fire that engulfed them, but they didn’t react to it. She watched through the leaves and flickering flames as one of the Sythians dropped out of sight, and she realized he’d just jumped into the hole below the tree.


  They’re in, she thought.


  The second one dropped away, and then all that was left was the crackling fire, racing along the ground to chew up the dry leaves and needles lying on the forest floor. Destra saw the flames racing her way, and she realized that she was about to be burned alive.


  She had just a moment to debate a course of action before bursting out of her hiding place. She had no way of knowing if there were more Sythians watching and waiting nearby, but she tried to ignore that possibility as she swept leaves and needles off the hover gurney to find the controls. Destra keyed the gurney to rise out of the leaves, and she started running in the opposite direction from the racing flames, pushing the gurney along in front of her. Destra wasn’t sure what lay in this direction, but she was certain that it was taking her further and further from the hover transport she’d left camouflaged by the side of the road. That transport was her only hope. If she didn’t get to it. . . .


  If I don’t get to it, my fate will be the same as Dean’s. With the threat of what that meant to spur her on, Destra ran faster. The trees rushed by her in a brown, gray, and purple haze, the colors of their boles blending into a dreary kaleidoscope.


  Birds tweeted and squawked around her, as if cheering her on. A wind rustled through the leaves overhead, sending a small rain of them fluttering down and bringing a choking wash of smoke to her nostrils. Destra began to cough, and her eyes started burning. She saw a fallen log lying in her path just in time to leap over it with the gurney. The gurney lifted her high over the log and then settled down gradually on the other side. Destra’s lungs began to burn, insisting she take a break, but she pressed on, feeling the back of her neck prickle with the imagined heat of the fire raging behind her and with the thought of untold numbers of Sythians racing after her.


  Destra pushed the gurney faster and faster. She was so focused on watching the terrain for exposed roots and rocks which could trip her up that she didn’t notice when a large, shiny boulder appeared in the grassy clearing up ahead. When she did notice, Destra slowed her progress, digging her heels into the needles and leaves to bring the gurney to a stop before they reached the clearing. She stood staring at the silvery boulder for a moment, her chest heaving, and her mind racing before she noticed the discrepancies between the shiny, smooth surface and that of any rock she’d ever encountered. It’s a ship, she realized with a gasp.


  And then she was lunging through the clearing, pushing the gurney once more, this time with the irrational hope that she might be able to get aboard that spacecraft and blast off Roka to follow her son into Dark Space. Gone were any thoughts she’d had of helping Dean. If she had to pick between two little boys, Atton won every time.


  Hold on baby! she thought. Mommy’s coming.


  * * *


  —THE YEAR 10 AE—


  The blinding brilliance of multiple explosions faded, along with the sound, and the next thing Alara heard was, “Training mission complete. Your score for this mission is 5B. You killed five Shell Fighters. Congratulations.”


  Alara gaped at her controls. The stars swam back into focus, but she was still seeing spots. “Hold on—are you saying this was all just a simulation?”


  The red contacts vanished from Alara’s star map, and then her squadron reappeared—all 14 of them. She even heard her comm come back to life with the chattering voices of the supposedly dead.


  “You mean all this time you’ve just been frekking with me, Ethan?”


  “I was only following orders, Alara. Please don’t be distressed.”


  “You bet your frekking ass I’m distressed!” She keyed the comm with a defiant stab of her finger, adding her complaints to the already confusing babble on the comm. “Hoi, whose idea was this?”


  “Cut the chatter Guardians,” a stern voice replied. “Anyone who’s still complaining can discuss it with the warden on the brig.” It was Guardian One. “I don’t tolerate insubordination among my pilots.” The chatter subsided and the commander went on. “This was a live drill, and yes, the only ones who knew about it were the six real pilots scattered among you green freks. We played our part, faking the screams of the dying and bowing out of the battle as soon as possible to see how you all handle yourselves in a real engagement.”


  Alara listened to the commander’s explanation with a scowl. Her eyes blazed at the comm display. She held her tongue for now, but she wasn’t going to fly for that man—not now, not ever.


  Commander Adari went on, “A nova is able to simulate almost any sortie, but some of you might have noticed that as your ships became damaged no pieces went flying off into space, and of course the explosions were all simulated, so you won’t have felt any kinetic forces from those blasts, regardless of your IMS settings.


  “What you just experienced is a very likely scenario of what we’re about to encounter while crossing Sythian Space, so the fact that you all died in less than ten minutes is not good. But some of you managed to put up a surprising fight and even took an enemy fighter with you. A smaller number of you were able to take several enemies down. To those few I offer my congratulations—Alara Vastra and Tenrik Fanton received 5B and 3B ratings respectively. The number refers to a pilot’s kills per sortie, and the letter grade is an overall evaluation of flight skill. The more sorties you fly, the lower that number will tend to get, but hopefully, the higher your letter grade will get, since you’ll become a more experienced pilot.


  “We’re now heading back to the Defiant, so fly toward the waypoint which should be appearing on your star maps. The final roster will be published tomorrow morning after all of the other candidates have gone through this scenario. Do not tell any of the other trainees what’s to come. Any breach of this confidentiality will land you in the brig—or worse. Guardian One out.”


  “Frek you, Guardian One!” Alara screamed, but she didn’t send that over the comms.


  “Alara, you should be aware that I’m obligated to report pilot insubordination in whatever form I may encounter it. Your comment has been filed into my mission report.”


  “Frek you, too, Ethan!”


  “Duly noted, but I assure you I am incapable of frekking anything, so your insubordination is wasted on me.”


  “Ethan?” Alara began, adopting a dulcet tone.


  “Yes, Alara?”


  “Shut up.”


  



  


  Chapter 15


  Ethan sat discussing tactics with Deck Commander Loba Caldin inside the Defiant’s operations center.


  “Sythians don’t have SLS disruptors . . . do they?”


  Commander Caldin frowned. “No . . . you know that they don’t, sir.”


  “Of course, I know. So why don’t we make a micro jump to cross Forlax?”


  Caldin shook her head. “First of all, because it would take us five minutes to calculate the jump—five minutes without maneuvering, travelling at slow, SLS-safe speeds. Even if they didn’t kill us in that window of opportunity, they’d detect our drives spooling, and they’d line up obstacles along our jump trajectory—maybe even cloaking mines. No sooner would we jump to SLS than we’d run into whatever trap they’ve laid and blow up.”


  “Then we should jump in short of the system gate, accelerate up to a high speed, and roar through the system in real space, going so fast that they can’t possibly catch us.”


  “If we drop short of the gate it will take more fuel to cross the system, since we’ll need to open our own exit wormhole, and the Sythians could still line up mines and ships on our flight path.”


  “So we fire the guns ahead of us as we go.”


  Caldin shook her head. “Might not be good enough if they have a wormhole ship.”


  “A wormhole ship?”


  Caldin frowned and her head cocked ever so slightly to one side. “As you already know . . . the Sythians have been taking jump gates from systems they don’t want or need, cloaking them, and then attaching them to some of their larger ships. Since the ships and gates are invisible to our gravidar while cloaked, we can’t hope to avoid running straight into the invisible wormholes. All they need to do is wait until they see we’re going too fast to slow down or abruptly change course, then they jump one of their wormhole ships straight into our flight path. At that point, one of two things will happen—we run straight through the wormhole and our safeties knock us back to real space, busting us to near-zero velocity, or else maybe we’re going at a nice, SLS-safe speed and they get to send us wherever they want before we even have the time to blink.


  “They’ve also taken to placing wormhole ships in front of existing system gates, so that just when we think we’re going through a charted gate, instead we’re catapulted through a cloaked wormhole that sends us straight to a nice little minefield that they’ve laid just for us.”


  Ethan wasn’t actually aware of any of those tactics, but he was getting tired of Caldin’s obstructionist attitude. “Well, maybe we can just stay here forever and leave Dark Space to the crime lords.”


  Caldin held his gaze for a moment, her expression unrelenting, but then she sighed. “You’re right. I recommend we drop out of the gate as planned, using the element of surprise as best we can, and cross the system as fast as possible from there.”


  “That does seem to be our best chance.”


  “Is the recon flight back yet?”


  Ethan nodded. “Taylon’s clear. I’m about to review the trainees’ scores and the commander’s choices for his squadron. If you’d like, you can do it with me, but I already know from Commander Adari’s debriefing that all of the pilots except for two in the first batch of trainees qualified with ratings of B or higher.”


  “Not too bad, I suppose. The cut off for a nova pilot is a ‘B’ rating, so the trainees must be fairly skilled.”


  “That’s what I thought, too. Based on those results I told the commander to test the other candidates on the sim deck rather than in the novas, so that we can get going. We need to cross the Taylon System before any enemy ships drop by to ruin our day.”


  Caldin nodded. “Who made the roster? No one we can’t afford to spare I hope.”


  “I haven’t had a look yet; why don’t you check the mission report first and tell me what you think.” Ethan passed her a holo pad with the report already selected. Caldin brought it to life with stab of her finger, and a list of names complete with pictures, test scores, and instructors’ notes appeared hovering above the pad. Caldin scanned through the list quickly, and Ethan watched from the other side, unable to read anything because the text was all backward from his perspective. He did recognize a few of the pilots’ faces, however—


  One in particular.


  Ethan’s eyes widened and he snatched the pad away from Caldin so he could get a better look. He found himself staring into the bright violet eyes of none other than Alara Vastra.


  “What is it?” Caldin asked, frowning at him.


  Ethan shook his head. “No, it’s nothing.” But it wasn’t nothing. Alara can’t be allowed to fly! She was in no condition to become a nova pilot, and even if she were—even on her best day she wasn’t a good enough pilot to survive what’s coming. He noticed that her score for the mission had been the highest of the group—5B—but he dismissed that with a shake of his head. Flying a recon mission is very different from flying in real combat.


  Something began niggling in the back of Ethan’s mind, but he ignored it and continued paging through the mission report to see if there were any more surprises. When he reached the bottom of the report, he read Commander Adari’s conclusions and suggestions for whom should join the squadron, but when Ethan read the final line of the report, his eyes goggled.


  The trainees performed surprisingly well, considering their lack of experience and the fact that this was a blind combat simulation in live novas—


  Suddenly Ethan realized what it was that had been niggling. Alara’s rating was 5-B! The number referred to the number of kills she’d scored. For a recon flight that number should have been zero.


  —None of them realized that the enemy contacts weren’t real, and although they didn’t work effectively as a team, they did manage to take out a total of fourteen enemy fighters to their eight, and they did this while outnumbered more than twenty to one by enemy forces. My recommendation is that all the pilots who scored at least one kill in this mission should be considered for permanent reassignment to Guardian Squadron.


  Ethan couldn’t believe it. The commander had sent Alara, fragile as she was, into a blind combat simulation! Ethan had to work hard to control himself. He wanted to punch the table with his fist and throw the holo pad at the opposite wall.


  “Overlord Dominic, sir? Is something wrong?” Caldin asked, her eyebrows drawing together with concern.


  Ethan shook his head and pushed his chair away from the captain’s table. Standing up from the table and turning to her, he said, “Go to the bridge and plot a course to the gate. I’ll be with you soon.” Ethan was already on his way out of the operations center.


  “Where are you going?” Caldin called after him.


  “I need to speak with Commander Adari!” Ethan called back.


  * * *


  Alara sat watching the Guardians’ juvenile antics from a couch in the furthest corner of the pilot’s lounge. The lounge was much smaller than Aurora’s, and the pilots had to be their own bartenders, but at least they couldn’t get kicked out for throwing a raucous party. Besides that, on a yellow alert it was the only place close enough to the hangar for them to celebrate and still be able to scramble to their fighters in five minutes.


  Alara’s arms were crossed, and she looked distinctly unimpressed. Shouts of laughter and camaraderie were rising in the air, and even as she watched, the group of pilots sitting at the bar broke out in song, their arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders, their drinks sloshing over the rims of their mugs in golden rivers of fizz as they swayed to the off-key melody they sung. There was no alcohol being served, but the non-alcoholic equivalents seemed to have induced insobriety anyway. This was a celebration for the trainees, but Alara refused to take part. They tricked us! she fumed. Had everyone forgotten so soon?


  She saw a flicker of a black flight suit in the corner of her eye, and felt a hand on her shoulder. The couch sagged, and Alara turned to see who’d sat down beside her. She found herself face to face with her wingmate from the mission, Captain Reese.


  “What?” she said.


  The captain frowned at her and removed his hand from her shoulder. “Why don’t you join us?” he asked, taking a sip from a mug he held in his other hand.


  “Yes, and make an even bigger fool of myself than you already have. No thanks.” She had broken into tears when they’d finally landed on the Defiant again. The flight engineer who’d been the first to greet her as she’d come down the ladder from her cockpit had assured her it was just a delayed reaction to the stress, and not to feel embarrassed; then she’d thrown up on his boots, and he’d suddenly become much less sympathetic. Alara shook her head to clear away the memory.


  “I’m sorry you feel that way, Alara,” Adan said, “but you should know it wasn’t my idea.”


  “No? You let me think it was real just like everyone else. That’s just as bad.”


  “I had no choice. It was the commander’s orders.”


  “Fine.” She shrugged. “I don’t care.”


  “Alara . . .” he reached for her shoulder again, but she shrugged him off and stood up, walking away. “Alara!” he called after her.


  “Leave me alone, Captain. I’m going to hit the rack.”


  Just as Alara reached the entrance of the lounge and began raising her wrist to pass it over the door scanner, the doors swished open, and she turned to see the overlord storming in, flanked by two guards. The overlord’s pale blue eyes met hers, and he said, “Stay here. I’ll be with you in a moment.”


  Alara watched as the overlord stalked up to Commander Ithicus Adari where he sat singing at the bar with a group of trainee pilots. The overlord tapped him on the shoulder, interrupting his song.


  “Hoi there, sir!” Adari said, grinning broadly. “Care to join us for a drink?”


  “I think you’re celebrating prematurely, Commander—or should I say Lieutenant.”


  Alara began to smile now, too, as she watched Adari’s smug grin fade.


  “I’m sorry?” he asked.


  “That stunt you pulled. Conducting a blind combat simulation in the cockpits of real novas. Not only did I not authorize that, but did it occur to you how dangerous that could have been?”


  “I thought the benefit outweighed the—”


  “It outweighed nothing! What if your pilots had gone running off in all directions, fleeing for their lives and making emergency SLS jumps into the middle of frekking nowhere?”


  Silence fell across the lounge.


  “The AIs would have stopped them,” Adari said.


  “Would the AIs have stopped them from running into each other and us in their frenzy to escape an enemy they thought was real?”


  “I . . .”


  “Would it have stopped them from ejecting from their fighters when they thought they were about to die?”


  “Well, no, but—”


  “How long do you think we’d have had to spend here recovering those pilots and their fighters before moving on to the next system? Those delays might have cost us the Defiant.”


  “I thought that a blind combat simulation was the best way to evaluate the trainees in the shortest time possible.”


  The overlord waved his hand dismissively. “How about the mental strain you put on already badly over-stressed officers?” Alara saw him turn and point to her. “Did you know that that pilot over there, who you rated as 5B, and considered the winner of your little sortie, is currently a mental patient aboard the Defiant? She doesn’t know who she is, let alone remember how to fly!”


  “With respect, sir, I think her results say otherwise. She was the only pilot to make five kills, and she was the last one standing.”


  “I don’t care! Get her off the roster. And as for you, you’re relieved of command, Adari. Your XO will take charge of this squadron from here on out.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Alara saw the overlord turn once more, and now he pointed to Captain Reese who was still seated on the couch that she’d vacated.


  “And you! Show my guards to their new assignments and then get to the bridge. We’re leaving the nebula now.”


  With that, the overlord strode back to where Alara stood gaping at him from the entrance of the pilot’s lounge. “Come with me,” he said, hauling her roughly by the arm. She stumbled along beside him in a daze. “I’m taking you back to your parents’ quarters.”


  “What?” Alara dug in her heels and yanked her arm free of his grasp. “No.” The overlord turned to look at her with blazing blue eyes. His chest rose and fell quickly with the force of his fury. She shook her head, suddenly feeling more sure of herself. The last few hours snapped into focus and now she had a whole new perspective—a new purpose besides agonizing over who she was and who she wasn’t. “I’m not going back to them,” she said, crossing her arms.


  “Fine, we’ll find you your own quarters, and you can hide there until we reach Obsidian Station.”


  The overlord made another grab for her arm, but she resisted again. Her brow furrowed and she shook her head. “I’m staying with the squadron.”


  “You’re in no condition to fly, Alara!”


  “How would you know? That’s what I thought, too, but in the heat of battle, I completely forgot to wonder who I am anymore, and I became someone—someone who’s good at what they do.” She shrugged and smiled lewdly at him. “And something tells me you don’t want me doing the other thing I’m good at aboard your ship.”


  The overlord’s eyes flashed. “Alara . . . you’re not okay.”


  “And as far as anyone knows I might never be okay! I’m not Alara anymore. I’m not even Angel. I’m someone else, some strange mixture of the two.”


  “Kiddie . . . please!”


  Alara nodded. “That’s as good a name for me as any.” And with that, Alara turned and strode back into the pilot’s lounge. She passed Adan on the way in, and the young captain shot her a wry grin as he passed her in the doorway. “Nice to meet you, Kiddie,” he said, and gave a sloppy salute. “Glad you decided to finally join us.”


  She nodded and continued on toward the bar. Maybe she could use a drink after all.


  * * *


  Atton escorted the pair of guards through the ship. As they entered a nearby lift tube, one of them asked. “What’s this about a new assignment?”


  “You’re going to be promoted,” Atton replied, smiling at the two low-ranking corpsmen.


  “To what?”


  The lift quickly fell to the specified deck and then Atton nodded as the doors opened onto one of the lower levels of the ship. “You’ll see. After you.”


  The guards walked out the lift first, their footsteps ringing across the deck as they wound their way through the bowels of the ship.


  “Where are we going?” one of them asked, looking over his shoulder.


  Atton shook his head. “I’ll explain once we get there.”


  As soon as there could be no doubt about where they were headed, the guards’ footsteps began to slow. That was when Atton chose to draw his sidearm and point it at the back of the nearest man’s head.


  “Drop your weapons,” he said.


  “The frek . . .”


  “I said drop them!”


  Both guards did as they were told, and their rifles clattered to the deck.


  “Now, keep walking.”


  “What are you doing, Captain?”


  “Keeping you two from shooting off your mouths.”


  “About what?” One man asked. “Frek, we don’t know anything, brua, just cool it, okay? Let’s talk about this.”


  “I’m sorry,” Atton said as they reached the doors at the end of the corridor. “But talking about this is exactly what I’m trying to avoid.”


  With that, Atton pulled the trigger, shooting the first man in the back. He fell to the deck with arms and legs jerking spasmodically. The other man turned, holding out his palms in surrender. “Wait! Don’t shoot! I—”


  Atton silenced him with another shot and the second guard collapsed. Frowning, Atton put away his pistol and walked up to the fallen guards. “I’m sorry,” he said again. “It was the only way.”


  



  


  Chapter 16


  Ethan turned to see his son come aboard the bridge. Atton strode in still wearing his flight suit, but there was no time for him to change. The Defiant was already cruising through the Taylon system at a considerable 81 km/s. It had taken the better part of the last half an hour at the cruiser’s top acceleration of 75 KAPS to reach that speed, but they’d already begun decelerating in preparation to reach the space gate on the far side of Taylon. They would reach the gate in another thirty five minutes, for a total transit time of just over an hour from the nebula to the gate. Forlax would be faster to cross, since they’d be going from one gate to another as opposed to coming from deep space, but in that smaller area of space they’d be much more likely to encounter enemies than they were to encounter them along the fringes of the galaxy.


  Looking around the bridge, Ethan’s eyes fell upon Tova’s muscular frame. She stood down by the viewports as she cast her thoughts out into space to make sure no Sythian ships were nearby. Ethan gave an abrupt shiver. He wasn’t sure if that shiver was from the near freezing temperature of the air on the bridge—they’d set the climate controls and the lights down very low in order to keep Tova happy—or because of the alien’s fearsome appearance. Ethan rubbed his frozen hands together and blew into them to warm up. He turned back to the captain’s table and gazed down at it with Commander Caldin.


  Atton reached the side of the table a moment later. “What’s it look like?” he asked, sounding out of breath.


  Ethan looked up from the star map with a smile. “So far we’re clear to the gate. Let’s hope our luck holds.”


  “Yes, let’s. Are you sure you don’t want me on the flight deck with the others? Since you made me squadron leader now, if we need to scramble, I need to be the first one there.”


  Ethan frowned. He hadn’t thought of that when he’d decided to have his son take Lieutenant Adari’s place. “You can head back there in a minute. But first, I want to know if my guards made it to their new assignment.”


  Adan nodded. “Yes, they did.”


  “Good. Hopefully you didn’t have to use a valuable ship to send them back to Stormcloud Transfer.”


  “No, just an old, beaten up shuttle.”


  “Good.”


  Caldin stood eyeing the two men from across the table. “I didn’t see any ships leaving the Defiant.”


  Atton smiled at her, holding the woman’s steely blue gaze. “Perhaps you looked away from the grid at just the right moment.”


  Caldin frowned back. After a long moment of trading glares with Atton, she turned to Ethan and shook her head. “You sent your guards away? At a time when we have too few hands on this ship as it is?”


  Ethan waved away her objections. “I had to. They’re conducting a high-priority mission for me aboard the transfer station.”


  “What mission?”


  “I’m afraid that for now, that information is need to know.”


  Caldin’s eyes darted to Atton and she scowled, no doubt resentful that Atton knew about it and she did not—yet one more reminder that he now outranked her—but she said nothing further and her eyes returned to the grid.


  Atton nodded. “Well, it seems you have things under control here. I’m going to get back to the flight deck.”


  “Right.” Turning to Commander Caldin, Ethan said, “It looks like you’ll be getting more time as the XO than you thought.”


  She nodded almost imperceptibly, not looking up from the grid. Ethan frowned, hoping she’d get over her jealousy soon. He turned to watch as Atton left, still frowning. Now he had to worry about his son and Alara. If he’d had any say in the matter, he’d have ordered them both to stay on the bridge where he could keep an eye on them and make sure they were safe, but there was no excuse he could think of to order that. He’d already tried with Atton by making him the XO, and as for Alara, she’d decided that she wanted to be a nova pilot, and that gave him pause. In a time when Alara had no real sense of purpose or identity, being a pilot was filling that need—and it was hard to argue with her pilot’s rating. She was a better pilot than he’d given her credit for.


  Ethan turned away with a smirk. It felt like just yesterday that he’d suggested that he and Alara join the fleet to get away from Alec Brondi’s collection agents. At that suggestion, she’d started a huge fight with him, and they’d dissolved their partnership over it.


  But now it’s you who wants to be the nova pilot. Ethan shook his head. How quickly things change. . . .


  Ethan shivered again and he turned to glare at Tova. He saw Caldin rubbing her hands together to warm up, and then he came to a decision. “Tova!” he called.


  “Yess?” she hissed, turning to him from the viewports.


  Clearly she didn’t like being yelled at. Ethan didn’t care. She’d caused enough inconvenience to him and his crew. “Go get your armor. We’re turning up the temperature in here. This is ridiculous.”


  Tova began stalking down the gangway from the viewports. As she drew near, she gave a toothy grin. “Now humans know how I feel in heat. You freeze in my climate, I burn in yours.”


  “Yeah yeah, go get your suit—Delayn! Turn up the climate controllers!”


  A collective sigh of relief went up from the crew.


  “Yes, sir!” Delayn replied.


  * * *


  Dr. Kurlin sat in the med lab aboard the Defiant, testing the 72 different blood samples he’d gathered from the surviving crew members. The tests ran quickly, since they were each conducted in a matter of a minute by the lab’s computer. All Kurlin had to do was input the necessary test parameters and change the samples when the queue was empty.


  That left him twiddling his thumbs most of the time, thinking. Mostly his thoughts turned to his daughter, Alara, and with that, an accompanying frown touched his lips. She’d been conscripted to join the Defiant’s nova pilots, and he was not happy about it. He had returned from the flight deck just a few moments ago. He’d gone there in the hopes that Alara had failed the training and would not be asked—ordered—to join the squadron. Instead, he’d found that she had not only passed, but she’d earned the highest score of any of the trainees.


  Under other circumstances he might have been proud, but this was war, and worse, it was a war where the enemy was invisible, making them unusually deadly. The Defiant would likely go down with all hands while trying to cross Sythian Space, and as a nova pilot Alara would be among the first to die.


  Kurlin had been racking his brain for hours to come up with a way that he could force Alara’s commanding officers to remove her from the roster. He’d even tried refusing to work if the overlord didn’t have her grounded; right after his trip to the flight deck, he’d gone to the bridge to make that threat in person, but the overlord had simply said, “She wants to be there, Kurlin. And if you don’t work, I’ll have you chipped and you can be my personal boot-licker.”


  That had been enough to stop him cold. Something in the overlord’s tone had told him there would be no further argument, but that didn’t mean Kurlin had given up.


  Suddenly the computer beeped with an error, and Kurlin sat up to study the screen and see what had gone wrong.


  Test access restricted. Sample #59 not tested.


  Kurlin frowned and checked his holo pad to see whose sample #59 was. When he saw the name he smirked. Speak of the devlin, he thought. The sample belonged to Supreme Overlord Altarian Dominic.


  “Computer, give me details about the restricted test access,” he asked.


  “An age test on sample number 59 is not permitted.”


  “What? Why not?”


  “Answer not available.”


  Kurlin frowned. Could the overlord be that vain? No, he shook his head. Dominic already looks like he’s twice his real age. Kurlin didn’t technically need to know the age of each person from their blood, because their age was clearly listed in their files, but the age test involved studying the DNA characteristics of the host’s T cells and how those characteristics changed over time, which coincidentally, his virus would mimic, causing the host to appear older than his apparent age. The further along the virus was, the greater the disparity would become, seeming to age the infected person’s blood. Thus, the easiest way to determine if anyone was still contagious, was to identify unusual disparities in tested age versus real.


  Whatever the reason for the restricted test access, he had to know the results. He would just have to test the overlord’s blood sample by hand. Kurlin sighed.


  “Eject current sample and test the next one in the queue.”


  As soon as the lab computer ejected the overlord’s sample, Kurlin set to work. It was a laborious process using the lab microscope to identify and then count the circular DNA molecules which were a by-product of age. By the time Kurlin had finished, the lab computer was also finished testing the rest of the crew, but Kurlin barely heard it announce, “Testing complete.”


  That can’t be right, he thought, staring at the result of his calculations. He ran the numbers he’d tallied on his holo pad through a calculator program in case he’d made a mistake in his head, but it spat out the same number. It can’t be . . . He shook his head and went back to the microscope to count the circular molecules again—only to receive the same result thirty minutes later.


  Kurlin sat back from the microscope, his brow furrowed and a frown on his lips. The Overlord’s blood showed he was only 46 years old, but his file said he was 98. Could it be the virus? he wondered. But the virus would have produced the opposite effect, making his blood look older than he actually was. This was something else. Maybe the overlord just has unusually young blood . . . but Kurlin knew better than to second-guess the test result. It was accurate to within a year, and he’d already counted the age markers twice. That left only one possibility—the Overlord was a very old-looking 46 and his file was wrong about him being 98.


  Kurlin shook his head. Nobody looks that old at 46. And he could remember the overlord was already in power 46 years ago. Dominic had looked middle-aged at the time. Kurlin had been 20, and still living with his parents on Jopara while he’d studied for his doctorate at the academy.


  Maybe it’s my mistake, he thought. Maybe he’d forgotten how to test a person’s age by hand. Just to make sure, Kurlin took a sample of his own blood and ran the same test by hand. Another half an hour later his calculations returned his exact age—66.


  Kurlin shook his head and sat back in his chair, shocked. Could the overlord really be 46? How is that possible?


  There was only one way it was possible. The overlord in the Imperial records, and the overlord whose sample Kurlin had taken were not the same person. But if that were the case, the overlord’s DNA should not have matched what was in the records. Unless the files have been tampered with . . .


  Kurlin remembered that when Brondi had been planning to introduce his virus to the Valiant by infiltrating the ship with a live incubator, they had briefly discussed the what-if’s of their infiltrator being discovered too soon due to discrepancies between what was on file and what they’d actually see if they took a sample of the infiltrator’s blood. They’d discounted that possibility as irrelevant. The chances that someone would take a sample of the infiltrator’s blood before the virus had spread throughout the ship were slim to none.


  The virus had worked, but now someone was making Brondi’s identity switch look like an amateurish prank, going so far as to even alter the Imperial records. The one thing tampered records couldn’t fake was age—that had to at least match the apparent age of the person—and the apparent age of a person can be altered with a holoskin, Kurlin mused. No wonder the overlord’s test access was restricted.


  So who was the overlord, then? That was the big question. He could be anyone. Kurlin blinked, and he felt his skin begin to crawl with the implications of those conclusions. If the overlord was not really the overlord, then how had he come to replace the man who actually had been? That couldn’t have been achieved easily. Identichips were almost impossible to fake. Unless someone killed the overlord and stole his identichip. Or perhaps the overlord became infected with my virus, and as he lay dying, he set up an imposter to take his place?


  Kurlin shook his head. It didn’t really matter who the imposter was or how he’d come to be in that position. The revelation that the overlord was not really the overlord was entirely useless, since they were all about to die anyway.


  And my daughter will be first among the dead! Kurlin felt even more enraged now that he realized the man who had bluntly told him no and threatened to have him chipped when he’d asked to have his daughter grounded was not even authorized to be in command.


  He’s not even authorized to . . .


  Suddenly Kurlin understood the significance of what he’d uncovered. He could save all of their lives and stop the overlord’s mad quest to cross Sythian Space! Kurlin was already halfway out of his chair when he realized that wouldn’t work. Whoever took the overlord’s place as commander of the Defiant would only continue the quest. No officer worth his insignia would leave Dark Space in Brondi’s hands, so a new commander would take over and press on, and Kurlin would hold no sway over whoever he or she was.


  The most Kurlin could hope for would be to blackmail the overlord into having his daughter grounded. I could even have her, myself, and my wife sent back to the transfer station with food and supplies enough to last until help comes! He couldn’t save everyone on the Defiant, but he could save his family—finally. Since the day Brondi had come into his office, threatening to kill his wife if he didn’t create a deadly virus, Kurlin had been a slave as surely as if he were chipped, but now his family would be safe, and that was all he’d ever wanted—all he’d ever strived to do since their exodus to Dark Space.


  A grin sprang to Kurlin’s face. The imposter would do anything rather than have his secret revealed to the fleet.


  Maybe the information was not so useless after all.


  



  


  Chapter 17


  Ethan watched the space gate growing closer and closer, until the swirling blue pool which was the wormhole to SLS was all anyone could see out the forward viewports. Suddenly the bow of the Defiant touched the surface of that pool and it raced along the hull, reaching out to envelop them like a river. Then everything turned to star lines and a bright flash of light marked the transition to the dizzying swirl of SLS. At that, the bridge broke into spontaneous applause, cheering and whistling and turning to clap each other on the back. They’d made it!


  Ethan let out a long sigh and his shoulders slumped. He watched the crew celebrate, a small smile tugging at his lips. One system down, one more to go. An SLS timer appeared on the captain’s table. Ethan touched his ear and whispered a command to set his comm piece to intercom mode and amplify his voice across the deck speakers.


  “Congratulations! We’ve crossed the first system. Good job, people! The time till we reach Forlax is eleven hours and ten minutes. You can leave your stations to rest, but please wait for the relief crew to arrive, and don’t go too far. If something knocks us out of SLS, I need my best men to be sitting back at their stations before I can even give the order. Dismissed!”


  More cheering.


  Ethan smiled. Turning to Commander Caldin, he nodded and said, “Care to join me for a drink at Aurora’s?”


  Caldin frowned and shook her head. “Don’t you think a celebration would be premature at this point, sir?”


  “We both need some down time, Commander. I’m not suggesting we drink anything with alcohol, but we could use a break. The chances that Sythians have laid a trap between Taylon and Forlax are very low, so we should be safe, and I need you to be at your best when we reach Forlax.”


  “I think I’d rather stay here, sir. Someone needs to keep an eye on Tova for us,” Caldin said, glancing at the alien.


  “Yes . . . she is oddly quiet, isn’t she?”


  Caldin acknowledged that with a shrug.


  “You’re going to be okay here?” Ethan asked.


  She nodded. “Go get some rest, sir.”


  Ethan turned to leave. “I’ll be on the comm if you need me.”


  Just before Ethan reached the entrance to the bridge, he saw the doors swish open to reveal a familiar tall, cadaverous man. Ethan called out to him as he approached. “Dr. Kurlin!” But as Kurlin drew near, it became apparent that whatever news he had to deliver was not good.


  “Hello, overlord,” Kurlin returned, stopping in front of Ethan with a smirk. He crossed his arms and stared meaningfully at Ethan.


  Ethan’s eyes narrowed at the old man’s sarcastic tone and the insubordinate look on his face. “If this is about your daughter, I’ve already told you that—”


  Kurlin held up a hand to stop him and Ethan’s eyes flashed. As the overlord he couldn’t allow himself to be interrupted like that. “Before you continue,” Kurlin said. “I think we’d better find someplace private to discuss what I’ve just discovered.” The doctor lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper and he leaned closer to say, “I know your secret.”


  Ethan’s eyes went wide.


  Kurlin began nodding, and a smile sprang to his face. “Yes, I can see by your reaction that you know what I mean.”


  “Let’s go discuss this in my quarters.”


  “Of course,” Kurlin said. “Lead the way.”


  * * *


  —THE YEAR 0 AE—


  Destra tried to put thoughts of leaving Lessie’s son, Dean, to a horrible fate out of her mind as she ran up to the strange, rounded silver ship with no visible viewports or engines. She’d never seen a vessel like this before. Rounding it quickly, she saw that the engines were in the side of the ship, but that changed her perspective and she realized from the shape of the vessel that it was lying on its side, and the engines were really in the back, making the rounded silver part the top. Destra walked around the rounded bottom of the fighter, and then passed a quartet of cylindrical cannons, capped with strange, glowing red barrels. She began to get an overall picture of the vessel, and now she recognized it as a Sythian Shell Fighter. It was the size of a human shuttle, which meant there could be any number of Sythians waiting on board, but the fact that there’d been no reaction as she’d run across the grassy clearing to reach the ship gave her hope.


  Destra saw a ramp leading down to the grass just below the shell-shaped top of the fighter. With a flutter of trepidation, she ran up the ramp, grunting with the effort of pushing the hover gurney up the incline. How would she even be able to fly the ship? The controls would be alien, the language would be alien, even the numbers and symbols would be unfamiliar to her.


  It will be a miracle if I can fly it to the next system, she thought. It would be an even bigger miracle if the vessel could take her all the way to Dark Space. No human vessel that size would have enough fuel to make it—even travelling on the space lanes—but maybe, just maybe, the Sythians used a more efficient type of fuel.


  She had a feeling she was asking for one too many miracles.


  Destra reached the top of the ramp and stepped across the threshold of an open door into terrifying blackness. She heard the telltale sizzle of static shields, or their Sythian equivalent, and turned to see the air in the open doorway rippling strangely. Suddenly aware of where she was, Destra ducked down behind the gurney and drew her pistol. She left the man on the gurney at the entrance and began stalking through the alien ship. The corridors were very dark, the air was frigid, and the walls of the ship were cold and very smooth. She detected a faint purple light coming from the walls, but it was almost nothing to see by.


  Destra’s heart pounded, and she began to sweat beneath her clothes despite the cold. What if there were Sythians cloaked inside the ship and she ran right into them? But they won’t be cloaked while they’re aboard their own ship, she thought. Who would they be hiding from? Not that it mattered in the low light. Cloaked or not, she wouldn’t see them.


  Destra had to use one hand to feel her way along the smooth walls of the corridor to keep from stumbling, while her other held her pistol in a shaky grip. She felt the walls curving strangely, and that was when she realized that the floor was curving, too, driving her against the wall, and making her feel like she was about to fall over. After walking like that for a few moments, the light in the corridor began to increase, and she rounded a bend to see a curving stairway leading up into the light. She climbed it cautiously, until her head popped out into a broad, transparent dome.


  Suddenly, the world tipped on its side and she felt sick. To one side she saw the ground, to the other the sky, while above her head and in front of her she saw trees. The ship was turned on its side, and so was she. Somehow the direction of gravity had shifted inside the fighter, and the strangely-curving corridor had actually twisted around a full 90 degrees so that one wall had become the floor, while the other had become the ceiling. As for the dome itself, she hadn’t seen any transparent canopy from the outside, so she assumed it was simulated rather than real.


  Climbing the rest of the stairs, Destra emerged inside a broad cockpit with two seats in the middle. She crept up behind the flight chairs, keeping her steps quiet just in case. . . .


  But the seats were both empty. Destra’s heart soared. She had a chance. Digger and Lessie had no doubt bought that chance for her with their lives. She holstered her pistol and hurried to sit down in the left flight chair, where there appeared to be a flight yoke of some kind. The chairs were over-large, and the cockpit was strangely dark despite the unbroken, dome-shaped canopy. The light coming in from outside was dim enough to suggest that it was dusk, even though she knew it was still early afternoon.


  Destra’s eyes jumped around the control consoles and displays before her. As she’d expected, everything was alien, but she tried not to let it daunt her. She scanned the controls, finding not a solitary button, gauge, or slider. Besides the flight yoke, which was designed for two hands much larger than hers, there were no visible controls whatsoever. Destra felt a crushing weight of despair bow her neck and shoulders. The ship must have been voice activated, and there was no way it would respond to her language.


  A quick look at the copilot’s station revealed the same lack of visible flight controls. Desperate, she tested her hands on the flight yoke. It could move directly up or down, push forward or back, slide left or right, and even twist or tilt, giving her a total of five axes of movement. Destra shook her head, thinking, I just want to take off!


  Suddenly the deck rumbled underfoot and the ship began to hum and vibrate. Destra jumped up from the flight chair and drew her pistol to cover the entrance of the cockpit—


  But the stairway leading up into the cockpit was dark, and there was nothing there. Her brow furrowed and she sat back down. No Sythians had entered the cockpit without her realizing, so how had the ship started up? She must have done it by accident somehow. Even as Destra watched, the ship began to rise slowly off the ground. Now if only I could go a bit faster, she thought.


  The ship’s rate of ascent rapidly increased, and that was when she figured it out.


  It’s responding to my thoughts! Destra shook her head in awe. Somehow it didn’t matter that her language and physiology weren’t the same as a Sythian’s. The technology was sophisticated enough to translate her thoughts to action anyway.


  Hope soared anew and Destra’s lips parted in a broad grin. She shivered, and her teeth threatened to chatter, reminding her how cold it was inside the ship. Then she thought, I want to raise the temperature and increase the available light. The dusky light coming in through the canopy abruptly brightened to full daylight, and then the ship shuddered and she heard a new sound—this one like the heavy whump of an impact.


  Frowning, Destra looked out the left side of the dome-shaped canopy and saw a dwindling black speck on the ground. That speck was firing tiny purple stars up at her from both palms. It was a Sythian. They’d found her. She was running out of time.


  Not knowing how much the alien fighter’s shields would take, and remembering that they were supposed to be far weaker than human equivalents, Destra thought, I need to get to orbit—fast!


  Suddenly, her view of the planet’s surface blurred as the ship righted, rolling 90 degrees, and turning to point up at a clear blue slice of sky. Destra braced herself as the ship accelerated toward the fluffy white clouds overhead. She felt the g-force piling against her chest with ever-mounting pressure, and began searching for seat buckles. When she didn’t find any, she looked up and thought, How do I strap in? No sooner had she thought it, than seat restraints shot out from the sides of the chair to crisscross her chest. Destra kept her arms and hands clear while the belts tightened, and she tried to ignore the frightening feeling of acceleration while focusing on the problem at hand.


  The Sythians knew she’d stolen one of their ships, so they’d be flying after her soon. Destra gritted her teeth against the acceleration and tested the flight controls. The ship moved subtly in whatever direction she pulled the yoke. Unlike human fighters which flew in atmosphere using a combination of grav lifts and control surfaces, the nonexistent aerodynamics of the Sythian fighter suggested that it stayed aloft with grav lifts and thrusters alone.


  The ship roared into the clouds, turning Destra’s view a misty white for several seconds before screaming out into the vast, empty blue. She watched the sky growing ever darker and then the faint light of stars began pricking through the fading veil of Roka IV’s atmosphere. It was beautiful and terrifying at the same time—transitioning from the comfortable safety of a planet to the vast emptiness of space. It was even more terrifying with the thought of enemy ships racing after her.


  How do I detect other vessels? she wondered.


  A hovering holo flashed up in her peripheral vision. She turned to it and studied a map of sorts, clustered with unfamiliar symbols and letters, but the 3D grid plot of space and the red icon in the center, which she supposed to be her ship, were familiar. She could see nothing on the grid to suggest an enemy or friendly vessel, but then as she watched, a wave of light spread across the map, like ripples spreading across the surface of a pond, and she saw a cluster of red icons appear both below and above her vessel.


  Destra’s heart sank. She’d be shot down in no time! As far as she could tell, she was flying straight toward a cluster of enemy ships—although she couldn’t see any sign of them with her naked eyes. The faint haze of atmosphere fell away and the vast, starry darkness of space snapped into clearer focus.


  As Destra watched, the red icons on the map began to fade, and then the next wave of light reached them, and they reappeared, their positions slightly altered. Destra frowned. This was a much less useful form of gravidar.


  How am I supposed to evade anything like that? It only took a matter of seconds to die in a dogfight, so real-time data was important. She wondered how the Sythians had been able to fight them so efficiently if their gravidar was so inadequate.


  Then, suddenly, she realized what she was missing. The Sythians had cloaking devices. It was almost certain that they were using them, and that was why they were hard to pin down on the gravidar. Destra shook her head ruefully. That meant Sythian gravidar was better, not worse, than the human version. Not even the best gravidar systems humans had been able to devise could see Sythian ships coming. None of their early warning systems had worked. It was a pity they hadn’t found a way to reverse engineer a Sythian gravidar, but she supposed it was far too late for wishful thinking.


  Frowning out at space, Destra wondered if the ship she’d stolen had a cloak. The ship interpreted that thought as intent to cloak, and suddenly she heard a sound like rushing air. She saw her own icon on the grid slowly fading and reappearing. Destra smiled. How do you like having the tables turned, you bug-eyed kakards? Her ship reached the nearest group of enemy contacts, while she searched the gravidar for one contact in particular—a gate. It wouldn’t be fading in and out like the rest, because it wasn’t cloaked. It would be a human contact, and probably the only one remaining in the system.


  Then she found it. There were two gates, both marked in red and lying at the far edges of the grid cube. Just as Destra wondered how to head for the nearest gate, the seemingly empty space ahead of her became suddenly crowded, and enemy ships were racing toward her from all sides.


  “Oh frek . . .”


  There were hundreds of fighters just like the one she was flying, and behind those, in a more distant orbit of Roka IV, lay a dozen or more large capital ships, their blue and lavender hulls shining mirror-clear in the sun.


  They’d all uncloaked—but why? Then the contacts on the map turned from red to blue, and a chime sounded somewhere inside her cockpit. In the next instant a deadly wave of spinning purple stars began pouring toward her, and she had her answer.


  



  


  Chapter 18


  —THE YEAR 10 AE—


  “What do you want?” Ethan asked as soon as they sat down together inside his quarters.


  Dr. Kurlin smiled with all the smugness of one who knew he had a winning hand. “Very little. I want you to send me and my family back to the transfer station with enough food and supplies to last until help can come. And if you make it to Obsidian Station, I want you to send help back for us.”


  Ethan blinked. “That’s it?”


  “Well, I’d also like to know why and how you’re impersonating the supreme overlord, but I won’t get greedy just to satisfy my curiosity. Those questions seem to matter infinitely less when I know that you won’t make it alive to Obsidian Station.” Kurlin spread his hands. “At which point my moral obligation to reveal you as an imposter is clearly removed.”


  “Your moral obligation,” Ethan snorted. “That’s a joke coming from you, Kurlin.”


  The old man’s eyes hardened and he scowled. “I had no choice, and who are you to judge me? For all anyone knows you’re a serial killer whose next target was the overlord.”


  Ethan shook his head. “There’s always a choice, and you made the wrong one, just as you’re making the wrong choice now by trying to blackmail me. What if I decide to kill you, just to shut you up?”


  Kurlin sat back, smiling once more. “I’ve written a netmail which will be sent out as soon as my heart stops, informing the entire crew of your secret. Attached to that is the proof that you are not who you appear to be. You’ll be jettisoned out the nearest airlock by a mob of angry officers.”


  “Well, you’ve thought of everything, haven’t you,” Ethan replied. “What proof do you have? How should I believe that you know anything at all?”


  “I know because I had to test your blood sample, along with everyone else’s on this ship, for markers which would indicate an active infection of T4-76. Unfortunately for you, this involved checking the age of each person from their blood. I found access to this test mysteriously restricted for your sample and conducted the test by hand only to find that your genetic age did not match your apparent age. Not even close.”


  “Interesting,” Ethan said. “But then you still don’t know who I am?”


  Kurlin hesitated. “I don’t need to know. You’re an imposter. It’s good enough.”


  “You’re right, it is good enough, but there’s something you haven’t thought of, Kurlin. The Defiant has just jumped to SLS and I have no ships or fuel to spare for you to make the SLS jump back to Stormcloud Transfer.”


  Kurlin’s eyes flashed, and his lips pressed into a thin line. “Very well, then you leave me no choice.”


  Ethan held up a hand. “Wait. While that is true, I believe I could be persuaded to do something about this situation.”


  Kurlin cocked his head, his brow furrowed curiously as he waited for Ethan’s reply.


  Ethan drew his sidearm in a blur, faster than Kurlin could have imagined possible. Ethan’s reflexes were honed from long practice as an outlaw and a freelancer. He could draw faster than most, and far faster than Kurlin could react.


  Ethan pulled the trigger just as Kurlin’s eyes were beginning to widen. Kurlin’s body convulsed, causing him to slump to the floor, and Ethan stood up, eying the man’s motionless form.


  Re-holstering his sidearm, Ethan grimaced. Now what was he going to do with the body? It would be a while before Kurlin woke up, so he had time on his side. The old man had said that his message would be sent out as soon as his heart stopped. He’d said nothing about it being sent out if he were stunned. A big oversight, my friend. Casting his eyes around his quarters, Ethan spied a cylinder with a blue transpiranium cover stacked against the wall inside his bedroom. It was his private stasis tube, reserved for medical emergencies and long trips through SLS.


  Ethan nodded and paced over to Kurlin, picking him up by his arms and dragging him toward the stasis tube. “I’m sorry, Doctor. If we make it, I’ll let you out as soon as I find a successor to the throne. If not, at least you’ll die in your sleep. That’s more than I can say for the rest of us.”


  * * *


  As Atton slept, he dreamed of a beautiful woman with bright violet eyes and flowing dark hair. She had the face of an angel. Angel. That was her name. She was an angel, but she didn’t act like it as she pushed him onto the bed and crawled over him on all fours to pin him down and kiss him roughly on the lips. He felt his pulse quickening as he savored the sweet taste of her lips on his. Atton closed his eyes to enjoy the sensation more fully, and he felt a warm stir of desire as she lowered her body on top of his. She ended the kiss and pulled away from him, leaving a stupid grin on his face. Then he opened his eyes—


  And screamed.


  He was gazing up at the black, skull-like helmet of a Gor soldier. Staring back at him were a pair of glowing red insect eyes. As he watched, the Gor’s helmet opened impossibly at the jaw, revealing a mouth full of glistening black teeth.


  Atton awoke with the dying echoes of his scream still reverberating from the close walls of his quarters. He grimaced and checked the time on the alarm clock beside his bed, and then he groaned. It was just an hour before they were due to revert from SLS. He was never going to get back to sleep, so he may as well get up. He’d lain down on his bed thinking it would just be for a short nap, but he’d promptly succumbed to four straight hours of sleep. He was still wearing his comm piece in case someone needed to contact him, but no one had tried.


  With another groan, Atton stretched and stood up from the bed. He’d slept in his flight suit, since there would be no time to pull it on if the squadron had to scramble. Atton’s stomach rumbled loudly and he frowned. At least he had time to get something to eat from the pilots’ mess. It was smaller, with fewer options than the main mess hall, but they were all on a yellow alert, meaning they couldn’t leave the flight deck. They needed to be able to scramble at a moment’s notice. Still, at this point, any food would taste good—possibly even the freeze-dried krak which passed for food aboard the Defiant.


  There was one advantage to being the overlord, Atton thought as he headed for the door. I only ever ate fresh. But the Defiant didn’t have fresh, overlord or not, and Atton’s stomach was taking some time to adapt to freeze-dried foodstuffs—hence the intense rumblings he felt now. It had been nearly a day since he’d last braved the mess hall, and if he didn’t eat something soon, he was likely to pass out in his cockpit. You’d like that wouldn’t you, skull faces? Snippets of Atton’s nightmare flashed into his mind’s eye. The Gors weren’t their enemy, but it was hard to remember that when they had been the real face of the war. Apparently having Tova become a more visible presence aboard the Defiant was starting to get to him, too.


  * * *


  Alara awoke to the sound of an alarm clock buzzing in her ears. She rolled over with a groan and looked up at the low ceiling above her bunk, where the noise was coming from. Lying on the top bunk was Lieutenant Gina Giord. Alara didn’t know much about her, except that she was one of only two other female pilots in the squadron besides herself. Gina was an ill-tempered loner and she didn’t say much, so it was hard to get a conversation going, but maybe that was because she just hadn’t hit upon the right topic yet. Alara watched Gina jump down lithely from the top bunk and then take a moment to straighten the wrinkles in her flight suit. What would be a topic of common interest between the two of them? Alara wondered.


  She remembered seeing Gina eyeing Captain Reese the night of the trainees’ celebration. Men, Alara thought with a smile, always a good topic when relating to women. It was a topic she was particularly familiar with.


  “You know, Gina, I was talking to Captain Reese about you last night.” That was a lie, but it was a good way to introduce the topic.


  Gina turned on her heel to glare at Alara. “About what?”


  “Nothing bad, don’t worry.”


  “I find it hard to believe he’d have anything good to say.”


  “Why’s that? He seems nice.”


  “Yeah, seems. He just wants to get into your pants, girlie. Don’t let the charm fool you. He frekked me over, and he’ll frek you over, too, but first he’ll just frek you.”


  “You mean you two were . . .”


  Gina turned around again as she waved her wrist over the scanner on her locker. “We were together, yes.”


  “And? What’s he like?” Alara asked, leaning forward with a grin. “Does he look as good with his shirt off as I’m betting?”


  Gina eyed her with obvious disgust. “You know, I wouldn’t be so eager to get frekked if I were you. A girl who looks like you might get passed halfway around the fleet if she doesn’t develop some self-respect.”


  Alara’s grin faded and she sat back, her brow furrowing. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Just that I’ve heard things. You shouldn’t make yourself so available. No matter what’s been done to you.”


  From the way Gina held her gaze, it was obvious she was talking about the slave chip. Alara rubbed the side of her head self-consciously, and her eyes dropped to the deck.


  Gina’s tone softened and she offered a slight smile. “Come on, let’s go get some breakfast, Alara.”


  “It’s Kiddie,” she said, standing up.


  Gina acknowledged that with a nod as she withdrew her sidearm from her locker.


  “You’re taking a gun?” Alara asked, her eyes wide.


  “You should take yours, too,” Gina replied while strapping it around her waist.


  Alara looked hesitant. “What for?”


  Gina looked up, her expression grim. “In case we get boarded.”


  “I—I didn’t think of that . . .”


  “No one does until it happens. Not that I suppose you’d see the frekkers even if they did board us. For all we know, there could be dozens of them on the Defiant right now.”


  “Sythians? Or Gors?”


  Gina closed the locker and turned to leave. “That’s the million sol question, isn’t it?”


  “Wait, can’t we take a vaccucleanse first?”


  Gina snorted. “I wish. We’re on yellow alert, greeny. That means we need to be able to scramble to our cockpits in five minutes or less. You think you can cut short a vaccucleanse, pull on your flight suit, run to the hangar, and be sitting sealed inside your cockpit in just five minutes?”


  Alara hesitated.


  “I didn’t think so. Let’s go.”


  Alara caught up to her just as she opened the door to their room. “How long until the yellow alert is over?”


  “Probably until we reach Obsidian Station.”


  “What? We’re going to go days without a vaccucleanse?”


  Gina chuckled. “Well, someone’s a princess, isn’t she? Yes, girlie, we’re all gonna stink together. Once you’ve been out here on enough wolf hunts, you get used to it, but I’ll tell you one thing—” Gina turned to her with a wry grin. “—you get to know who the sweaters are, and you learn to steer clear.”


  Alara’s nose wrinkled in distaste. “How attractive. I might just develop some self-respect after all.”


  Gina laughed and clapped her on the back. “That’s the spirit, greeny!”


  They reached the pilot’s mess hall and strode in to see Guardian Twelve racing around the room with a pile of pancakes almost as tall as she was, giggling and screaming as she went, hounded by the entire squadron.


  “Get her!”


  “She took the whole frekkin’ lot of ‘em!”


  “I’m gonna get you Stix!”


  Stix. That was her call sign, so named because she was so skinny and petite that her arms and legs resembled sticks.


  Captain Reese and Lieutenant Adari were sitting and eating to one side of the commotion, neither one of them doing anything to stop the pilots from roaring around the mess hall, knocking over tables and chairs in their hurry to get the stolen pancakes.


  Alara smiled, but Gina scowled. “So much for unit discipline,” she said as they passed Captain Reese’s table.


  He looked up with a frown. “Let them have their fun. There’s precious little of it to be had around here.”


  “Yeah, you’re all about fun,” Gina said, shaking her head as she crossed over to the serving counter.


  Alara followed her there, still smiling as she watched the racing pilots catch up with Stix. One of the larger men swooped her up under his arm like a grav ball and pancakes flew everywhere.


  “Guess I’m going to have to eat dust and wash it down with spit!” Gina called out in a loud voice, but no one paid any attention to her. “Stupid frekkin’ greenies. . . .” she said as she stalked after them. “Gotta break ‘em in every time!”


  When Gina caught up to the group of pilots she swore viciously at them, but they were having a hard time suppressing their laughter in the face of her vitriolic, so she gave up and went to pick up the lone pancake which had fallen on a table rather than the floor.


  Alara watched all of that with a dreamy smile. For the first time in what seemed like forever, she felt like she was home. Something about the camaraderie and the childish antics struck a chord in her memories. Alara wasn’t sure whose memories, but it struck a chord all the same.


  * * *


  —THE YEAR 0 AE—


  Destra pulled the flight yoke hard left and pushed it down. She watched the alien missiles arc slowly after her, but the reaction was delayed by several seconds. She realized that they were only tracking when she became visible on the Sythians’ scanners. That gave her hope. Destra began evasive maneuvering in earnest, pulling all the maneuvers she could think of with the strange flight controls. Whatever direction she pushed the flight yoke was the direction her ship would fly, but some directions were slower than others—such as moving vertically.


  Destra pushed the yoke all the way forward for maximum thrust, tilted up, then slid and twisted it left, making a spiraling upward turn.


  She heard the tick-tick-ticking of several overlapping missile lock warnings speed up suddenly and then slow down again as a stream of enemy missiles sailed straight by underneath her fighter. No sooner had those warnings faded than they started up again, and she heard alarms screeching out in warning as more spinning purple stars swarmed to take their place. Waves of missiles were pouring out from the approaching swarms of enemy fighters. Destra grimaced, wishing not for the first time that her husband were with her. He was a far better pilot. Destra forced her eyes to focus on the blinding barrage, trying to find a clear space between the missiles, but there were no such spaces. The enemy firing pattern was evenly spread and so thick that eventually it would have to snare her. They just had to get lucky once, and although their missiles weren’t tracking her perfectly, they were still tracking.


  A few purple stars swelled in her forward view and she jerked the yoke to the opposite side, tilted it down, and began rolling her ship by twisting the flight controls in the same direction as her turn. The result was a downward spiral. Destra was rewarded for the sudden maneuver by seeing the purple stars go sailing by her with a narrow margin.


  I need to target the gate! She thought desperately, but nothing happened. Clearly the ship didn’t always understand her thoughts. She tried again, this time focusing on the nearest of the two distant red specks which she’d identified as SLS gates on the coordinate grid.


  Suddenly the contact she focused on grew brighter, and a red HUD indicator flashed in the air above her head. It wasn’t an arrow like she would have expected to see in a human ship, but rather a solid red circle. She followed that circle, moving in the direction it indicated, and mere seconds later she saw the gate appear in her view. The Sythian HUD bracketed it in red and displayed information about her target with a stream of unfamiliar symbols.


  Good enough, she thought. It might have been useful to know where that gate went, but at the moment anywhere else but here would be an improvement. She roared toward the gate at full throttle, keeping half an eye on the grid to make sure the enemy wasn’t too close behind her. The enemy fighters belatedly reacted to her new heading and turned to follow her to the gate. Destra frowned. They’d just follow her through and she’d still have to face them on the other side. At least they won’t be accompanied by any larger ships.


  That was something.


  Destra watched the gate growing rapidly larger in her forward screens, and then she remembered that she needed to slow down to enter it. She didn’t have to stop maneuvering or warm up her own SLS drive the way she would if she were travelling off the space lanes, but she still couldn’t exceed the relatively slow SLS-safe entry velocity. Destra thought about how she could relay that concern to the ship so it could slow down to an appropriate speed, and suddenly she felt the g-force of acceleration shift from pressing her against the back of her flight chair, to yanking her against her flight restraints and trying to pluck her eyeballs out of her skull.


  Destra immediately heard the tick-tick-ticking of more missile locks, and then multiple alarms sounded inside the airy cockpit, and she went evasive while trying desperately to keep heading toward the gate. The tick-tick-ticking sped up, slowed down, sped up, and slowed down as her ship faded in and out of scanners. She turned to look behind her and saw four purple stars racing toward her, picking up speed.


  “Frek!” She turned back to the fore and redoubled her evasive maneuvering. Destra listened intently to the tempo of the missile lock warnings to know when the missiles were getting close, and at the last minute she jinked hard to starboard.


  Destra was gratified to see three purple stars go spinning by to her port side. She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, but then it seized in her chest.


  Three missiles . . .


  She was about to turn her head to see where the other one had gone when her ship rocked violently with an explosion. A warning siren sounded inside the cockpit and she heard an ominous hissing sound. Destra’s eyes flicked nervously around the airy cockpit. She hoped that noise wasn’t the sound of her atmosphere escaping. She wasn’t even wearing a flight suit.


  But there wasn’t any time to worry about it. The gate was swelling before her, and in less than a minute she’d be through. Turning to cast a quick look over her shoulder to see how many enemy ships were following her, Destra counted five silvery specks against the blackness of space. Then she saw the nearest one begin stuttering bright purple streaks of light toward her. The first few hit with sizzling sounds, and Destra went into another barrel roll, leaving the enemy pulse lasers to flash out all around her cockpit in a steady stream of light. Every tenth blast hit, eliciting an angry sizzle from her shields. After ten such hits, she began to smell an acrid smoke drifting up into the cockpit, and she grimaced, wishing she could drop a few mines behind her.


  A moment later there came a bright flash of light and then the lasers stopped racing past her cockpit. Destra turned to look behind her and saw the fading light of an explosion. She blinked. Apparently her fighter did have mines. Destra broke into a grin and spared a hand from the flight yoke to pat the dash. “Nice one, baby. Keep that up and we might just make it out of this.”


  A few seconds later, the gate was the only thing she could see. Destra aimed for the center of it, and then let go of the flight controls, allowing her fighter to cruise through on a straight trajectory.


  Space turned to star lines and then to the bright streaks of SLS, and Destra sat back with a shaky sigh. She stared out at the swirling brightness, trying to calm her racing heart. She’d made it. She’d actually made it! She’d still have to shake off whatever fighters pursued her and evade any enemy forces on the other side, but whatever lay ahead, at least she’d bought herself some time.


  Now what? she wondered. She had no way of knowing how long she’d be in SLS, and she had a feeling that her fighter couldn’t tell her in a way that she’d understand, but it had to be at least an hour. No two systems were closer together than that. So she had some time to rest and recover.


  Recover . . .


  Suddenly Destra’s eyes flew wide as she remembered the man she’d left on the hover gurney just inside the entrance of the fighter. He hadn’t even been strapped down when she’d taken off, which meant he’d likely been bounced all over by now.


  Destra bolted out of the flight chair and hurried down the stairs from the cockpit, bracing herself for what she might find.


  



  


  Chapter 19


  —THE YEAR 10 AE—


  Ethan watched the SLS timer on the captain’s table begin counting down from 60 seconds. Tova assured them that she would be able to detect any cloaked Sythians between them and the gate to the Odaran System, but Ethan was still nervous. If there were a fleet of Sythians blocking that gate, it didn’t matter if they detected them or not, they wouldn’t be able to squeeze through the enemy blockade. The one advantage they had was that the Sythians didn’t know they were coming.


  The timer reached 10 seconds and it became an audible countdown in a computerized voice. When it reached one, Ethan looked up to see the streaks and star lines of SLS fade to the bright points of stars.


  “Tova! Tell me what you see out there!” he called out.


  “Wait . . .” she hissed. The bridge crew seemed to collectively hold their breath as they waited to hear what she had to say.


  Ethan turned to admire the view while he waited. The second moon of Forlax lay close below them, stretching out to the horizon with high wisps of white cirrus clouds, sparkling orange oceans, and rocky, red terrain. The color of the world gave the impression that it was hot, but it was in fact very cold, and the atmospheric pressure was so high that the methane in the air rained out as a liquid, forming the sparkling orange oceans. The gravity was also high and the atmosphere toxic, making the moon even more uninhabitable, but despite all that, there was a mother lode of dymium trapped beneath the surface. When Ethan had been exiled to Dark Space, the Imperium had been discussing ways to get at the dymium for the war effort, but they’d never had the time to act on that. Just visible over the horizon of the world was Forlax, the rocky, ringed giant for which the system was named. Peeking feebly between the rings and the planet was the distant red eye of the system’s primary, now giving a brief light to the surface of Forlax II before its larger cousin eclipsed the sun. Forlax was even more uninhabitable than its moons, but it was also fuel-rich.


  Tova’s warbling cut through Ethan’s thoughts, followed by the translation, “I sense none of my crèche mates.”


  “Good! Helm, set course for the Odaran gate—full throttle!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Engineering, give me more power to shields and engines. Reduce power to weapons. We don’t need them right now.”


  “Gravidar, keep your eyes open, just in case. If they want to fire on us you can bet you’re going to see something pop up on the grid before they do.”


  “Comms, make sure the Guardians are ready to launch at a moment’s notice!”


  The comm officer began speaking into the intercom, and then Ethan turned to Caldin with a tight smile. “So far, so good.”


  But her eyes were on Tova, standing down by the viewports in her gleaming black armor. “According to her.”


  “You don’t trust Tova?” he whispered.


  Caldin turned to him. “Do you?”


  “Not fully, but her survival and ours are one and the same at the moment, so none of us have a choice.”


  Caldin nodded and her gaze returned to absently studying the giant alien. “The Gors are on our side because they need our help, but what happens when they decide that they no longer do?”


  Ethan shook his head. “We hope that their gratitude is enough to keep them from turning on us.”


  “That’s a naïve hope.”


  “Maybe. But it’s the only one we have.”


  * * *


  The atmosphere inside the pilot’s briefing room was tense. The pilots listened as Captain Adan Reese and his XO, Lieutenant Ithicus Adari, outlined possible scenarios of enemy contact which might crop up while they crossed the Forlax system. From there, they moved onto fighter tactics, dogfighting, weapon systems, and taking advantage of weaknesses in Sythian technology.


  Alara listened to Adan carefully, trying to absorb everything he was saying. Gina sat beside Alara with a frown, her arms crossed over her chest.


  “Remember,” Adan said. “Their shields are weak, their engines are slow, and their fighters are big targets. That gives you every possible edge in a fight, except for one—they could appear out of nowhere, right on your six, and their missiles can’t be taken down by our countermeasures. The good news, however, is that they don’t have proximity fuses, and they will set off our missile lock alarms. But don’t rely on that to keep you safe! If a shell uncloaks and fires on you at point blank range, they’ll hit you before you’ve even heard the first warning beep of a lock, so you need to keep up an evasive flight pattern whenever possible. The instant you’re caught flying in a straight, predictable line, you’re dead. Remember to use all of your flight controls to maneuver, and avoid making turns the way you’d make them in atmosphere. This is space, so slewing your ship with the rudder is faster to make a turn than the old yank’n’bank.”


  Alara heard a murmur of acknowledgement sweep through the pilots, and she turned to Gina to whisper, “What’s a yank’n’bank?”


  “It’s when you roll and pull up hard to make a turn.”


  “Ah.”


  “Does anyone still have any questions about the control systems? Or did your AIs cover those points adequately?”


  Alara watched a skinny hand shoot up. It was Guardian Twelve, otherwise known as Stix.


  “Yes?” Adan pointed to her.


  “If the enemy fighters are slower, then wouldn’t the best evasive maneuver be for me to run away at top speed?”


  Adan started to reply, but then a siren went off, and the lights dimmed to a bloody red. The intercom crackled with, “Red Alert! Enemy contact!”


  “All right! This is it, people, and it’s not a drill!” Adan yelled, clapping his hands amidst the rising threat of panic as pilots stood up and began running into each other in their hurry to get to the hangar. “Orderly lines! No shoving. Soon as you get into the hangar, run as fast as you can to your novas. Find the fighter whose number matches yours! Ruh-kah!”


  Alara walked quickly to the end of her row of seats and then joined the short line of pilots hurrying down the steps to the podium below. As soon as they reached the podium, pilots began running for the open doors to either side which led to the hangar.


  Alara was one of the last ones down. She caught Adan’s eye as she hurried by, and he smiled and nodded to her. “You’ll be fine!”


  She nodded back, and then ran out into the hangar with the rest of the pilots. Dead ahead and to her left the novas sat in a gleaming double row on the deck, mag clamps securely locked around their landing struts. To the other side, Alara saw open space through the fuzzy blue glow of the Defiant’s shields, while at the distant end of the hangar lay the pair of glowing red portals which were the launch tubes. Her fighter’s AI had told her the launch tubes accelerated novas out the back of the Defiant with over 50 G’s of force—more than 500 KAPS. Alara grimaced, remembering the utter terror she’d felt. This time she’d keep her IMS dialed up to 100%.


  The hangar intercom buzzed, and Alara listened to it with half an ear. “We have an enemy fleet moving to intercept us. Guardians will flank the Defiant to the gate and only engage the enemy if they close to within five klicks.” Alara heard the steady whump whump whump of laser cannons firing amidst the background noise on the bridge, and she wondered if they’d already engaged the enemy. “Ruh-kah, Guardians!”


  Alara’s fingertips began to tingle with adrenaline and she used it to pour on an extra burst of speed, running past novas with ever-decreasing numbers painted on the sides until she reached the one at the head of the line with a big freshly-painted two on it. She was first in line for the launch tubes.


  As soon as Alara reached her nova, she bounded up the ladder and hopped into the cockpit. Pressing the raise/lower canopy button, she slid on her flight helmet and sealed the clasps at her neck.


  “Welcome back, Alara,” the fighter’s AI said.


  “I go by Kiddie now,” she said.


  “Very well, Kiddie. Your preflight before ignition checks are already done. Are you ready for takeoff?”


  Alara felt the rudder pedals under her feet and nodded. Her seat didn’t need to be adjusted, since she’d been the last pilot to fly in this particular nova. Alara found her flight restraints and strapped in; then she punched the fighter’s ignition and listened to the sound of the reactor spinning up with a rising whir.


  “Dial up the IMS to 100 this time, Ethan, I don’t want to get sick out there.”


  “Of course, though I should point out that—”


  “Just do it!”


  Ethan went silent while Alara’s displays flickered to life. She paid particular attention to the star map in the center. The grid was set to display a full orbital, and it was marked with dozens of red enemy contacts dead ahead and to the left of their position, moving on an intercept course. At the far end of the grid Alara saw the gate they were headed for. It was over 5000 klicks away, and the nearest enemy contact was at 2450 klicks.


  This is going to be close, she thought as she heard the th-thunk of mag clamps releasing. Her nova’s engines began roaring in her ears as it rose off the deck. Alara saw Captain Reese’s fighter rising and turning in unison with hers, and she smiled and waved to him, but he missed the gesture. A second later she heard his voice over the comm.


  “Soon as you get out the launch tubes, make a 180 degree turn. We don’t want to cancel too much of our forward momentum by flying in reverse. We need to keep up with the Defiant if we’re going to guard her. Good luck out there, Guardians.”


  And with that, their fighters began rocketing toward the launch tubes. Alara braced herself as the glowing red portals grew large and menacing before them, like the glowing red eyes of an armored Gor.


  * * *


  Ethan stared into the glowing red eyes of Tova’s helmet, and his own eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you warn us?”


  “I sense them now, but not before. I missed them.”


  “Well you frekked up, Tova, because you missed a whole fleet!”


  Tova hissed and looked away; maybe he was unworthy of her sight again. Ethan turned away with a scowl to study the captain’s table. The enemy contacts on the grid represented only a rough estimate of the number and position of the enemy forces, as best as Tova could determine anyway—which was apparently give or take a whole fleet.


  “We’re not going to make it to the gate before they reach us,” Caldin said.


  “No, but it remains to be seen if they can stop us.”


  “So much for our early warning system,” Caldin said with a smirk.


  “Clearly she’s not infallible,” Ethan replied, “so we’re going to have to use some of our own detection systems.” Looking up from the grid Ethan called down to the gunnery station. “Weapons! I need our forward batteries firing in a steady pattern to cover our trajectory. Clear a swath. If there’s anything cloaked ahead of us I want to know about it, and in case they’ve laid any mines, fire off a torpedo every fifteen seconds with a timer of the same.”


  “Yes, sir!” Deck Officer Gorvan replied.


  “Comms, tell the Guardians before they leave the hangar that we need an escort to the gate, not a bunch of loose cannons. They are to flank us to the gate, breaking off to engage only when the enemy gets to within five klicks of us.”


  Ethan heard the comm officer relaying his orders, and then he turned back to Caldin. Noting the frown on her face, he asked, “What now?”


  “If you use up all of our torpedoes now, what are we going to do when that fleet reaches us?”


  “Do the math. At current speed we’re less than ten minutes to the gate, counting time to decelerate. We’ll use no more than forty torpedoes. That’s less than a tenth of what we have in the arsenal, let alone what’s already loaded in the torp bays. We’ll be fine.”


  Caldin nodded, but by her pursed lips, Ethan could tell she disagreed. That was okay. Ethan didn’t require his crew to always agree with him, just so long as they always obeyed.


  * * *


  Alara and Captain Reese shot out the back of the Defiant in tandem, flying out over the rocky red surface of Forlax II, a dymium-rich rock with a thick, toxic atmosphere that was swirled with white clouds. Below those clouds they could see high mountain ranges, and sparkling between them lay vast lakes of methane that caught and reflected the red light of the system’s sun.


  Just visible over the moon’s horizon was Forlax itself—a rocky giant with thick red rings of asteroids, which Forlax II orbited. Both of the gates in the Forlax system were found in a low orbit around Forlax II, since the intention had always been to develop the moon for dymium mining. Alara shook her head to clear away those thoughts. She wasn’t sure which of her two sets of memories they’d come from, but they weren’t helping her now.


  Tearing her eyes away from the view, Alara studied the position of enemy contacts on the grid as she followed Captain Reese in a tight turn to starboard which would bring them onto the Defiant’s flight path. She was comforted to see that the nearest enemy ship was more than a thousand klicks away.


  But even as she watched the group of enemy contacts, their positions abruptly changed, all of them shifting by more than a thousand kilometers in an instant. Alara blinked and tapped the screen. “Ethan! What the frek? How is the enemy suddenly right on top of us? Did they jump to SLS?”


  “The contacts on your gravidar appear to be cloaked, Kiddie. Their locations are being updated manually from the Defiant.”


  “Great!”


  Alara saw the red bracket pairs appearing all over her HUD as they supposedly came into range, but she tried to ignore them. If the enemy location data wasn’t up to date, it would be dangerous to trust.


  A flash of light caught Alara’s eye as she swung onto the Defiant’s flight path, and she saw a torpedo exploding ahead of the cruiser. That explosion abruptly blossomed into a much larger starburst of light, and Alara blinked spots out of her eyes as her canopy polarized a second too late.


  The Defiant had just hit a cloaking mine with a blind torpedo. Lucky escape, Alara thought.


  And then the red contacts on her gravidar disappeared and reappeared all around her, but this time they were accompanied by visuals of the enemy ships. She saw swarms of enemy fighters de-cloaking all around them, followed by two Sythian battleships.


  Alara’s eyes widened as a wave of purple stars began spinning toward them from the nearest battleship. Then space was alive with the streaking orange glows of shell fighters’ engines crisscrossing through the Guardian’s formation.


  “Live contact! Break and engage, Guardians!” Captain Reese said.


  Alara’s missile lock alarm squealed abruptly. “Frek!” she hissed, stomping on her right rudder. She turned straight into the Defiant’s flight path and soon she cruised low over the hull, watching the cruiser’s batteries swiveling. Torrents of red laser fire flashed out as those batteries found their targets and tracked passing enemy fighters. And then two sets of thick blue dymium beams shot out from the Defiant, one for each of the enemy battleships. Those beams sounded through her nova’s simulated sound system with a deep, reverberating hum.


  Alara forced herself to ignore the distractions of the greater battle going on around her. She concentrated on the beep-beep-beeping of missile lock warnings. As the beeps sped up to nearly a solid tone, Alara activated her grav lifts and bounced her fighter straight off the Defiant’s hull, leaving the enemy missiles to go streaking by underneath her. They slammed into the Defiant with a bright flash of light, and another dozen missiles followed that one, impacting one after another on the top hull of the cruiser with a steady roar of simulated explosions.


  Alara grimaced, and the next thing she heard over the comms was, “Guardians! The Defiant’s shields won’t take much more of that!”


  Stepping on her left rudder, Alara pulled a sharp turn to get on the tail of the nearest enemy fighter and then she fired off two quick fire-linked blasts from her lasers. Both volleys hit, and the shell exploded brilliantly.


  “Ruh-kah!” she whooped as she sailed through the explosion. Debris pelted her canopy, hissing off her shields. She targeted the next nearest enemy fighter and pulled up hard to find it in her sights. A quick look at the gravidar showed tiny green nova fighters splintering off in all directions to follow the enemy fighters, leaving the Defiant to race away from the engagement at top speed. Alara frowned at that, and then the comm crackled.


  “Guardians, you are not to abandon the Defiant’s flight path!” Captain Reese said. “Stick with your wingmates and keep up with our objective. Swat away any shells that get too close!”


  Alara heard a few affirmative clicks and saw the green icons of their fighters flashing on the grid to indicate they were the ones who’d activated their comms. All of the novas turned back to follow the Defiant—except for one. Alara focused on the straggler and tapped the icon with her finger for more information. It was Guardian Twelve—Stix.


  Abruptly, that icon shone a brighter green to indicate Stix had activated her comms, and Alara heard her say, “I’m cut off! They’re all over me!”


  Alara stepped on her rudder. “Hold on, Stix, I’m coming!” She lined up on the nearest enemy fighter chasing Twelve, but quickly saw that Stix was right. There were no less than a dozen shells on her tail, and like a total greeny she was running in a straight line away from them as fast as she could.


  “Go evasive, Twelve!” Alara said.


  “They’re locking on!” Stix screamed.


  “I said break!”


  Alara thumbed over to her own missiles and tried for a lock at extreme range, but before she could even line up her target, the enemy fighters fired as one, and an entire wave of shining purple stars shot out after Twelve.


  “Frek! Wait for them to get close, Twelve, and then go evasive! They can’t track sudden changes in direction.”


  “I’m going to try to outrun them!” Twelve said, sounding panicked.


  “You can’t outrun missiles, Stix!” Alara saw the missiles drawing dangerously close to Twelve and she shook her head. She fired off a Hailfire with a weak target lock and saw her target break out of the enemy formation to evade. Alara gritted her teeth and thumbed back over to lasers to fire at the next nearest enemy, but the enemy fighter was out of range, and her shot went wide.


  Now the missiles were seconds from reaching Twelve and she was still flying straight. “Break, Stix!”


  “I’m gonna run! Don’t worry! Meet you back at the transfer station.”


  Alara’s brow furrowed, and that was when she realized that Stix had lost it. She’d suffered a mental break. The missiles drew within a hundred meters of her, and Alara screamed into the comm. “Eject, Stix! Eject!”


  Abruptly the space where Guardian Twelve had been flashed with the light of multiple explosions, and her icon winked off the grid.


  Alara screamed incoherently and began pouring laser fire after the enemy fighters who’d shot Twelve down. They began coming about to meet her head on, but Alara didn’t care, she just stabbed the trigger over and over again, strafing the enemy formation. Alara winged two shells and sliced a third one into two pieces before her comms crackled with. “It’s too late to help her, Two.” That was Captain Reese speaking. “Get back here before they cut you off, too!”


  “Frek you!” Alara muttered under her breath.


  Guardian One went on, “Stick together, Guardians! You want to go blazing off on your own? That’s what happens!”


  “Frek you, Reese!” Alara said again, but this time she said it over the comms. “I didn’t see you breaking off to help her!”


  “Get back in formation, Cadet, or you’re going to be left behind.”


  Alara studied the gravidar, noticing now that the Defiant was getting very close to the exit gate. Pulling back hard on the stick for a loop over, Alara pushed her throttle past the stops into full overdrive. The thrusters roared, and she watched the nova’s acceleration jump from 145 to 185 KAPS. At that rate it wouldn’t take long to catch up to the Defiant and its novas, since they were all decelerating in preparation to enter SLS.


  But that also made it easy for the enemy ships to catch up with them and make another pass. Alara saw fighters and battleships alike racing up behind the Defiant, and she grimaced. “They’re coming around for another pass!”


  Alara saw streams of red laser fire erupting from the Defiant’s turrets, blasting pursuing shell fighters by the dozens. The accompanying explosions lit up the star map and Alara peered down on Forlax II to see the space above the planet peppered with the flashing light of explosions, making the swirling clouds appear fraught with lightning.


  Yet for every dozen shells that winked off the grid, another dozen swarmed out of empty space to take their place. Alara eyed the spot where the enemy fighters were appearing, thinking that there must have been a cloaked Sythian carrier there.


  “Guardians, disengage your thrusters and show them your teeth!” Captain Reese said.


  “Our teeth?” one pilot asked.


  “Flip your fighters 180 degrees and shoot those frekkers down!” Guardian One clarified.


  Alara saw the nova fighters ahead of her do as they were told, disengaging their thrusters to maintain their current heading while flipping over to pour bright red streams of fire-linked lasers at the waves of pursuing shells. Alara was about to turn her fighter around to join them when she noticed friendly fire flashing close by her cockpit. “Hoi! Watch your aim! I’m still out here!”


  And then the mauve light of Sythian lasers began tracking her from behind, and she heard a flurry of impacts sizzling off her shields.


  “Aft shields critical . . . equalizing.”


  Alara broke into a barrel roll, trading some of her forward acceleration for evasive maneuvering. She watched the Defiant flying ever-closer to the gate. They were almost there. They were going to make it!


  But suddenly the gate disappeared, swallowed whole by a massive Sythian Battleship as it de-cloaked right in front of the gate.


  “Frek! Where did that come from?” Ithicus asked.


  “Guardians switch to torpedoes and target that motherfrekker!” Captain Reese said.


  And then the side of the Sythian battleship erupted with a blinding wave of missiles.


  “Too late!” another pilot screamed.


  Before the Defiant could even react, the enemy missiles slammed into it. The light from the explosions seemed to consume the cruiser, and the simulated roar which came from Alara’s sound system was deafening. As the light of the explosions faded, Alara saw a giant chunk of the Defiant’s nose crack away in a fiery ruin and begin tumbling gracefully toward Forlax II.


  “We’re frekked!” Gina said.


  “Torpedoes! On my mark!” Captain Reese said. “We’re dumb-firing.”


  Alara snapped out of it and thumbed over to Silverstreak torpedoes. A moment later she and a handful of novas had formed up on an attack run. They let their torpedoes fly, and the battleship reacted instantly, erupting with bright streaks of laser fire. Alara saw one pair of torpedoes go off like a supernova beside her, rocking her fighter with a pelting wave of debris.


  “Starboard shields critical,” Ethan warned. “Equalizing.”


  When the fiery light of the explosion cleared, Alara saw just four torpedoes out of a dozen slam into the enemy battleship. Those torpedoes punched a gaping hole in the battleship’s pristine, mirror-clear hull, and shiny, black-armored bodies began tumbling out into space. Despite the damage, the battleship kept firing, and they were too close to fire another volley. Alara pulled up hard and roared over top of the enemy ship, noticing in her peripheral vision as she did so that the Defiant was doing the same. With her slower engines and lesser maneuverability, the cruiser just barely cleared the Sythian battleship. As it passed over top, Alara saw it erupt with beam cannons and lasers, strafing the topside of the enemy ship. It reacted with another wave of spinning purple stars which connected in the narrow gap between the two ships with a blatant disregard for the battleship’s own proximity to the blasts. The explosions roared through Alara’s helmet speakers, and she squinted through the brightness to see flaming pieces of both ships go spinning off into space.


  Alara grimaced. At this rate, there won’t be anything left of either of them. . . .


  * * *


  Ethan braced himself on the railing running around the captain’s table as another wave of missiles slammed into the Defiant, this time along her keel. “The frek! They just hit themselves with that blast!”


  Caldin grimaced.


  “We can’t take much more of this!” Delayn yelled up from the engineering station. “Decks one through three are venting atmosphere, and we lost three gunners!”


  Ethan whirled around. “Helm, get us clear and bring us about! We need to fire back with torpedoes, not just beams and lasers!”


  “Yes, sir,” Damen Corr replied.


  Ethan stared out at space, his chest rising and falling quickly, his eyes darting as he tried to come up with a plan. The top edge of the gate sailed by underneath them, and Ethan grimaced. The Sythians had blocked off their exit. Either they ran to SLS now, with their own drives, or they had to crack open the battleship which stood in their way.


  “Helm, belay that last order! Delayn—will we still have enough fuel to send a corvette to Obsidian Station if we jump to Odaran without a gate to assist?”


  Delayn looked up from his station with a frown. “Maybe.”


  “Maybe’s not good enough! I need an answer!”


  The old engineer pursed his lips. “I don’t know, sir! I need time to calculate!”


  The deck rocked under their feet with another impact, and Ethan clutched the railing running around the captain’s table to keep from falling over as the IMS flickered.


  “We don’t have time! Give me your best guess.”


  “I think we will.”


  “That’ll have to do! Helm, spool up the SLS! Set course a few million klicks from Odaran—we don’t want to be too predictable or there’ll be more Sythians waiting for us in the next system. Send the coordinates to our novas—they’ll have to meet us there.”


  “Yes, sir,” Damen replied.


  “Sir!” Delayn called up from the engineering station. “The Guardians won’t have enough fuel to make it that far on their own.”


  “They will if they go back to the gate! Damen—” Ethan turned to see the nav officer blinking up at him. “Make sure the end point of our jump is somewhere along the space lane between here and Odaran. That way the novas can just drop out of SLS early to reach us.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Ethan turned to look down at the captain’s table just in time to see another wave of missiles go spinning out from the enemy battleship toward them.


  “Brace for impact!” someone said.


  The deck shook violently underfoot and they heard the distant rumble of the explosions.


  “Aft shields critical!” Delayn called out.


  “Boost power!” Ethan replied. He whirled around to address Deck Officer Grimsby. “Comms, tell the Guardians to cover us while our drives are spooling. Soon as we’re out, they can squeeze through the gate and we’ll meet them at the rendezvous.”


  The deck shook with more impacts, and Ethan grimaced.


  “Delayn! What’s our status?”


  “Aft shields are at 32% but I had to drain power from the front and sides, so we’re exposed there.”


  “It won’t matter. All the enemy contacts are behind us—”


  Caldin met his gaze. “That we know of.”


  Ethan acknowledged that with a quick nod. “We’ll have time to adjust the shields if something else de-cloaks. Weapons—keep firing torpedoes ahead of us, just in case. I want one every five seconds, timer set for seven.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Ethan saw the battleship at the gate turning to follow them, but they’d be too slow to catch up. The Defiant would be out of range in just a few seconds. As for the pursuing waves of Sythian fighters, however, they were catching up fast—and there were a lot of them.


  As if reading his thoughts, Caldin nodded to the grid. “What about those shells? There’s over two hundred in system, and at least fifty will reach us before we make the jump.”


  “Let’s hope our fighter screen is enough to hold them off.”


  Caldin met Ethan’s gaze over the glowing blue grid cube rising out of the captain’s table. She didn’t need to say anything. Fifty to their thirteen were horrible odds, and on top of that, their pilots were as green as grass.


  It would be a miracle if anyone survived to reach Odaran, let alone Obsidian Station.


  



  


  Chapter 20


  “Guardians, we’re going to SLS before we take any more damage out here. There are approximately fifty shells in pursuit. Keep them off us until we jump, and then head back to the gate to make the jump yourselves. We’ll be dropping out of SLS early to rendezvous in the neighboring solar and make repairs. Coordinates are being sent to your navs now.”


  Atton shook his head. Thirteen against fifty! He activated his comm. “All right, Guardians, you heard the man! We’re heading back into it! Form on me, and try not to get too close to that battleship. Without the Defiant to focus on, their guns are going to use us for target practice.”


  A stream of acknowledging clicks came over the comm, along with one pilot’s scared whimper—“We’re not going to live through this!” It was Guardian Eleven, Twelve’s wing man. Atton just barely remembered his name from the trainee roster. He was Sergeant Recks, conscripted to the squadron from a gunnery position aboard the Defiant. He’d had some experience flying during his early days with the fleet, until his entire squadron had been wiped out during the Sythian invasion. Immediately after that he’d joined a gunnery training program, becoming a beam cannon driver, and there he’d stayed—until now.


  Atton eased off the rudder. The enemy fighter wave swung into view—a sheer wall of red bracket pairs on his HUD that was confusing to look at. He dialed down the visibility of targets to only bracket them when they came within 10 klicks rather than the default 25. In the near distance, he saw the massive bulk of the out-system space gate, and behind the translucent blue pool of the wormhole, lay the Sythian Battleship which had rained death and destruction on them just minutes ago. “Look, listen up, Guardians. We’re going to get through this!” Atton said. “Half of you have pilot ratings with a two kill per sortie average, and a third of you have ratings of three or more. I know most of you greenies have only had one or two real sorties, but we can do this. Shells have weak shields; they are big targets, slow, and not very maneuverable. Get on their tails and stay there—just watch out for mines. Shells each pack one cloaking mine a piece, and if they get the chance, they’ll use it, so don’t fly up their thrusters.”


  “Frek, they have mines?” Guardian Nine said. “Eleven’s right! We’re dead.”


  “Can that, pilot!” Atton said. “You want to know the truth? The odds are bad, but all of us are a bunch of lucky motherfrekkers who’ve beaten odds worse than these. We survived the Sythian invasion. We survived the virus which wiped out the rest of our crew, and we’re going to survive this! We do not have to kill all fifty shells, we just have to fly circles around them and make them chase their tails until the Defiant escapes, so listen up, here’s the plan. We’re going to switch over to Hailfires and fire off a volley. They’ll hear the missile locks and see the missiles racing at them, and they’re going to shoot them down, which is exactly why you’re going to dumb fire a second wave behind the first. Set the proximity fuse on that one to 100 meters and have the warheads split at 250. Those kakards will shoot the decoys and get a face full of the real krak. Start lining up your targets! We fire on my mark.”


  “How do I set the proximity fuse?” Guardian eight asked.


  “Tell your AI to do it! Has everyone found a target?” Atton asked as he lined up the nearest enemy fighter under his sights. It was still out of range, but only for a few more seconds.


  A stream of affirmative clicks came over the comm, and then the enemy fighters were in range. Atton watched his reticle flicker red and emit a solid tone. He waited another second, and then said, “Mark!” A stream of Hailfires shot out from the squadron, jetting out on hot orange contrails. “All right, dumb fire the next volley! Fire, fire!” Atton yelled as he pulled the trigger again. These missiles jetted out in the shadow of the first wave, hiding in their wake. Atton watched the warheads swoop in on the enemy fighters, but then his missile lock warning began to beep, and a siren screamed through his cockpit as the enemy fighters fired off a wave of their own missiles.


  “Prepare to go evasive, Guardians! Remember to wait until those missiles get close, and then jink hard!”


  The enemy fighters opened up on the Hailfires, and space lit up with multiple flashes of light as the missiles exploded a safe distance from the shells. Then the dumb-fired missiles broke apart, and the constituent smaller warheads spiraled off in all directions. A split second later, they reached the range of their proximity fuses and detonated in quick succession. Red bracket pairs winked off the HUD by the dozens, and Atton glanced at his star map to see the associated contacts disappearing. Fully half of the enemy fighters were replaced with expanding debris clouds.


  “Ruh-kah!” Atton’s wingmate, Alara Vastra, whooped amidst a roar of cheering from the rest of the Guardians.


  A spinning wave of purple stars emerged wraith-like from the fading light of those explosions, and suddenly Atton heard his missile lock alarm. “Jink hard, jink hard!” he said, firing his afterburners and pulling up to execute a wing over and head back the way he’d come. A pair of missiles spun by his nova to either side as he skidded through a tight turn at the top of his climb. Multiple explosions blossomed on the gravidar, and Atton grimaced. He didn’t have time to check who they’d lost, but they were down by another three pilots now. Atton reversed thrust and flipped his nova over to face the onrushing shells while still flying in the direction the Defiant was heading. The enemy fighters were so close now that Atton felt like he could reach out and touch them. He thumbed over to lasers and fired off a linked burst at the nearest shell. It exploded brilliantly and the flaming debris went roaring past him before burning out in the airless vacuum of space. Flipping back the other way once more, Atton pushed his throttle past the stops and began firing off linked bursts at the shells as they flew blithely past, their glowing red cannons focused on the Defiant. Atton winged one shell and sliced another in half, sending it spinning off into space with one thruster driving each piece, flickering and flaming off into the void.


  Five more shells winked off the grid, and Atton smiled. The odds weren’t looking so bad anymore. Atton saw his wingmate, Alara, go roaring out after the enemy fighters with her lasers blazing in chained-fire mode, raking a continuous stream of fire over the enemy fighter wave. Even as he watched, she blew two more shells to scrap.


  At this rate, all the enemy fighters will be destroyed before they get within firing range of the Defiant.


  Then, as if they’d read his thoughts, the remaining shells flipped around, and opened up on the Guardians with stuttering streams of laser fire. A pair of shells targeted him, and he was blinded by the enemy fire before he could even react.


  “Forward shields critical. Equalizing,” his AI said, and Atton went evasive.


  “O frek, I—ahhhrrrkkk—” someone’s screams cut off abruptly as their fighter winked off the grid. A quick look at the numbered designation beside the gravidar icon showed that it was Eleven—Recks—who’d just been blown to scrap.


  Atton gritted his teeth and looked up to see Ithicus and his wingmate go roaring past him with pulse lasers screaming. They shot down four more shells between the two of them in just a few seconds. “Take that you bug-eyed kakards!” Ithicus roared as his interceptor sailed through the explosions.


  The remaining thirteen shells flipped back the other way, as if to run—


  And then they disappeared.


  “Frek! Where’d they go?” Guardian Five demanded.


  “Guess they knew they were losing so they cloaked. Poor little kakards had to run and hide. I think we scared them off,” Guardian Nine, Tenrik Fanton, said. Besides Alara, he was the next-highest scoring pilot among the trainees.


  Atton frowned. “I don’t think they’re running because they’re scared . . .”


  “Good job, Guardians,” the Defiant said, cutting into their comms. “Our scopes are clear. We’re thirty seconds to jump. Soon as we leave, head to the gate and meet us at the rendezvous.”


  “Defiant, be advised,” Atton began, “The last squadron of shells cloaked on us. We’re not sure where they are at the moment . . .”


  “Acknowledged. We’ll be careful.”


  But even as the Defiant said that, the remaining shells de-cloaked and dropped a wave of missiles on the cruiser’s tail. Atton saw them fly into the Defiant’s thrusters before he could even call out a warning. Multiple explosions flashed, obscuring their view of the Defiant, and then the light began to fade, and Atton saw the damage. All of the Defiant’s four main thrusters flickered and went dark—except one, but the one still burning gushed flames not ions.


  Before Atton could comm the cruiser to ask if they were okay, the Defiant jumped to SLS with a flash of light, and Atton was left watching the shells coming about for a head-to-head with the Guardians.


  He shook himself out of his shock and keyed the comm. “All right the Defiant is safely away! Form on me and boost to the gate,” Atton was already coming about and pushing his throttle up past the stops. “We’re not engaging any more fighters, but fly evasively—this is no time to relax.”


  “What happened to the Defiant? I saw her get hit just before she jumped,” Guardian Four said.


  “She got blown to frek,” Guardian Five, Gina Giord replied.


  “You think she’s going to make it to the rendezvous?”


  “Cut the chatter, Guardians! All the speculation in the galaxy is moot. We fly to the rendezvous either way. We can’t stay here. If they get late, we’ll be waiting, is that clear?”


  “Clear,” Four replied.


  Atton watched the gate growing larger in his forward screen and eyed the range to target as it dropped. He saw his velocity rise to over two klicks per second and he grimaced. “Guardians, don’t forget to decelerate for SLS. Max entry speed is 999 meters per second. Do not exceed that, or you’ll get dropped out a few klicks from the gate and you’ll be all alone out here.”


  “If we decelerate now, those shells are going to tag us!”


  “Get your AI to coordinate the timing of your decel for the last possible second, but yes, they’ll catch up, so we’re going to have to rely on evasive maneuvering, not speed, to evade enemy fire.”


  Atton followed his own advice, and ordered his AI to calculate the best possible time to begin decelerating while still keeping his speed up. They would need to almost reverse their heading when they reached the gate in order to head through it from the right side, so their speed had to stay low enough to make the turn without too much delay. Factoring that in, the AI began decelerating his nova instantly and highlighted a glowing green flight path for him to follow on the HUD. Atton glanced at his rear scope and saw the enemy fighters closing with him. A quick look at his forward scope showed the same thing, but there the danger was more acute, with more than a hundred shells racing toward them. Atton saw Ithicus Adari and his wingmate roar by overhead in their faster interceptors and he frowned. “Adari, stay in formation!”


  But he didn’t reply. Atton watched with rising fury as he and Guardian Four appeared to make a break for it, using their greater speed to be the first ones through the gate. “Guardians Three and Four, I repeat, stay in formation!”


  “Negative, lead.”


  And then Atton saw Hailfire missiles streaking out from the interceptors one after another in a continuous stream. Suddenly he understood, and he felt ashamed of his suspicions. Adari wasn’t leaving the rest of the Guardians to fend for themselves, he and his wingmate were providing the necessary distraction for them to escape. Even as he watched, the first Hailfires began breaking into smaller warheads and tracking the onrushing shells. Multiple explosions flashed in the distance, and Atton nodded grimly. You’re a better man than I thought, Adari. Atton and the rest of the Guardians reached the leading edge of the gate and pulled a tight turn to head toward it. The Sythian battleship, now sitting off to one side, erupted with missiles and lasers, and so did the pursuing shell fighters. Atton’s cockpit speakers screamed with missile lock alarms, and lasers flashed all around him, intermittently lighting his cockpit in a pale purple light. He began a spiraling arc toward the gate and pushed his thrusters to the max. Sythian missiles streaked past him to all sides, and another nova winked off the grid. Atton checked the designation of that fighter before its contact icon fully faded. It was Guardian Six, Gina’s wingmate—another trainee. He couldn’t even remember the pilot’s name.


  “Frek it!” Atton said. The gate loomed large over his fighter, the swirling blue pool of the wormhole now tantalizingly close.


  Enemy lasers began to find him despite his evasive maneuvering, and Ethan heard his AI call out, “Aft shields critical!”


  A quick look at the gravidar showed Ithicus and his wingman now running for the gate, too. The beep-beep-beeping of incoming enemy missiles sped up to a nearly solid tone, and then Atton’s nova hit the gate and the wormhole enveloped him with a flash of light. Space dissolved into star lines and Atton sat back with wide eyes and shaking hands. He had to pry his hand off the flight stick; his knuckles cracked painfully as he did so. Then he just sat there, blinking out at the swirling brightness of SLS. He flexed his hand to bring feeling back into it, thinking, that was close.


  He shook himself out of his daze and used his right holo display to check the battle logs and see who they’d lost. The dead nova pilots flashed up on his screen one after the other—Guardian Twelve, Guardian Eight, Guardian Seven, Guardian Ten, Guardian Eleven, and Guardian Six. They were down by six pilots out of the original fourteen—after crossing just two systems! Atton stared at those pilots’ numbers and realized that some of them were just that—numbers. He could barely remember their names, let alone what they looked like, but one face came to him clearly—Stix. Atton could still recall the young woman’s sweet nature and her almost girlish features. He remembered her stealing the pancakes at breakfast and running off with them with all the other pilots racing after her. . . .


  She was gone now. He felt like he’d failed her, and that thought brought with it a flash of rage against himself and the Sythians. If the Gors are on our side, why are they still fighting us? he wondered. But he knew the answer. Unless the Imperium came in force to rescue the Gors, they would do as their Sythian masters commanded, or else they would be the ones slaughtered. Tova couldn’t tell her crèche mates to stand down without condemning them to die, and even if she tried, they likely wouldn’t have listened to her.


  Atton shook his head. He thought back to the Defiant’s darkened thrusters and the flames shooting from them.


  They were never going to make it the rest of the way.


  * * *


  “Damage report!” Ethan called out as he picked himself off the deck amidst the swirling clouds of acrid gray smoke pouring onto the bridge.


  “Engines are down! Reactor is at 52% integrity and power levels are dropping,” Delayn replied. “We lost some fuel from a gash in the starboard engine, but I shut it down before we lost too much.”


  The bridge grew deadly quiet. That revelation hit hard. They were short on fuel as it was.


  “How much fuel did we lose?” Ethan demanded.


  “Enough to miss, but not enough to stop us from getting where we’re going.”


  “What about SLS?” Ethan asked.


  “Holding steady for now, but with power levels dropping the way they are . . . we might get yanked back to real space at any minute. We need to patch that reactor and fast.”


  “All right!” Ethan clapped his hands for attention. “You heard the man! Let’s go! Don’t forget your radiation suits.” Ethan was already running down the gangway with Commander Caldin close on his heels.


  “If we don’t fix that reactor leak, we’re frekked,” Caldin said.


  “If we don’t fix a lot of things, we’re frekked,” Ethan shot back.


  



  


  Chapter 21


  Alec Brondi ran down the corridor at top speed, the servos and motors in his zephyr assault mech whirring as he ran. Flanking him to the fore and rear were two more pairs of zephyrs—his bodyguards.


  Besides the fact that they’d recently run into serious opposition from Sythians on their way through the Kedaris System, losing nearly half their compliment of novas and taking heavy damage to their port side, he still had to deal with a mysterious enemy attacking them from within. Verlin and his men had just been the first in a very long series of casualties. Now they were up to 73 dead and counting. Men reported seeing their fellows snatched out of thin air, gutted by an invisible foe. Brondi refused to walk down the corridors of his own ship anymore without the protective armor of a zephyr. He couldn’t get everywhere like that, but most corridors and rail cars had been designed with high enough ceilings and broad enough doors to accommodate the two-meter-high light assault mechs.


  Yet even like that Brondi felt hunted. His eyes darted every which way inside his helmet; his breath came reverberating raggedly to his ears; his heart pounded; and his back prickled with sweat that itched maddeningly beneath the armor.


  They say it can kill a man just by breathing on him. Brondi wasn’t sure about that, but whatever it was, it had killed nearly a hundred of his men in less than two days. That made it enemy number one.


  Brondi had discovered the hard way in the Kedaris System that the ISSF hadn’t been lying about the Sythian threat. After that he’d decided to forget about the extra fuel cost and fly straight to the rendezvous with Admiral Hoff Heston’s forces at Ritan. His engineer had told him that left a small risk of being obliterated by undetected interstellar obstacles, but Brondi figured those odds had to be lower than the odds that they’d be killed by Sythians if they tried to cross through all seven systems between them and Ritan.


  Travelling off the lanes, ETA was another day and a half, and at the current rate of death among his crew, Brondi guessed he would lose another hundred men by then. If I’m not careful, he thought, one of them could be me.


  It seemed fairly obvious what they were up against. Invisible, deadly, murderous—it fit the description of a Sythian perfectly. Somehow they had been infiltrated by one or more of the enemy, and now, rooting them out would be nearly impossible. Brondi had already ordered traps to be laid, but the kakards always saw them coming.


  They’re always one step ahead, Brondi thought, panting inside his helmet. He shouldn’t have had to cross his own ship in a suit of armor, running in abject fear from one side to the other, but lately, he’d even begun sleeping in the zephyr. Who knew if a Sythian had crept into his quarters with him and would kill him in his sleep?


  Stop it, he chided himself. Don’t be paranoid.


  But he was. Brondi grimaced. Somehow he had to keep this mysterious intruder from interfering with his plans. There was a reason he was crossing Sythian Space to find and meet with Admiral Hoff and the remnants of the 5th Fleet. It wasn’t so they could sit down and have tea together.


  They reached their destination, and Brondi waved to the point team. “Open the doors.”


  One man stepped forward and keyed in a security code in lieu of waving his wrist over the scanner. Their identichips would be unreadable through their armor, and Brondi’s slicers were still figuring out how to add their identities to the security permissions list.


  The doors swished open and they stomped into the med center aboard the Valiant. Their eyes were drawn to the shifting light sculpture in the center of the room, but after only a moment of succumbing to the sculpture’s mesmerizing effects, Brondi looked away and continued through the waiting area to a long, white hallway which was barely wide enough to fit their mechs.


  Brondi led the way to the stasis room and keyed open the door. Once inside, he scanned the stasis tubes lining the walls until he found the nearest one whose control panel was lit up to indicate a live occupant. There were plenty to choose from. Brondi stalked up to the stasis tube they’d chosen and his men followed, their footsteps thudding after him.


  “All right, Doctor, collect your blood sample,” he said, turning to one of the other zephyrs.


  The people in the stasis tubes were the sole remaining survivors from the Valiant’s original crew. No doubt they’d entered stasis in a last ditch attempt to escape the virus which had spread throughout the ship, but that wouldn’t fix them no matter what treatment they’d selected from the stasis controls. The virus was too virulent to be stopped by conventional means, and going into stasis would merely delay the inevitable.


  Brondi turned to watch the entrance of the room. He half expected to see the doors open mysteriously, and then to hear his men screaming as they were overcome by an invisible foe.


  But no, he chided himself. That only happened in his nightmares. Not even a Sythian could take down a man in a zephyr—not bare-handed anyway; their armor was too strong.


  The doctor stepped up to the stasis tube and prepared a syringe to take a blood sample. This was Brondi’s master plan. With that man’s blood sample, he would add the remnants of the 5th fleet to the Valiant, and he would become the most powerful force in the galaxy—well, besides the Sythians, Brondi thought. But if they stuck to themselves and he stayed in Dark Space then everyone would be happy. At least until he could find a way to kill the skull faces once and for all.


  When the doctor was done taking his sample, he tucked it into a storage compartment in his suit and turned to Brondi. “Let’s get out of here.”


  Brondi nodded, and then they were off again, racing back down the corridors they’d taken to get to the med center. They were all nervous to be exploring the “unsafe” areas of the ship. They’d managed to at least cordon off certain places where they knew their killer—or killers—wouldn’t be hiding by using a combination of round-the-clock guards stationed at every bulkhead and lift tube along the perimeter of the safe zones. In addition to that, they’d seeded the corridors leading to those areas with anti-personnel proximity mines. Those mines had to be disabled from a distance with the right codes. And as a final layer of security, they had installed stealth detectors above every door—laser beams which if broken unexpectedly would set off an alarm. Like that they’d managed to reduce their casualties, but out here, there were none of those security measures.


  The corridor seemed to stretch out endlessly ahead of them. Now that they’d gathered the sample, Brondi was in an even greater hurry to get back. He had a bad feeling crawling in the pit of his stomach, like they were being watched.


  They reached the first rail tunnel on the way back, and one of Brondi’s men stepped forward to slap the summon car button. They waited a moment for the rail car to arrive, all of them looking around nervously.


  “I’m surprised it hasn’t tried anything. We’re on his turf,” one man said.


  “We’re wearing armor, stupid. You think it wants to get riddled with 20 mm ripper rounds while it tries to crack us open?”


  “Shhh . . .” the doctor said, looking around suddenly. “Did you hear that?”


  They stopped to listen, but all they heard was the quiet whoosh of air cyclers and the subtle hum of the SLS drives rumbling through the deck. “What did you hear?” Brondi asked.


  “Footsteps . . .” he said, moving away from the rail tunnel to investigate.


  Brondi humored him for a few seconds, and then said, “Hoi, get back here. You’re hearing things, Doc.”


  “I don’t know . . . I feel like we’re forgetting something important.”


  “Like what?”


  They heard the distant rumble of an approaching rail car. Suddenly the doctor turned to them. “Wait! Get away from the tunnel!”


  “What?” Brondi asked. “Why?”


  “We’re outside the safe zone! There’s no one else out here! The car should have been waiting for us!” The doctor turned and ran away at top speed, his footsteps booming down the corridor.


  Brondi’s eyes flew wide, and then the car arrived with a screech of brakes, and the doors swished open. They all turned as one toward the open doors, their forearm-mounted ripper cannons raised to track whatever might be lurking within, but the car was empty.


  Empty, except for a large plastiform crate sitting on the floor.


  “Frek!” one man said, backing away. “He’s hiding in the crate!”


  Brondi recognized the warning labels a second too late to stop that man from firing off a burst of ripper fire. The plastiform crate turned to swissel cheese. Brondi held his breath for a heart-stopping second, but nothing happened; then he raced up behind the man who’d fired that volley and knocked him over with a vicious swipe of his zephyr’s arm. “You dumb frek! That’s a crate full of proximity mines! Fall back!” Brondi was already backing away.


  Just then the damaged wall of the crate collapsed, sending dozens of mines rolling out toward them. Brondi turned and ran. The first mine reached the man he’d knocked over, and went off with a deafening boom. The subsequent chain reaction set off all the mines, and everyone was picked up and thrown down the corridor by a superheated rush of air. The doctor was the only one far enough from the shockwave to remain standing. When Brondi’s mech finally stopped rolling, he groaned and tested his power-assisted limbs. They still moved, but now with labored grinding sounds. He pushed himself to his feet and turned to study the damage.


  The rail car was obliterated, the corridor a molten ruin of blackened duranium and scattered rubble—and as for the man who’d set off the explosion, all Brondi could identify amidst the rubble was a boot and a gauntlet. The other two were lying face down on the deck and not moving. They’d been closer to the blast.


  Brondi gritted his teeth and roared in frustration. Now he fired off a random burst of ripper fire, pelting the debris-strewn corridor. “Frek you! Show yourself!” He fired another burst and then stood there panting with fury while he waited for a reply, but none came. He turned to the doctor and shook his head. “What now?”


  The doctor gazed solemnly back at him. “We find another way back.”


  * * *


  Atton sat blinking out at the mesmerizing swirl of SLS. He did a quick check to see how long before the reversion to real space and found that it would be almost four hours. Enough time to get some rest he supposed, but every time he tried to close his eyes, they shot open again as if loaded with springs. He couldn’t sleep. There were too many thoughts bouncing around in his head. They’d crossed just two systems, and already they’d run into enough opposition to take down six novas and nearly obliterate the Defiant.


  Atton pushed those thoughts from his head and focused on what was to come. He and the remainder of Guardian Squadron would have enough fuel to reach the rendezvous, but not by much. Adari and his wingman in the smaller Mark II’s would be even lower on fuel by the time they reverted to real space. They’d be lucky to make it. And as for the Defiant . . . he’d seen the bad shape the cruiser had been in when it had entered SLS.


  Shaking his head, Atton let out a long, calming breath and closed his eyes once more, forcing himself to relax in preparation for sleep. He rolled his ankles and flexed his legs as much as he could in the cramped confines of his cockpit, and he grimaced at the sharp tingle of pins and needles which shot through his limbs. Atton’s eyes popped open again.


  He sighed, and asked his AI for a sleeping aid. There was nothing he could do about his squadron or the Defiant until they dropped out of SLS, and when they did, he’d need to be well-rested. Atton felt a sharp prick, and then a spreading wave of warmth which seemed to reach every corner of his being. He laid his head back and let that wave carry him into sweet oblivion.


  * * *


  The reactor room was filled with smoke—laser welders flashed brightly in the dim red glow of the emergency lights. Ethan gazed up at the dark transpiranium dome high above the reactor, watching sparks hissing out in high arcs above the catwalk where he stood in a bulky yellow radiation suit.


  According to his chief engineer, Petty Officer Delayn, the aft shields had overloaded, sending a power surge back through the reactor which had cracked the dymium core. They were working fast to patch the core before it went critical, or before they’d have to shut the reactor down completely and drop out of SLS. An interruption like that would use up too much of their remaining fuel, and they needed that fuel to send Brondi’s corvette the rest of the way to Obsidian Station.


  “May I ask you something, sir?” Caldin said, interrupting his thoughts.


  “Of course,” he said, turning to her.


  “What was the mission you sent those two corpsmen to complete?”


  “My guards?”


  Caldin nodded.


  Ethan looked back out over the reactor core and shook his head. “You know that’s classified.”


  “We’re going to die, sir. It shouldn’t matter anymore.”


  “No, I suppose it shouldn’t,” Ethan admitted. “But why does it matter to you?”


  “One of them was my . . . lover, sir.”


  “Oh.” Ethan was taken aback. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”


  “No one did. I just wanted to know . . . if he’s okay . . . if maybe he left a message for me.”


  Ethan hesitated. “I’ll have to check with Captain Reese.”


  Caldin looked abashed and she averted her eyes. “Of course.”


  “Don’t worry. If anyone is safe right now, it will be him.”


  No sooner had Ethan said it than an alarm went off and a sharp hiss rose into the air. A man screamed, and their eyes were drawn to see someone stumbling around on top of the reactor core, clawing at his melted faceplate. “Frek!” Ethan said. “Get a medic over there!”


  No one heard him.


  “She’s gonna blow!” someone yelled.


  “Shut it down!” Delayn yelled back.


  “Brace for reversion!”


  Ethan held on to the railing; then came a resounding bang, as someone shut down the reactor, followed by the steady hum of the SLS grinding to a halt. The emergency lights flickered inside the reactor room, and then they were all yanked off their feet as the ship was thrown out of SLS.


  Ethan picked himself off the catwalk. “Report! What happened, Delayn?” Ethan whirled around to find his chief engineer already hurrying down the catwalk toward them.


  “We almost blew the reactor wide open! We’re going to have to stay here and fix it.”


  “Frek . . .” Ethan muttered. “Where is here?”


  “By my calculations we’re about twenty minutes from the rendezvous. Maybe half a light year off.”


  “Well, hurry up and fix the reactor!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  This just gets better and better. “Factoring for this little detour, are we going to have enough fuel to send Brondi’s corvette the rest of the way to Obsidian Station?”


  Delayn nodded. “We should, yes, but we’ll have none left for ourselves.”


  Ethan grimaced. “Not like we could have made it in the Defiant anyway.”


  “It will be risky, sir. As I mentioned before there’s a chance the corvette’s reactor will overheat and blow the ship apart. Corvettes weren’t designed to make long-range jumps. Max SLS time from one system to another is around 12 hours. This trip will take about a day.”


  “So they might not make it, and we’ll have drained all our fuel just to give them the chance,” Caldin said, shaking her head. “We’ll be stranded.”


  “Yes, ma’am, that is the risk we’ll take.”


  Ethan clenched his jaw. “It doesn’t sound as though we have much choice.”


  “No, sir.”


  “We’ll head to the rendezvous to pick up novas first, and then you’re free to take whatever parts you need from the Defiant to make this crazy scheme of yours work, Delayn. How long do you think before we’re patched up and ready to enter SLS again?”


  Delayn hesitated, turning to watch the teams of engineers and other crew swarming over the reactor with arc welders, and heavy ingots of duranium filler. The man who’d been burned by the reactor leak had subsided to one side of the room, with the ship’s only medic attempting to administer first aid for what were almost certainly lethal burns. Delayn grimaced. “It could be a while.”


  Ethan frowned. Without being near a working gate relay, they couldn’t send a message to the Guardians to let them know what had happened.


  Suddenly there came a bang and the emergency lights went out, plunging the ship into utter darkness. Ethan felt his stomach lurch, and the weight on his legs and spine was abruptly lifted. His feet lost traction on the deck and he began to float free of the catwalk.


  “Hoi!”


  “We’ve lost IMS!”


  Ethan flailed in the dark for anything solid to grab on to, but there was nothing within reach. He listened to the rising tumult as his crewmen shouted out confusing and contradictory orders, bumping into walls and each other.


  We’re derelict, Ethan thought with rising horror. Of all the ways he’d imagined them dying—drifting quietly and alone in the cold dark void of deep space had not been one of them. This is the real Dark Space— he thought as he listened absently to Delayn snapping orders for the crew to use the grav guns on their belts to pin their feet to the deck—being stranded without power in the vast emptiness between the stars. . . .
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  Chapter 22


  Kurlin awoke in darkness. The air was still and terribly cold. He tried to sit up, but his head slammed into something hard and unyielding. He winced and tried to quell the rising panic in his chest before it swept away his ability to reason. He tried to push against the cold, glass-smooth surface above his head. It yielded and swung away, letting in a welcome rush of warm air. Kurlin shivered with the sudden change in temperature, only now realizing that he was naked. His mind pieced the clues together and he realized that he’d been put in stasis. A second after that, he realized why. The overlord had done it to shut him up.


  Kurlin scowled, and stepped out into the darkness, but he found as he pushed out of the stasis tube that there was no gravity on the ship. He floated freely across the room until his shins slammed into something hard, and he tipped face first onto a soft mattress. He bounced off and began floating above the bed, his hands flailing and grabbing handfuls of the sheets for purchase.


  And then, suddenly, the darkness was replaced with a blinding red light. The emergency lights. Kurlin blinked and squinted against the sudden brightness, and he now noticed that he was floating three feet above a bed, white sheets billowing and trailing from his hands like a giant jelly fish as he drifted through the air.


  Then the IMS came back online and Kurlin fell to the bed with a whump.


  Shaken, he stood up and looked around. What had happened? Why had the lights and IMS been offline? How long had he been asleep?


  Unsure about the answers to any of those questions, Kurlin quickly hunted through the unfamiliar surroundings for his clothes. He found them strewn all over the floor, no doubt having floated there from somewhere else during the power failure. It didn’t take Kurlin long to recognize where he was. The overlord’s quarters, he thought grimly. But where’s the overlord? Kurlin looked around warily, but there was no one else in the room with him. Having confirmed that, he hurried to get dressed. Not bothering to pull on his socks, Kurlin strode over to the overlord’s desk and keyed the holoscreen to life. Using it to log into his netmail account, he quickly found the message which he’d left pending. The time was 0920 hours—which he estimated meant that he’d been in stasis for almost fifteen hours. It was now late morning. Kurlin was grateful that he hadn’t awoken to find the overlord enjoying a late breakfast in his room.


  That imposter had demonstrated his unwillingness to cooperate by stuffing Kurlin into the stasis tube, and if he found Kurlin awake and running around freely on his ship, he might have found a more permanent way to shut him up. Kurlin had only one recourse now.


  He stabbed the key to send his message over the ship’s commnet and then hurried out of the overlord’s quarters. He was still barefoot, and the floor was cold, but there was no time to waste. Until the message was discovered by enough people that they could take action to overthrow the imposter, he was going to have to find his wife and daughter and get them to hide with him somewhere aboard the Defiant.


  But where? he wondered. Where wouldn’t the overlord think to look? Remembering the stasis tube where he had just spent the better part of the last day, Kurlin thought he had an idea. He would hide in the place the overlord would least expect to find him—


  The stasis room.


  After all, who would go straight from one stasis tube to another?


  * * *


  Atton awoke from a pleasant dream to an alarm that was more suited to an air raid siren than a wake up reminder before a reversion to real space.


  His heart pounded with adrenaline, his eyes were wide and staring out at stars. Atton blinked. Stars. The alarm should have woken him a few minutes before reversion. Why had he dropped out of SLS early? This wasn’t right. He noticed the SLS countdown on the HUD was frozen at 15 minutes, and then he sat up suddenly and scanned the gravidar—but there were no contacts on the grid.


  “What happened?” Gina asked, voicing the question which was on all of their minds.


  “We got yanked out of SLS early,” Ithicus replied.


  Atton shook his head. “The Sythians don’t have SLS disruptor tech, so unless they have . . .”


  “A wormhole ship cloaked somewhere between Forlax and Odaran?” Ithicus finished for him.


  “Has anyone else noticed the Defiant is missing?” Guardian Nine, Tenrik Fanton, added.


  Atton felt a stab of dread and re-checked the gravidar. The Defiant had been the first one to jump to SLS, but they hadn’t entered SLS on the same trajectory as the Guardians had, so the wormhole ship wouldn’t have yanked them out.


  “We have to get to the rendezvous!” Gina said.


  “With what fuel!” Ithicus Adari shot back. “I’m down to 5%. That’s barely enough to fire up the SLS for an emergency speed correction. We’re stuck.”


  “Ours isn’t much better,” Atton replied, “but it’s enough to get us to the rendezvous. We can send someone back for you. Think you can wait?”


  Three snorted. “Not like I have a choice.”


  Gina came back on the comm, saying, “Hoi, in case you skriffs haven’t noticed, we were yanked out of SLS by something. We might have enemies tracking us as we speak. We need to hurry.”


  An enemy contact siren blared, making Gina’s warning prophetic, and space was suddenly crowded with dozens of red bracket pairs as Sythian fighters began swarming out of nowhere. “Evasive action!” Atton cried.


  Even as he stomped on the rudder to line up the nearest enemy fighter, a flurry of missile lock alarms sounded through his cockpit. The numbers of enemy fighters immediately ahead of him were increasing by the second, until one pair of brackets seemed to blur into the next. Atton fired off a quick laser blast, slicing off the bottom half of the nearest shell, but it was just one out of more than a hundred.


  “There’s too many of them!” Tenrik Fanton screamed.


  Atton felt a crushing weight of despair at the futility of it all, and then the onrushing wave of enemy fighters erupted with a blinding volley of missiles. Atton heard his comm crackling with more exclamations, but he could barely hear them over the screaming of the missile lock alarms as more than a dozen spinning purple stars vectored in on him. The missiles were still too far away for him to go evasive, so Atton targeted the next nearest shell and fired two more blasts from his lasers. He felt his nova shudder with each fire-linked burst, and then watched the enemy fighter fly apart in a bright flash of light. Applying slight pressure to the port rudder pedal, Atton lined up the next target and did the same. Another explosion flared in the enemy formation, followed by three more as other Guardians hit home with their lasers. Atton watched Ithicus Adari and his wingmate go speeding toward the enemy formation, taking advantage of their greater speed to fly into the thick of it. They fired their dual pulse lasers with perfect accuracy, strafing from one enemy to the next and slicing off pieces of them left and right. Bright lavender-hued lasers flashed out in reply from the enemy fighters, tracking the two Mark II’s, but Adari and his wingmate began executing oscillating barrel rolls which were unpredictable enough to keep them safe. Like that they sailed straight through the wave of Sythian missiles without a scratch. Atton followed their lead, boosting and barrel rolling to evade the missiles vectoring in on him. The g-force alternated between pinning him to his seat and pulling him against his restraints, and Atton quickly dialed up the IMS to keep from getting disoriented.


  Two explosions blossomed on the star map where green icons had been, and someone yelled over the comm, “Fourteen! Frek! Thirteen, too! Why didn’t they eject?” Atton’s wingmate, Alara, asked.


  Atton shook his head. Down to six pilots. If the Defiant doesn’t get here soon . . . but soon couldn’t be soon enough. With the overwhelming odds they were facing, they wouldn’t last long.


  Even as Atton thought that, he saw the massive bulk of a Sythian carrier de-cloaking in front of them. The scale of it was immense and it was pouring hundreds more shells after them as they watched.


  * * *


  The stasis room was freezing cold. Doctor Kurlin held his wife’s hand as they crossed the room in the dim emergency light to reach the nearest pair of empty stasis tubes. They’d tried to find Alara, but it had quickly become apparent that she was out on a mission with the other nova pilots.


  “W-what if the ship is destroyed while we’re asleep?” Darla asked.


  Kurlin turned to her from the control panel of the nearest stasis tube. “Wouldn’t you rather die in your sleep, darling?”


  “I don’t want to die at all.”


  Kurlin shook his head. “We won’t. Not yet. And we’ll find some way to escape this dead man’s quest as soon as we get Alara back.”


  “Do you think she’s all right? I heard the fighting on the comms. They were dying out there, Kurlin!”


  Kurlin turned to her with a frown. “She scored well in the training. If anyone survived, then she did.”


  “What if we’ve lost her and we don’t even know it?”


  Kurlin just shook his head as he turned back to the control panel. We’ve already lost her, Darla, he thought but didn’t say. The slave chip made sure of that.


  “There, this one’s ready. Would you like to go first, my darling?” he asked, gesturing to the open stasis tube. He was putting them in stasis for a day, long enough for the imposter overlord to be arrested.


  Darla hugged herself and shivered, her gaze locked on the coffin-sized chamber. She shook her head vigorously. “You go first.”


  “No one’s going anywhere!”


  Kurlin whirled around to see who’d said that. He came face to ripper rifle with a brawny corpsman. “Who are you?” Kurlin demanded.


  The man snorted. “Funny, I was about to ask you the same. Aren’t you that doctor we rescued from the corvette?”


  Kurlin’s eyes widened and suddenly he recognized the man in front of him. Another burly corpsman stepped out of the shadows, his ripper rifle also leveled at them.


  “Yes,” Kurlin replied, trying to sound nonchalant.


  The man who’d spoken gestured with his rifle to the doors of the stasis room. “What’s going on out there?”


  Kurlin shook his head. “I’m not sure.”


  “Why would you want to put yourself in stasis?” the other corpsman asked, nodding to the open tubes.


  Kurlin frowned, wondering how much he could trust these two men—the very same two who had interrogated him and knew that he had created the virus which had decimated the Valiant. He had to tread carefully with them. “It seemed the safest place to hide.”


  The first corpsman snorted. “Hide, huh? The rest of the crew figured out what you did, then?”


  Kurlin felt a cold lump of ice settle in his gut. “No . . .” he shook his head. “Worse than that.”


  “Oh yea? Spill it, brua.”


  “The overlord is an imposter.”


  “He’s a what?” both men were taken aback.


  “A holoskinner.”


  “What makes you say that? You see him take off his skin?”


  “No, I tested his blood. He has the blood of a 46-year-old, and there’s only one way that’s possible.”


  Both corpsmen just stared at him for a long moment, looking uncertain. Finally one of them said, “Is that true or are you just blowin’ smoke?”


  “It’s true. I can prove it. I sent a message over the ship’s commnet to all the crew. I would suggest you arrest the imposter before he finds a way to escape.”


  “Hold on a sec,” one of the corpsmen said as he pulled a holo pad out of his pocket and began fiddling with it. A moment later he looked up with wide eyes, shaking his head. “Doc’s right . . .” he said, passing the pad to his buddy.


  “Holy frek!” the other one exclaimed. “That’s it. Forget hiding, Doc,” he said, starting toward Kurlin and grabbing him by the arm. “We need a witness. You’re coming with us.”


  * * *


  Ethan couldn’t resist the urge to tap his foot as he stood behind Petty Officer Damen Corr at the nav, waiting for the system to reboot. They’d just finished fixing the damaged reactor core after more than an hour of work. Emergency power had been restored within just a few minutes of going out, but main power had only been restored fifteen minutes ago.


  Come on! Ethan thought, gritting his teeth as the nav officer hurried through system diagnostics and calibrations.


  “Almost there . . .” Damen reassured. “Got it!”


  “Start spooling the SLS, and head to the rendezvous!”


  “Yes, sir,” Petty Sergeant Damen Corr replied.


  With a sigh, Ethan straightened from leaning over the nav station, and then he turned around.


  That was when he noticed that everyone had stopped what they were doing to stare at him. The uncertain looks on the crew’s faces were puzzling. “What is it?” Ethan asked of no one in particular. Then he saw Caldin stalking toward him, weaving between control stations. At her side were the pair of guards Atton claimed to have sent back to the transfer station.


  Ethan’s brow furrowed as he saw them approach. Then he noticed Kurlin standing tall and smug by the entrance of the bridge, his skeletal arms folded over his chest as he leaned against the open doors.


  Why wasn’t he in stasis? No one should have been able to enter the overlord’s quarters to find Kurlin and let him out . . . unless. . . .The power failure. Without even emergency power to keep it running, the stasis tube would have opened by itself. Kurlin had merely had to let himself out. From the look on his face—and on Commander Loba Caldin’s as she approached—Ethan didn’t have to wonder if the doctor had revealed the test results which proved he wasn’t the overlord.


  “Hello,” Ethan greeted Caldin as she drew near, and then he turned to the guards and nodded to them. “I thought Captain Reese sent you—”


  “He sent us into stasis!” one of them snapped.


  Commander Caldin and both guards stopped a half a dozen feet away from Ethan. The guards had their rifles trained on him as Caldin spoke, “In the name of the Imperium and the true overlord, Altarian Dominic—may his soul rest wherever it now lie—you are under arrest for suspicion of murder and high treason.”


  “Excuse me?” Ethan didn’t think feigning innocence would work, but he had to try.


  “You needn’t play dumb with me, whoever you are. Doctor Kurlin sent the proof to everyone on this ship. There is no way you could possibly be the overlord. You are wearing a holoskin, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll remove it before we have to strip you naked to do so.”


  Ethan shook his head. “You’re making a mistake.”


  “Guards! Search him!”


  Ethan backed away from them, but he quickly fetched up against the back wall of the bridge and stopped. Tova had turned from the viewports to watch, her glowing red eyes trained on them as the confrontation unfolded before her. Ethan glanced at the alien, wondering what she was thinking.


  Turning back to the advancing guards, he held up his hands in a shrug. “Fine, go ahead,” he said. “But you’d better arrest that man, too!” Ethan pointed up to Kurlin, and the old man straightened, his brow furrowing uncertainly.


  “W-what for?” Kurlin stammered.


  “Mass murder, and conspiracy.”


  “I . . .”


  The guards advancing on Ethan hesitated now, and one of them turned back to Caldin. “He’s right, ma’am. The doctor confessed to creating the virus which killed the crew of the Valiant.”


  Caldin rounded on Kurlin, her face livid. “Is that true, Doctor?”


  “You can’t prove anything!” he screeched in a reedy voice.


  Now Kurlin was the one backing away, and Ethan grinned. “You miscalculated, Doctor. I’m not the only one with secrets to keep.”


  Caldin hesitated for just a moment, watching as Kurlin retreated through the open doors of the bridge, but then in one smooth motion she drew her sidearm and shot Kurlin in the face. He collapsed, his body convulsing on the floor before he lay still, and then all eyes turned back to Ethan and Caldin nodded to him, her pistol now aimed at his face. “Do you confess to your crimes?”


  “You’re going to trust a mass-murderer?” Ethan asked.


  Caldin shook her head. “No.” She gestured to the guards. “Strip him!”


  The two corpsmen reached for Ethan and began tearing off his white uniform, their hands groping all over him in their haste to find the holofield projectors he was wearing. One of the guards grazed the thin strip around Ethan’s neck and yanked on the fragile projector, momentarily interrupting the projection and allowing Ethan’s real features to shine through. The guards jumped suddenly back from him, as though he’d burned them and then every man and woman on the bridge bolted to their feet and drew their sidearms.


  Caldin nodded to Ethan and smiled. “I thought you were acting odd lately. The way you seemed to have suddenly forgotten everything about Sythian tech made me wonder if you were going senile. But now I see the true reason for your ignorance.”


  “What have you done with the overlord?” the comm officer interrupted, his expression twisted in fury.


  Ethan shook his head. “This is not what you think.”


  Caldin snorted. “Then what is it? Answer the man’s question. What have you done with the overlord?”


  Ethan shrugged. “The overlord you all knew was an imposter, too. I’m just the stand-in who agreed to take over from him.”


  Caldin began laughing. “You expect us to believe that? Yes, good one, deflect attention from yourself as a skinner by claiming that the real overlord was a skinner, too! So I suppose that makes your actions perfectly acceptable? How stupid do you think we are?”


  “It’s the truth.”


  “We’ll decide what’s true or not. You can’t hide from a mind probe.”


  Ethan’s eyes widened at that. If they submitted him to a mind probe they’d find out everything, including his own role in the taking of the Valiant. If they weren’t planning to kill him for impersonating the overlord, they’d surely kill him for his part in spreading the virus which had killed more than 50,000 officers. He was as guilty as Kurlin.


  Caldin went on, “Put him in stun cords, and lock him in the brig. We don’t have time to stand around listening to this man’s lies anymore—oh and disable that holoskin! I want to see his face.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Ethan watched the stun cords being tightened around his wrists, and then he saw one of the guards reach up and break the holofield emitter around his neck. Suddenly Ethan’s real appearance was revealed. More gasps rose up from the crew, but that was just the reality of it sinking in. No one actually recognized him. And why would they? He was just a lowly freelancer and ex-con. The one man who might have recognized him was the same one who’d betrayed him a moment ago—the man who now lay stunned on the deck just outside the bridge.


  And as irony would have it, they were about to become cellmates.


  



  


  Chapter 23


  Alara stared at the grid, her eyes wide and blinking while her hands and feet moved mechanically to evade the swarms of incoming missiles. She’d had to ask Ethan to turn down the volume on the missile lock warnings, because they’d fast become deafening. Her afterburners were pushed up to the max and running out of fuel.


  “Form up!” Captain Reese said over the comms. She could barely hear him over the steady roar of the thrusters. It felt like her head was actually inside the exhausts. “We’re getting out of here, Guardians!” the captain went on.


  “We’ll cover your retreat,” Ithicus said, and Alara felt a stab of regret. Neither of the Mark II’s would make another jump. Outnumbered several hundred to one, there was no way either Ithicus or his wingmate would survive.


  One of the missile lock alarms beeping in Alara’s cockpit became a solid tone, and Alara stomped on her right rudder, only to see a missile go flashing by her cockpit in a blinding blur, passing so close that she could feel the heat of it radiating through her canopy.


  A waypoint appeared on the star map, behind her current position, and Alara pulled up hard to loop back the way they’d come.


  “Head to that waypoint, Guardians! We’ll make the jump as soon as we’re clear.”


  Alara roared by a pair of Sythian shell fighters that had been on her tail, and then glanced at the star map to see the rest of the guardians forming up and roaring away from the enemy at top speed. What was it her AI had said?


  Even the fastest bird must eventually land to rest its wings.


  Where were they supposed to land? Alara pulled every evasive maneuver she could think of to shake the remaining missiles off her six. She was flying on sheer instinct alone. Lasers and missiles spun away to all sides, never touching her fighter. And then, abruptly, Alara noticed that the alarms had quieted, and all that was left was the roaring of her engines. A quick look at the grid revealed that they were now out of range of the enemy fighters. She breathed a deep sigh and shook her head.


  “Start spooling for SLS!” Captain Reese called into the comm. “They’re going to try to jump that wormhole ship, wherever it is, into our flight path as soon as they see what we’re doing, so we need to keep maneuvering. I want you all to pick a slightly different heading. Keep ‘em guessing.”


  “Skidmark, you’re crazy!” Gina said. “We’re all going to end up jumping in separate directions, and we’ll be stranded in the middle of nowhere!”


  “Not if you make sure your actual heading matches the one plotted to reach the rendezvous just before the jump. It’s the only way we’re getting out of here.”


  “Frek you, Adan! If I suffocate all alone in the middle of deep space I’m going to find you in the netherworld and choke you to death!”


  “Cut the chatter, Five. You have your orders. As for Three and Four, just try to keep clear of the enemy, and we’ll send a shuttle back for you.”


  “Roger that,” Ithicus said.


  Alara watched her SLS start spooling up and the countdown appear on her HUD. As soon as that happened, her flight controls were automatically disabled, but she told Ethan to re-enable them.


  “Alara, you will not jump to the coordinates you specified unless you maintain your current heading.”


  “Just do it, Ethan! I don’t have time to argue. I’ll get back on that heading before we jump.”


  “If you’re off by even half a degree, you’ll still end up jumping millions of kilometers away from the rendezvous.”


  “I’ll handle it! Just paint the jump vector on my HUD so I can find it again.”


  “As you wish.”


  A green line appeared before her, stretching out to infinity, and Alara’s flight controls came alive in her hands. She kept a steady eye on the heading indicator at the top of her HUD, trying not to let the green desired heading get too far from the red actual heading. As her jump timer ticked down to two and a half minutes, she began decelerating for the jump. A quick look at the star map showed the enemy fighters gaining on them almost instantly. The pursuing shells would close to firing range before they could make the jump.


  “Frek . . . we’re going to have company!” Guardian Nine said, noticing the same thing.


  Even as he said it, Alara saw both of the Mark II’s on the star map break off the Guardians’ flight path and head back toward the pursuing fighters.


  “Ithicus, what are you doing?” Captain Reese demanded. “Get back here now!”


  “Negative, Lead. We’re going to cover your retreat.”


  “Firestarter!” Reese growled.


  “Ruh-kah!” Ithicus roared as he and his wingmate fired off a string of Hailfires at the wave of approaching shells. Because the enemy fighters were larger, the novas’ targeting computers gave them firing solutions long before the Sythians came into range. Alara watched on the grid as more than a dozen Hailfires streaked out toward the enemy formation. The shells opened up on the approaching warheads with lasers, but the Hailfires split apart early, spiraling off in all different directions before even one of them could be shot down. Now there were dozens of warheads streaking toward the enemy fighters. The shells tagged four, and the rest hit them with fiery bursts of light. Twelve enemy fighters winked off the grid.


  It didn’t even make a dent in the enemy formation.


  Alara shook her head, watching on the grid as the Mark II’s switched to pulse lasers and began strafing the shells at extreme range. Then the Sythians were in firing range, and hundreds of purple stars shot out from their formation. Alara held her breath, watching as those missiles swarmed toward Ithicus and his wingmate.


  “Eject, Three, eject!” Captain Reese yelled.


  Guardian Four, quiet on the comms until now took that moment to reply for the both of them. “So we can be captured by Sythians? I’d rather die.”


  And then the wave of missiles reached the Mark II’s, and Alara looked away as the grid flashed brightly with their deaths.


  “Thirty seconds to jump,” Alara’s AI said. “You should return to your original heading now. It will take time to correct your momentum.”


  Alara heard the enemy fighters begin locking on to her, and she grimaced. It was a bad time to stop maneuvering, but there was no helping that now. She brought her nova back in line with the green jump vector painted on her HUD. The heading indicator said it would take 20 seconds to correct her heading to that vector, and then the countdown to SLS reached 25 seconds, and missile lock alarms sounded out in a flurry. Alara listened to the slightly different tone of beeps which indicated the enemy missiles were locked on and tracking her.


  “Ten seconds,” the AI said, counting down to her jump. “Nine, eight, seven . . .”


  Alara’s eyes dipped to the grid to watch the enemy missiles closing in on her fighter.


  “One . . .” The nearest missile reached her, and then space dissolved in a blinding light.


  For a moment she thought the missile had reached her before she’d jumped, but then Alara saw the bright star lines and streaks of SLS, and she sat back with a sigh. She half expected to feel her fighter rocked by an explosion even now after she’d gone to SLS, but of course missiles couldn’t follow her at superluminal speeds.


  Alara’s eyes turned to watch the countdown on the SLS icon which had appeared on her HUD. It counted down from fifteen minutes. She would reach the rendezvous soon. Alara could only hope the Defiant was there already waiting for them. If not . . .


  She refused to finish that thought. Alara passed the time fidgeting nervously and trying to ignore the maddening itch of sweat trickling between her shoulder blades.


  By the time the reversion timer reached ten seconds, and Ethan began an audible countdown, her nerves were frayed, stretched taut like rubber bands, just waiting to snap. Her hands began to shake and she felt cold all over.


  Then the star lines narrowed to pinpricks of light, and Alara’s gaze shot to the star map. She saw the remaining three Guardians appear around her fighter, meaning all of them had managed to return to the jump heading in time, but that was all she saw.


  “Where’s the Defiant?” Gina asked.


  “Frek . . .” Tenrik muttered. “She didn’t make it.”


  Alara checked her coordinates just to make sure, but they’d jumped in right on top of the rendezvous. They were in the right place. Despite all the odds, they’d made it. And now . . .


  “What’s your fuel look like, Guardians?” Captain Reese asked.


  “Down to 17%,” Gina said.


  “Same here,” Tenrik replied.


  “Likewise,” Alara added. “Where’s the nearest habitable planet?”


  “Odaran. We won’t make it there on 17% fuel unless we accelerate up to some skriff-krakkin’ speed and drift in real space—then the problem would be our air supply, not fuel. And even if by some miracle we did make it, we’d still have to get past the Sythian ships in the system.”


  “So . . . what the frek now?” Gina asked.


  The captain took a deep breath and let it out over the comm, sounding to Alara’s ears as a burst of static. “We wait.”


  * * *


  Commander Caldin watched the reversion to real space on the captain’s table, waiting eagerly for Guardian Squadron to appear on the grid. As soon as the theater of space where they’d set the rendezvous snapped into focus, she saw a handful of green specks appear on the grid—just four of them. That’s it? she thought. We had fourteen!


  “I have contact with the Guardians!” the comm officer announced. “They’re asking what took us so long.”


  “Bring them in! We need to set out immediately in case the Sythians decrypted our comms. Helm, report! What’s our fuel?”


  “We’re down to 35%,” Damen Corr replied.


  Caldin frowned. “We’d better save what’s left, then. All right—as soon as our novas are aboard, set course a few million klicks from here, any direction, but use the real space drives. If the Sythians decrypted our comms and somehow figured out the coordinates of the rendezvous, I want to have a good head start. Meanwhile, I’ll go debrief our pilots myself. Don’t bother informing them of the change of command. I’d like to see their reactions. Petty Sergeant Corr—” Caldin turned to get the helmsman’s attention.


  He looked up at her and ran a hand back through his short red hair, looking weary and stretched.


  She nodded to him. “You’re now Deck Sergeant Corr, and the XO of this ship.”


  “Thank you, Ma’am,” he said, his blue eyes widening.


  “You’re in command while I’m gone. Keep me posted. I’ll be on the comm if you need me.” With that, Caldin started down the gangway to leave the bridge.


  “Ma’am!” The comm officer called after her. “Captain Reese is asking to speak with the overlord! What should I say?”


  Caldin scowled as she strode down the gleaming gangway. “Tell him the overlord is busy!”


  Captain Adan Reese had a lot of explaining to do.


  * * *


  As soon as he popped open his cockpit and climbed down onto the wing, Atton noticed Commander Caldin already waiting for him on the deck. She was flanked by none other than the two guards he’d stunned and put in stasis tubes. “Good morning, Captain Reese,” Caldin said.


  “Good morning,” Atton replied as he started down the ladder to the deck. He watched the guards out of the corner of his eye as he descended. Both held their rifles trained on him.


  “You might be surprised to hear that there’s been a change of command while you were gone.”


  “Oh?” Atton reached the deck and turned to face Caldin. His eyebrows were raised curiously, as though he had no idea what she was talking about.


  Caldin smiled and nodded. “It would appear that the overlord was a holoskinner.”


  Atton feigned shock. “A what?”


  “Yes, and I’ve heard some unfortunate things about you, too.”


  Atton’s eyes flicked to the nearest guard and he found the man grinning nastily at him. “What kinds of things?” Atton asked, his gaze on Commander Caldin again.


  “Corpsman Terl and Corpsman Donaas tell me you stunned them and stuffed them into stasis tubes in order to ‘shut them up’—is that true, Captain?”


  Atton gulped, but said nothing to that accusation.


  “At the very least that’s a crime against your fellow officers, but I’m curious as to why you’d want to shut them up unless you had something to do with what they might have revealed. Something to do with Doctor Kurlin’s virus, perhaps?”


  Atton’s cheeks bulged with a retort, but he decided it would be better to say nothing, so he just stood there with his nostrils flaring and his eyes narrowing in on the two guards who had gotten him into this mess.


  Caldin snorted. “Don’t worry—if you’re innocent, we’ll find out. We’re going to conduct a mind probe on the man who’s been impersonating Overlord Dominic, so we may as well conduct one on you, too.”


  Atton’s eyes flew wide. “That’s illegal! It’s too dangerous. You’d need authorization from the overlord himself for that.”


  Caldin shook her head. “In the event that the overlord is unavailable, such an order may be issued by a Captain or an Admiral of the fleet. There’s a Captain on Obsidian Station, and an Admiral at Ritan. Take your pick.”


  Atton frowned, and Caldin nodded to the guards. “Arrest that man, Corpsman Donaas.”


  “With pleasure!” he replied.


  * * *


  Ethan sat on the bunk in his cell aboard the Defiant, staring at his hands. His real hands—no longer the wrinkled, age-spotted hands of the overlord. Now that he’d been revealed for who he really was, and the holoskin had been stripped away, Ethan was trying to decide what to do next. As the overlord he’d had a purpose, a mission, a reason to struggle on, but now . . . now he was Ethan Ortane again, ex-con and lowly outlaw. Back in jail.


  Déjà vu.


  His thoughts took him back over ten years ago to when he’d been caught for smuggling stims and sentenced to exile in Dark Space. History had repeated itself, but this time there’d be no leniency for his crimes—no reason to let him out to support a struggling economy. Criminals as bad as him were executed, not punished and then rehabilitated.


  The mind probe would discover everything. There’d be no way for him to hide. They would sift roughly through his memories with an AI, sorting them according to patterns associated with guilt. In that way they’d discover every crime he’d ever committed in his entire life.


  Ethan was pulled out of his thoughts by the sound of approaching footsteps. He looked up to see a very familiar face. It was the face of Adan Reese, but Ethan knew that under that holoskin lay his son, Atton.


  Atton turned to him with a grim smile. “Hoi there, cellmate.”


  One of the guards cuffed Atton across the back of his head. “Shut up!” They opened the cell opposite Ethan’s and shoved Atton roughly inside. Somehow, the guards hadn’t discovered that Atton was a skinner, too—and why would they? They had no reason to suspect he was someone else, but they obviously had leveled charges against him for having stunned them and stuffed them into stasis tubes.


  As soon as the door to Atton’s cell slid shut and the guards had stalked away, Ethan stood and walked up to the bars of his cell. He waited until the guards walked out of sight, and then he whispered, “What are you in for?”


  Atton shook his head and sat down on his bunk with a sigh. “Stupidity.”


  “I notice those two guards are still on board. Why didn’t you just send them away like I asked?”


  “It wouldn’t have shut them up for long. They knew about Kurlin. They would have unraveled the whole plot, and if someone had started looking for a holoskinning infiltrator among the survivors, you can bet they would have discovered both of us.”


  “So you decided the best way to deal with that was to stuff them into stasis tubes until someone found them and let them out. You just delayed the inevitable and made yourself look guilty!” Ethan shook his head. “You were going to get caught either way.”


  Atton looked up with a smile. “No, that wasn’t the plan. I was going to find a nice habitable planet somewhere along the way and jettison them both in an escape pod.”


  Ethan gaped at his son. “You mean condemn them to die on a world that’s probably swarming with Sythians.”


  Atton shrugged. “They would have at least had a chance. It was the best I could afford to offer them under the circumstances.”


  Ethan shook his head and turned away with a scowl. “I can’t believe you’d even consider that. You may as well have killed them. It’s just as bad.”


  “Said the mass-murderer to his son.” Ethan spun on his heel, his eyes flashing. “What did you say the reason was that you infiltrated the Valiant again? Something about being blackmailed to do it, or else Brondi would kill you and your copilot. I don’t see how plotting to kill a whole ship full of men and women to save your own skin is any different from me plotting to leave two men to the elements in order to do the same.”


  Ethan grimaced. It was hard to argue with that logic, but he wasn’t appreciating the irony.


  They were interrupted by a groan, and both turned toward the sound. Atton couldn’t see who was there because Kurlin’s cell was right next to his, but Ethan watched the doctor rise from the bed with a grimace. This was about to become much more complicated for him.


  “What’s going on?” Kurlin asked, and then he turned to see Ethan staring at him from the cell opposite his, and his jaw dropped. “You! Who . . .” The doctor trailed off, shaking his head. “What are you doing here?”


  “I’m the imposter, Kurlin.” The doctor just gaped at him. “That’s right,” Ethan nodded. “Shocking.”


  “How . . . ?”


  “It’s a long story—one which the mind probe will soon discover.”


  “They’re going to probe us?” Kurlin asked, his eyes going wide.


  “Why, are you afraid they might turn you into a vegetable? Vegetables can’t be tried for their crimes. You’d be better off.”


  “He’s right, Kurlin,” Atton said.


  Kurlin shut his mouth with a scowl and turned to look at the wall between him and Atton. “Who are you?”


  “The one who saved your bony ass.”


  “I don’t understand,” Kurlin said, shaking his head.


  “Who do you think put those guards in stasis? They were the only ones who knew about you besides us.”


  “Why . . . why would you do that?” Kurlin asked.


  “Frekked if I know. Seems like I should have let them kill you.”


  Kurlin looked away, back to Ethan. “Who is he?”


  Ethan smiled, now finally freed of the need for subterfuge. “He’s my son.”


  * * *


  —THE YEAR 0 AE—


  When Destra Ortane went back to check on the fleet officer she’d rescued, she found his gurney wedged at an angle between the walls of the corridor. He was moaning in his sleep, and he felt hot to the touch, but at least he was firmly wedged, so she didn’t need to find a more secure place for him to lie. Destra dug through the netting under the gurney to find that most of the food had fallen out and rolled to the back of the ship, but the medkit was still securely tied. She opened it and injected the man with one of the last shots of antibiotics. That done, she patted his hand and said, “You’ll be okay.” He didn’t reply. He was still knocked out from the sedatives she’d administered hours ago, which was probably just as well. If he died, at least he’d die in his sleep. She headed back to the cockpit with a frown, thinking that the man would be lucky to live. His injuries had been very serious and there was almost certainly internal bleeding.


  When Destra got back to the cockpit, she found herself blinking out at an unbroken vista of stars, and now she realized that the man’s injuries were moot. Neither of them were going to live.


  Somehow, without her noticing, the Sythian fighter had dropped out of SLS far short of the next gate, and now she was stranded in the middle of who-knew-where. The most likely reason for that was that her fighter had run out of fuel.


  Destra slumped down in the flight chair and took a quick look at what passed for the Sythians’ gravidar to see where she was. There appeared to be a planet not too far from her current location. The map couldn’t tell her what the planet was called in any name that she’d recognize, and it couldn’t tell her if the world were habitable either, but when she looked up into the starry void of space above her head, she saw it, and she didn’t have to wonder—she knew that it wasn’t habitable. The planet was so dark that it barely stood out from surrounding space. It was far from any visible sun, and appeared not to have any moons. It was also the only planet visible on the grid, which likely meant it was the only planet around for hundreds of millions of klicks. An exoplanet, she thought.


  Destra grimaced, debating her options, but without fuel, she had no options, and it wouldn’t be long before the Sythians realized she hadn’t made it to the end of the space lane and began flying back from the gate looking for her.


  That dark planet was her only chance—and it wasn’t a good one. Trying not to think about her odds of survival, Destra tilted the flight yoke up and pushed it forward to head in the direction of the planet. She silently wondered if she had enough fuel left to make it there. The answer which flashed up on the HUD was inscrutable, but when she wondered about setting an autopilot to land on the surface, the controls grew slack in her hands and her fighter drifted onto a more direct heading for the planet.


  Hopefully that was a good sign.


  Destra waited for what seemed like an eternity, wondering how she was going to survive. The atmosphere, if there even was one, was likely not breathable. The world was so dark that the temperature had to be well below zero. It was hard to imagine how dying in the cold, dark, and airless environment of that exoplanet would be any better than dying in the cold, dark, and airless environment of space.


  By the time that dark world was all Destra could see in her forward view, her ship began to descend the last few hundred klicks to the surface. She saw the faint orange glow of an erupting volcano far below, and then she felt the slight vibration of an atmosphere tugging at her fighter. That much was a good sign, but the fact that the world was off the space lanes only confirmed its lack of habitability. The atmosphere was probably toxic.


  Soon, dark wisps of cloud began drifting past the cockpit, and Destra saw a rugged mountain range appear below her. The mountains were riddled with glowing rivers of magma—yet another volcano was in the process of erupting there. It was strange to see a world so dark and cold belching fire and brimstone.


  Lovely place, she thought.


  



  


  Chapter 24


  —THE YEAR 10 AE—


  Alara noted Captain Reese’s absence from the briefing room as she, Gina, and Tenrik Fanton filed wearily inside and took their seats to be debriefed by Commander Caldin. The captain’s absence sent a stab of dread coursing through Alara. Had her own wingmate been killed and she hadn’t noticed? But no, she’d heard his voice on the comm several times since they’d reached the rendezvous. He was fine.


  Alara sat down beside her bunk mate, Lieutenant Gina Giord, and gave the other woman a wan smile. Gina offered a weak smile in return and then looked away. It was a miracle that Alara could find even one friendly face left among the surviving pilots.


  Once they were all seated, the commander proceeded to tell them the shocking news about the imposter overlord. But that wasn’t all. Caldin went on to explain Doctor Kurlin’s role in discovering the imposter and also in creating the virus which had killed the Valiant’s crew. Finally she got to the part about Captain Reese’s suspicious actions to cover up for the doctor.


  They’d all stopped gasping and murmuring after hearing about the overlord. The rest fell on numb ears. Personally, Alara felt less shocked and horrified to hear about her father’s arrest than she was to hear about Captain Reese’s. All of it together was far too much for them to deal with after the long, exhausting mission with two trips through SLS and two back-to-back battles in which they’d lost almost the entire squadron.


  Alara shook her head. It felt like she was trapped inside some horrible dream. The only good news was that it was over for now.


  At least for them it was.


  Commander Caldin told them that the Defiant would stay where it was. Parts and fuel would be scavenged from the cruiser to refit Brondi’s corvette for extended range, and then they’d send a skeleton crew and Tova on a straight jump to Obsidian Station to get help. Alara found herself wondering why they hadn’t just done that to begin with, but Caldin answered that question before anyone could ask.


  “We’re now almost halfway to Obsidian Station. That’s just close enough for a heavily-modified corvette to make it there without using the space lanes. They’ll be safe—we’ll be safe until help arrives—a nice happy ending for everyone.” Caldin looked down at her lectern as if to read notes from a holo pad—but she hadn’t brought one. The commander was unable to meet their gaze.


  Alara frowned. There was something she wasn’t telling them.


  “Good job out there, pilots,” Caldin went on, still gazing at the lectern. “Go eat something from the mess and get some rack time. You all look like you need it!” Finally, she looked up, saluted them, and said, “Dismissed!”


  As Alara rose from her seat, Caldin caught her eye and gestured for her to come down to the podium. Alara reached the base of the podium where the commander was standing and gave a tired salute. “You wanted to speak with me, ma’am?”


  Caldin nodded. “At ease, Cadet. I need to know what you think of all this.”


  “Of all what, ma’am?”


  Caldin raised one eyebrow. “Your father is in prison awaiting trial for conspiracy and mass murder, and the leader of your squadron is also in prison, apparently an accomplice to those crimes. . . . None of that affects you?”


  Alara hesitated, trying to decide what answer the commander was looking for.


  “Don’t think too hard.”


  “Well . . .” Alara trailed off. “I don’t remember Dr. Kurlin as my father. Everyone tells me he is, but that doesn’t make any sense to me.”


  “Interesting,” Caldin mused. “And the captain?”


  “I find it hard to believe him capable of those crimes, but he’s not a dear friend of mine.”


  Caldin nodded. “All the same, I think it would be best if you went to the brig to say goodbye—at least to your father.”


  Alara’s brow furrowed. “Goodbye?”


  “They may not survive the trial, let alone their sentence. We’re going to subject them to a mind probe.”


  Alara gasped.


  “You’re dismissed, Cadet. My guards are waiting at the doors to escort you to the brig if you wish to go.”


  * * *


  Alara’s footsteps rang clearly down the corridor as she walked to the brig. Beside her walked one of Commander Caldin’s guards, and ahead, polished duranium walls and floors stretched endlessly. The brig was located in the far aft section of the lowermost of the cruiser’s 18 decks.


  “So the Doc’s your father, hoi?” the guard asked.


  Alara turned to him and gave a quick nod. “That’s what people tell me.”


  “Tell you? Oh, right—you’re chipped. What’s that like?”


  “It’s like being yourself, except that everyone around you is judging you for it.”


  “Hoi, sounds like being regular to me.”


  Alara laughed. “Well, it could be worse I suppose. What’s your name?” she asked, her eyes on the man.


  “Corpsman Terl,” the guard said.


  They reached the brig, and Terl stepped forward to present his wrist to the door scanner. The door slid open and they walked in. They passed the warden, sitting with his feet propped up on his desk, reading a holo pad while security holos from the brig played in a continuous, silent stream above the desk. The warden looked up to see who’d come in, and Terl turned to him as they walked, “She’s going to pay her respects to the Doc.”


  The warden nodded and went back to reading.


  They reached the next door and again Terl passed his wrist over the scanner. It swished open to reveal another corridor, this one lined with jail cells. Alara let the corpsman lead, and he stopped just inside the entrance and gestured to the second cell on the left. “Doc’s in there.”


  Alara started forward; her gaze flicked left to see Captain Reese staring at her, and then right to see—


  She froze—blinking, her mouth half open as if she were about to say something, but had the words stolen from her before she could. The man in that cell stared back at her grimly, but now he nodded and smiled, as if he understood what had shocked her. Alara gazed into those familiar green eyes and studied the man’s ruggedly handsome face. Her gaze flicked up to his salt and pepper hair and she shook her head. She knew this man. A headache began encroaching at her temples, and abruptly Alara felt sick and dizzy. She squeezed her eyes shut to make the world stop spinning.


  A scene flashed into her mind’s eye then. It was burned into her memory from recurring nightmares. In that scene the situation was reversed—she was inside the cell, and he was coming to see her.


  “I’ll be back soon, Kiddie . . .”


  “I love you!” she heard herself say.


  “I love you, too, Alara.”


  Suddenly she knew who he was. The memories came rushing back—countless hours spent by that man’s side, co-piloting the Atton in Dark Space. He was Ethan—her best friend, her partner, and . . . She opened her eyes slowly and shook her head. “You . . .”


  Ethan’s gaze flicked to the guard standing beside her and then back.


  “You two know each other?” Terl asked, his eyes narrowing suspiciously.


  Alara recovered smoothly. She turned to Terl and shook her head. Looking back to Ethan with a disgusted scowl, she said, “No, it’s just shocking to see who the overlord really was.”


  Terl nodded.


  Alara started toward Kurlin’s cell once more, but then she turned back to the guard standing behind her. “Do you think I could have a moment alone with my father?”


  “Uh . . .”


  “It’s okay—” She looked up and nodded to the roving black eye of a holocorder. “—you’ll have a record there in case you’re worried.”


  Terl frowned. “I guess it’s okay, but don’t be long.”


  Alara nodded and covered a yawn with one hand. “I’ll pass out if I stay too long. Need to hit the rack soon.”


  The corpsman turned and walked off the brig. Alara watched him go and waited until the doors had shut behind him before turning to Ethan once more. She walked up close to the bars of his cell, being careful to keep her back to the nearest camera.


  “Kiddie . . .” he whispered.


  Using her body to shield the gesture, Alara put a finger to her lips, and then she fished around in her pocket for a holo pad. Bringing it out, she typed in a message, and then turned it so Ethan could see.


  I remember you. We used to fly together. You were the overlord all this time?


  Ethan smiled and nodded.


  She typed in something else and turned the pad once more.


  You said you loved me. Is that true?


  Ethan hesitated, but then he nodded again.


  What were you doing impersonating the overlord?


  Ethan gestured for her to pass the pad to him through the bars. She turned her body to shield the movement from the holocorder, and then passed the pad through the bars. He spent a long moment typing something and then he turned the pad so she could see.


  It’s a long story. They’re going to use a probe on me when we get to Obsidian Station, so you’ll find out then—assuming the information isn’t classified.


  Alara’s eyes flew wide, now remembering what Caldin had said about saying goodbye to her father. That meant she’d have to say goodbye to Ethan, too. Alara took the pad back from Ethan and typed.


  I’m going to get you out.


  He shook his head.


  I love you, Ethan. I don’t remember much, but I do remember that. I can’t leave you here. I’ll find a way.


  Ethan gestured for the pad again, and he wrote: You can’t help me now. I know you love me, Kiddie, but you want something I can’t give you. My heart still belongs to my wife.


  Alara frowned and reached for the pad once more. Now she wrote, You’re married??


  The door swished open once more and Alara hurried to tuck the pad back into her flight jacket before turning to see Corpsman Terl come bustling in with the warden. Neither of them looked amused.


  “Hoi, get away from that prisoner!” Terl said. “You’re not authorized to speak with him.”


  Alara shook her head. “I wasn’t speaking with him. I was just trying to decide if I recognized him from somewhere.”


  “And?” Terl asked as he reached her side.


  Alara shook her head and glanced back at Ethan. “It’s just déjà vu. Being chipped makes it hard to decide what’s real . . . and what isn’t.” She held Ethan’s gaze as she said that last part, and she saw his eyes flash with hurt and sympathy. How could I have been stupid enough to fall for a married man? Alara wondered. The more she learned about her previous life, the less she wanted to go on living it.


  “Well hurry up and pay your respects to the doc. I’m not leaving you alone in here again.”


  “Of course. I’ll just be a moment,” Alara said and walked up to Kurlin’s cell. She found him sleeping on his bunk, so she woke him by rattling the bars of his cell.


  He looked up with tired, bloodshot eyes, and then his eyes flew wide and he jumped up from the bed. “Alara! You’re safe!”


  “Yes,” she smiled.


  He hurried to the bars of the cell and reached for her hand. Alara endured the old man’s clammy touch for a few seconds. She still didn’t remember Kurlin as her father.


  “Now I can die in peace,” he sighed.


  “Don’t say that . . . you’re not going to die.”


  Kurlin smiled wanly and shook his head. “My dear, sweet little girl, if I don’t die when they probe my mind, they will kill me when they see what’s locked inside of it.”


  “We’re all dead men,” Captain Reese interrupted from the cell adjacent to Kurlin’s. Alara turned to meet the captain’s blue eyes. He’d been watching her the whole time.


  Alara shook her head, and Terl grabbed her by the arm. “That’s enough fraternizing. We need to go.”


  “Goodbye, Alara!” Kurlin called.


  Alara looked back over her shoulder and smiled at the old man. “Goodbye, Dad.”


  Kurlin’s eyes grew moist with that acknowledgement. She didn’t feel the truth of those words, but he was on death row, so it was the least she could do. She caught Ethan’s eye as she left, but he looked away, and then so did she. There wasn’t anything further to say. He’d said it already: he was in love with someone else—his wife! Alara couldn’t and wouldn’t compete with that. She shook her head, still reeling from the revelation of who the green-eyed man from her dreams was, and how stupid she’d been in her previous life.


  They walked off the brig, and the door swished shut behind them. The warden went back to his desk, and Corpsman Terl eyed the elderly warden as he put his feet up on the desk once more and went back to reading on his holo pad.


  “You been watching the security feed?” Terl asked, his eyes narrowing once more.


  The warden looked up and smiled. “Of course,” but he didn’t even glance at the holos rising out of his desk, and the sound was muted on all the feeds.


  “I want to see your holo logs since the prisoners arrived.”


  The warden’s brow furrowed. He was a petty officer, probably a career washout to be so old and still such a low-ranking officer. Under any other circumstances, the warden would have been a ranking officer, but there was no one else they could spare from the crew to nursemaid the brig. “Is something wrong?”


  Terl frowned. “Just get me the logs on a holo card. I’ll be back for them soon.”


  * * *


  Commander Caldin sat in the Overlord’s office watching the security holos from the brig with Corpsman Terl standing over her shoulder. He fast-forwarded to a certain spot, and then played back the recording. “There—” he said, “listen.”


  “What’s going on?” Kurlin asked, and then he turned to see the imposter overlord staring at him from the cell opposite his, and his jaw dropped. “You! Who . . .” The doctor trailed off, shaking his head. “What are you doing here?”


  “I’m the imposter, Kurlin.” The doctor just gaped at him. “That’s right—shocking.”


  “How . . . ?”


  “It’s a long story—one which the mind probe will soon discover.”


  “They’re going to probe us?” Kurlin asked, his eyes widening.


  “Why, are you afraid they might turn you into a vegetable? Vegetables can’t be tried for their crimes. You’d be better off.”


  “He’s right, Kurlin,” Captain Reese said.


  Kurlin shut his mouth with a scowl and turned to look at the wall between him and the adjacent cell. “Who are you?”


  “The one who saved your bony ass.”


  “I don’t understand,” Kurlin said, shaking his head.


  “Who do you think put those guards in stasis? They were the only ones who knew about you besides us.”


  “Why . . . why would you do that?” Kurlin asked.


  “Frekked if I know. Seems like I should have let them kill you.”


  Kurlin looked away, back to the imposter overlord. “Who is he?”


  “He’s my son.”


  Terl froze the recording there and Commander Caldin turned to look up at him with wide, blinking eyes. “They’re related? Who is this man?” The recording was frozen on the imposter’s face, showing his features clearly.


  Terl shook his head. “We don’t know who he is yet. Without access to the net in Dark Space, the databanks are skriffy. I thought Alara might’ve recognized him when she went to say goodbye to her father, but she said it was just her mind playin’ tricks on her.”


  “Hmmm.”


  “You think she’s lying?”


  Caldin shrugged. “Maybe she does recognize him, or maybe she only thinks she does. In either case she won’t be a reliable witness. The doctor, however . . . clearly he does recognize our imposter, and he is still in his right mind. When we subject him to a mind probe we’ll get to the bottom of it.”


  Terl nodded. “Yes.”


  “Meanwhile, we have more pressing concerns.” Caldin pushed away from the desk and stood up with a sigh. “We need to finish refitting the corvette and get help before the Sythians find us and make all our power-squabbling pointless.”


  Caldin walked up to room’s viewport and gazed out into the starry blackness of space. “This is the darkest things have ever been.”


  Terl walked up behind her and gripped her shoulders in his big hands, massaging the knots out of her muscles. “It will be all right, Ma’am. If anyone can lead us to safety, it’s you.”


  Caldin turned to him, her eyes searching his. “What makes you so sure?”


  “I know you.”


  Caldin smiled. “You always know how to make me feel better.”


  Terl smiled back and reached up to stroke her cheek with the back of his hand.


  She leaned toward him and he took the hint, bending down to kiss her gently on the lips. She reached for his hand and squeezed it—hard—before breaking away and leading him back to the desk. She had him sit down in the overlord’s chair, and then she climbed on top of him.


  “Seems like you know a thing or two about makin’ people feel better yourself,” Terl said with a grin as she leaned down to kiss him.


  * * *


  After a hot bowl of stew and a short vaccucleanse, Alara Vastra stumbled into her bed. She was so tired she felt like she was drugged, and her head hit the pillow like a rock. Her dreams swirled with indistinct voices and blurry faces, but every now and then she had a clear glimpse of Ethan’s smile and his sparkling green eyes. Each time she saw his face, she felt a painful stab in her heart, and she wanted to cry. He wasn’t going to be around much longer, and . . . he was married?


  The version of her in the dream tried to fight that truth. She took Ethan’s face in her hands and kissed his lips furiously—possessively—as though she could steal his heart from whomever it was that he’d married.


  “You love me, Ethan! You said so!”


  But in the dream he merely shook his head, and Alara watched as a faceless woman came and dragged him away from her, leading him off into the darkness. Ethan gave her a sloppy salute, and she watched the deep lines of sorrow carved around his mouth crease upward in a smile. “Goodbye, Kiddie . . .”


  “No!”


  Knock knock knock.


  Alara awoke to the sound, and sat blinking up at the bunk above her, wondering for a moment what was real and what was a dream. Her head felt thick and groggy as she sat up on her bunk and looked around. She heard a familiar groan coming from the top bunk, and she said, “Gina?”


  Another groan.


  “Gina!” Alara thumped the bottom of the mattress above her head with her fist as the knocking started again. “Someone’s at the door!”


  “You get it! Frekked if I care,” Gina mumbled.


  Alara stood up with another groan and stumbled over to the door. The lights were still turned down low so they could sleep. When she passed her wrist over the door scanner, it swished open to admit a blinding brightness to the room. Alara stumbled away from the light, bringing her arm up to shield her eyes.


  “Good morning, Lieutenant.”


  “Lieutenant?” she asked, squinting into the light to see Commander Caldin smiling back at her.


  “Second Lieutenant. I’ve decided to promote you in light of your performance on the last mission.”


  “How long have I been asleep?”


  “It’s been twelve hours since you were debriefed.”


  “Krak, I’ve slept for half a day!”


  “And you look like you could sleep for another half,” Caldin remarked, “but I need you for another mission.”


  “Another . . .” Alara’s sleep-clouded brain struggled to catch up.


  “We’re finished with the refit, but with all the components we had to steal from the Defiant, we won’t be going anywhere soon. It’s absolutely vital that we get reinforcements before a random patrol of Sythians detects us out here. They’re bound to be looking for us after Forlax.”


  Alara nodded distractedly. “So you want me to . . .”


  “Fly the corvette to Obsidian Station with Tova and come back with reinforcements. Cloaked ships this time, please.”


  “I . . .”


  “It’s an easy mission. Just a straight shot through SLS, so you can sleep on the way, but I need my best pilots to go, just in case.”


  “Who else is going?”


  The commander called out over Alara’s shoulder. “Gina!” A groan was her only reply. “Get out here, Lieutenant!”


  A moment later a bleary-eyed woman with short blond hair sticking out at all angles appeared in the open door. “Hoi,” she saluted weakly, and leaned heavily on the door jamb.


  “Get dressed you two. You’re launching in ten,” Caldin said as she turned to leave.


  “Can I take a vaccucleanse first?” Alara called after the commander.


  “Launching where?” Gina asked.


  But there was no reply.


  Alara scowled. “Oh, frek it!”


  * * *


  Alara, Gina, Delayn, and Tova in her menacing black armor walked up to Brondi’s refitted corvette, newly christened the Rescue. Almost the entire surviving crew of the Defiant had come down to the auxiliary hangar deck to wave goodbye and wish them luck. They all understood how critical this mission was to their survival, and Alara felt as though their lives were a heavy burden resting on her shoulders. As they drew near to the corvette, Alara thought that from the size of it, the ship should have been able to bear them all away with room to spare, but during the commander’s farewell speech, she had explained to everyone the reason why they weren’t all evacuating in the corvette—the only space left aboard the Rescue was in the cockpit—which had even been reduced from five control stations to four, one for pilot, copilot, gravidar operator, and engineer. The rest of the space was now filled with fuel, regulators, coolant tanks, and pumps. They’d drained everything from the Defiant, pouring all their best efforts into giving the Rescue just one chance to save them all.


  Even that chance was slim. Delayn had taken them aside just before Caldin’s farewell speech and told them what the commander had been holding back during the debriefing. There was a good chance the Rescue wouldn’t make it. The reactor could easily overheat and suffer a meltdown before they ever reached Obsidian Station.


  As Alara, Gina, Delayn, and Tova climbed the boarding ramp to the corvette, the crew cheered and whistled, and the burden of their lives grew all the heavier. Gina shook her head as they retreated inside the corvette. “The way they’re acting, you’d think we were conquering heroes.”


  Alara nodded.


  “We will be heroes if we make it,” Delayn said.


  The inside of the corvette was so cramped that they didn’t need to guess which way to go. There only was one. A short corridor led to a lift tube which would carry them straight up the four decks to the bridge. The ship was a giant space rocket, packed with enough fuel to atomize the Defiant if something went wrong—let alone the much smaller corvette.


  “If we even hit a bit of space dust,” Gina said, catching Alara’s eye while they waited for the lift. “We’re going to make a real pretty supernova.”


  “I do not understand,” Tova said. Her warbling language filtered roughly through the Gor’s helmet to their aural translators and then came out in a gender-neutral computerized voice.


  Gina turned to her with a frown. “It means we might all die before we can get help.”


  “I see. I do my best to contact my crèche mates before we arrive.”


  “Well,” Gina gave the alien a big, false smile. “That’s why you’re here.”


  Turning back to the lift as it opened, Gina shook her head and muttered, “Frekkin’ Gors. . . .”


  “We do copulate,” Tova replied. “But not as often as humans.”


  “Thanks for sharing,” Gina said, her nose wrinkling with disgust.


  The lift took them up to the fourth level and opened directly in front of the cockpit. They started forward and the doors automatically swished open to let them through. Alara found the nearest chair and sat down, not caring whether she was the pilot or the copilot. Both control stations turned out to be identically appointed, however, allowing for one of them to sleep while the other kept watch.


  Gina sat down beside her and they began the preflight check while Tova squeezed into the gravidar station to their right, and Delayn into the engineering station to their left. They went through the preflight carefully to avoid deadly oversights, but everything checked out, and they received clearance for takeoff. The engines started with a rising roar and began rumbling ominously underfoot.


  “Ruh-kah!” Commander Caldin said, her voice coming to their ears from the comm speakers as she waved to them from her podium on the flight deck below.


  And then Gina turned to Alara with a grim smile. “Next stop Obsidian Station.”


  * * *


  Alec Brondi stood aboard the bridge of the Valiant, down by the viewports, watching the countdown to real space from the HUD relay inside his zephyr’s helmet. He’d become even more paranoid since the incident in the med center, refusing to leave the designated “safe” zones, and refusing to take off his armor for any reason. It was starting to stink inside the mech, but Brondi considered that a small price to pay. His trip had been worth it. They’d successfully isolated Kurlin’s virus from the blood sample they’d taken. Now all they needed to do was get it aboard Admiral Heston’s ships, sit back, and let nature take its course.


  Brondi smiled behind his helmet and turned to Captain Thornton, who was now cloaked in a holoskin that made him look exactly like Overlord Dominic. “Are you ready?”


  The captain nodded. “I am,” he said, in the gravelly voice of the overlord himself.


  Amazing, Brondi thought. It sounds just like him! They’d managed to produce a decent vocal synthesizer based on recordings of the overlord’s voice. The only thing they couldn’t do was fake up an identichip for Thornton, but they wouldn’t need that to gain the admiral’s confidence. Showing up in the overlord’s flagship looking and sounding just like him would be more than good enough.


  The Valiant dropped out of SLS directly above Ritan, and Brondi smiled down upon the dark world below. “Gravidar, report!”


  “I have . . . nothing on scopes.”


  “What?” Brondi blinked. “What do you mean nothing?”


  “Wait, there is one contact. She’s small. Looks like a guardian-class destroyer. They’re hailing us.”


  “Good. That must be them.” Brondi turned to Captain Thornton. “It’s time for you to shine.”


  The captain nodded and turned to the viewports with hands clasped behind his back. He wore the white uniform of the overlord, recently tailored to fit his slightly taller frame. “Put them on screen,” the captain said.


  Suddenly their view of Ritan was replaced with the larger-than-life face of a very haggard-looking man. He appeared to be 50-something.


  “Supreme Overlord, what are you doing so far from home?”


  Thornton sighed. “It’s a long story.”


  The man on screen folded his hands on the desk before him and nodded. “I’m listening.”


  Captain Thornton dutifully explained the story they’d come up with. An outlaw fleet had attacked them with a devastating bio weapon—a virus. The Valiant had developed a vaccine before it was too late, but not before their now vastly-under crewed ship had been forced to flee Dark Space by the enemy fleet. Thornton was quick to point out the damage to their port side as proof of that engagement—damage which they’d actually suffered while fleeing Sythians.


  At the end of their long, sad story, Thornton revealed the good news. They’d saved some of the vaccine so that Admiral Hoff could inoculate his crew against the deadly virus—just in case it spread.


  “Well,” the man speaking with them sighed. “That’s unfortunate. Of course your crew could still be contagious, so we’re going to have to keep our distance, but you can jettison the vaccine in an escape pod and I’ll be sure that it gets to the admiral so he can distribute it to the fleet.”


  Brondi was upset to hear they weren’t talking with the admiral himself, but happy that it seemed like the man they were talking to had bought their cover story. He’s even going to spread the virus for me! Brondi thought.


  “We’ll be in touch, Dominic.” And with that, the holo call ended and Brondi was left grinning smugly out at space. Soon he’d have a whole fleet under his command! Now he just needed to find a crew for it. Perhaps he’d open recruitment offices when they got back to Dark Space. . . . Yes, Brondi nodded. Dreams of a truly free Imperium safely tucked away in Dark Space, patrolled and ruled by a powerful fleet under his command swirled through his head.


  Brondi turned from the viewports to address his crew—


  That was when the deck rocked violently under his feet. Brondi fell against the viewports. The thunk which sounded from that impact rang painfully in his ears, and then the lights flickered and went out. Suddenly Brondi felt his feet drifting free of the deck. He snapped on his zephyr’s floodlights just in time to see the ceiling rushing up to greet him. He bounced off with a hollow-sounding thud and then turned to see the rest of his crew floating above the deck, their arms and legs flailing as they cursed and shouted at each other. Brondi twisted his torso the other way to see Captain Thornton floating in a globular pool of his own blood. “Captain!” he yelled.


  But Thornton didn’t respond.


  * * *


  Roan heard the distant boom of the explosion, and he grinned inside his helmet. The lights went out, and then the gravity failed but Roan could manage in zero G just fine using his armor. His suit auto adjusted its grav field to keep his feet rooted to the deck and simulate a steady 1.25 G’s, which was the gravity on his home world, Noctune.


  Roan had done everything he could to take back the Valiant, but they had finally made it impossible for him to hunt any more. After being almost killed by mines—twice—while trying to get to the surviving crew members, Roan had finally understood that there was only one option left, and he had thought back to the plan Tova had laid out for him to sabotage the ship before reinforcements arrived. They’d asked him to shut down the main reactor and destroy the IMS—which is exactly what he had done.


  Tova had warned him that the humans would eventually use grav guns and field emitters to regain their footing, but without power on the ship, they’d have to venture out to fix the reactor and the ruined IMS, and that was what Roan really wanted. He’d laid a few traps of his own along the approaches to those areas of the ship.


  Roan hissed inside his helmet and bared his teeth. It was time to hunt again.


  * * *


  Alara, Gina, and Delayn fell into a routine, the hours blurring together with the same dull monotony of napping, eating emergency rations, and taking turns to stay awake and nursemaid the Rescue. Someone had to constantly watch the reactor’s coolant levels and core temperature. If the coolant dropped too low, or the core temperature rose too high, they would have to make an emergency stop to let the reactor cool. In between watching the reactor, they studied the time till reversion. The SLS timer was like the timer on a bomb—which was exactly what it felt like. It felt like they were riding inside a giant bomb. In her mind’s eye Alara saw it explode in a magnificent flash of light and sound which could be seen streaking across the night sky, clear from one side of the galaxy to the other.


  And then, that was exactly what happened. Alara saw the flash of light and heard—


  “Wake up, Kiddie!” Someone was shaking her. “Wake up!”


  She groaned and sat up to see the maddening, bright swirl of SLS fade to a much more tolerable pattern of tiny pinpricks of light.


  “Where are we?” she asked, suddenly disoriented. Gina stopped shaking her, and Delayn answered her question.


  “The core was getting too hot, so I dropped us out to let the reactor cool. Meanwhile, we can see if we’re close enough now for Tova to contact her fellow skull faces. “Tova?”


  “I try . . . wait.”


  They held their breath, and then Tova’s gleaming black helmet turned to them. “I cannot. They are silent.”


  “What do you mean they are silent?”


  “Their voices too far for me to hear.”


  “So we’re not close enough yet.”


  “Perhaps.”


  Gina nodded and she and Alara got up to stretch their legs while they waited for the reactor to cool. They spent the time pacing around the small bridge, periodically checking on the core temperature while Tova sat still and silent at the gravidar station. Half an hour later the temperature had fallen enough for them to risk another jump. Alara sat down with a sigh, and when the stars dissolved into star lines and streaks of light once more, she had to swallow a scream. This had gone on too long. “How far away are we?”


  “Three hours,” Delayn answered.


  “Let’s just finish the trip. Tova can try to contact her people again when we arrive—or not—I don’t care. I need to get aboard Obsidian Station and out of this ship soon or I’m going to go skriffy.”


  “Sure,” Gina said.


  Alara tried to calm her racing heart enough to get back to sleep. Eventually, with the timer running down from two hours, she managed to do just that. She dreamed of a faceless army of black-armored soldiers marching across a dark field of equally black glass. Their glowing red eyes turned to her as one, and then they began shooting deadly purple stars at her. As the missiles swarmed toward her, the aliens began to chant in a deep, computerized voice, “Ten, nine, eight, seven—”


  Alara woke up, suddenly realizing that what she was hearing was the countdown to real space. “We made it?”


  The timer reached one, and they watched the star lines return to pinpoints of light. Alara’s gaze dipped to the star map, searching for the station, but all she could see was a clump of asteroids marked in gray icons on the grid.


  Gina punched her star map. “Frek you!” she screamed.


  “Where is it?” Alara asked. She shook her head, unable, or unwilling, to understand what she was looking at. “What is this?” She pointed to the gray icons on the star map.


  Gina turned to her, a solemn look on her face. Her mouth opened, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it. Neither of them could. After coming all this way, exhausting all their fuel and taking all of the hopes of the Defiant’s crew with them, they’d finally made it to Obsidian Station.


  What was left of it.


  The gray contacts on the grid weren’t asteroids, they were drifting chunks of debris. Gina dialed up the throttle to get a closer look, and as they drew near, they saw the gray bracket pairs resolve into dark, jagged pieces of the station. The larger pieces were riddled with holes.


  “They’re all dead,” Alara whispered.


  “Yeah, and so are we. We have 6% of our fuel left,” Delayn said.


  Alara shook her head and tears sprang to her eyes. “We came all this way for nothing!”


  “Well, we’re here now, and there’s no going back, so we’d better see if there’s anything we can salvage from the wreckage,” Gina said.


  “Like what?”


  Gina met Alara’s gaze as Tova turned—the red eyes of her helmet glowing ominously as she gazed up at them from the gravidar station. “Like a chance of survival,” Gina replied.


  



  


  Epilogue


  —THE YEAR 0 AE—


  The shell fighter set down on the surface of the exoplanet not far from an active volcano with a river of glowing magma running down the side. Destra let out a long breath and scowled at the inhospitable landscape. She’d set down on a dark field of ice, which glittered like black glass. Between the fiery magma flows and the ice fields, the world was bound to be either too hot or too cold, but never anywhere in between.


  Destra shook her head and abandoned the cockpit to go check on her patient. By now he should have been waking up, and if not, she’d have to wake him. They both needed to eat something. Destra felt her stomach growl painfully at just the thought of food, and she stumbled along the darkened corridors of the fighter to find the officer she’d rescued.


  She ended up bumping straight into him in the dark and both of them fell over. Destra winced at the pain which shot up through her spine as she hit the deck. The man cried out and began panting heavily from the much greater pain of his injuries.


  Destra sighed and searched for him in the dark. “Are you okay?” she asked.


  “I . . . I don’t know,” he wheezed. “Where am I?”


  She found his hand in the dark and squeezed it in an attempt to reassure him. “You should have stayed on the gurney,” she said.


  “Who are you?”


  “I saved your life. Don’t you remember?”


  “No.”


  “I’m Destra,” she said. “Destra Ortane.”


  “Nice to meet you. I’m . . .” he panted once more, obviously struggling to catch his breath. “Hoff,” he said. “Admiral Hoff Heston.”


  “Admiral?” Destra blinked and she recoiled from his hand as though it were a snake.


  Hoff chuckled, but it came out as a wheeze. “Yes, not that it matters. An admiral needs a fleet to be an admiral, does he not?”


  Destra frowned. “I . . . I suppose so.”


  “Where are we?” Hoff asked with his next available breath.


  “I don’t know. Some barren rock in the middle of nowhere. We’re out of fuel. I stole a Sythian fighter and escaped Roka to come here, but we didn’t get far.” Now it was Destra’s turn to laugh. “It looks like we’d have been better off on Roka with the Sythians.”


  “Hmmm,” Hoff grunted. “Well, let’s see, shall we? Does this fighter have a cockpit?”


  “Yes, but it’s almost as dark outside as it is in here.”


  “Lovely. Help me up, would you?”


  Destra found the man’s hand once more and hauled him to his feet. She helped him along the corridor, letting him lean heavily on her as they walked to the cockpit. As they emerged in the transparent dome, the admiral let out an appreciative whistle, his head turning every which way to study their surroundings. “Well, you’re right about one thing,” he said.


  “What’s that?”


  “We’d have been better off on Roka. I believe you’ve landed us on Ritan. I can’t think of a less hospitable place to be stranded.”


  “You know where we are?”


  “Don’t get too excited. It’s habitable, but only just, and only if you have a nice bio dome to live in. The temperatures are consistently twenty below, which is balmy considering the planet’s distance from the nearest sun. The ice fields are riddled with rictan burrows, and the skies are filled with giant, carnivorous bats. They feed on the rictans and the ice walkers which roam the surface looking for edible moss growing up near the geothermal vents.”


  “So the air is breathable, then?”


  “You might choke on sulfurous fumes, but it is breathable, yes.”


  Destra sighed. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”


  Hoff shot her a skeptical look. “You might not still be saying that after you’ve been outside.” He nodded to the viewports as another spurt of magma shot high into the sky from the volcano they’d landed beside. “If there’s an uninhabitable class of habitable planets, then Ritan’s it, and lucky you, you’ve found it! The only thing which would make Ritan worse would be if the Sythians have already discovered it. They’d love this place. Cold, dark, filled with deadly creatures to make good sport for their hunts. . . .” He trailed off, shaking his head. “Perfect for the bug-eyed kakards.”


  Destra turned to look out at the dark, malevolent vista of Ritan. “How would we know if they were here?”


  Hoff turned to her with a smile. “Well, that’s just it—you wouldn’t. We never did see them coming. It was The Invisible War.”


  “And we lost,” Destra said, shaking her head.


  “No,” Hoff wheezed. He turned to her with a mad sparkle in his eyes, which was just visible in the dim light. “The war is only over when we’re all dead. That’s what they were after,” he said, nodding as his gaze slowly drifted away from hers. They won’t have won, and we won’t have lost until they’ve killed every last one of us, and I have every intention of out-living them. I’ll do it,” he said, nodding once, defiantly. “Even if I have to put myself in stasis for a thousand years.”


  “Strong words for an injured man stranded on Ritan.”


  “Injuries heal. And we can make Ritan work for us until a rescue comes.”


  “A rescue?”


  “My fleet will be looking for me. I got cut off from them during the evacuation and had to eject from my corvette, but when I don’t arrive, they’ll come looking.”


  Destra snorted. She didn’t voice her opinion on the likelihood of a rescue out here, on a barren rock off the space lanes. Lightning flashed on the horizon, briefly illuminating the icy surface of the world, and Destra thought she saw a dark silhouette fly by overhead. Her thoughts turned to the predators Hoff had spoken of—the rictans and the bats, and she grimaced, thankful at least that they had the Sythian fighter for shelter. But sooner or later they’d probably have to venture out. Even if only to find food. Her mind cast back to Digger’s pet rictans and she wondered absently what they’d taste like, and if it would come to that.


  It probably will, she thought.


  It was going to be a long wait for a rescue.


  As if voicing her thoughts, Hoff turned to her and said, “We should take stock of our supplies. We’re going to need weapons, armor, and masks to filter out the soot and ash. I hope this fighter of yours came well-equipped.”


  Destra frowned, her eyes still on the distant horizon as it flashed with lightning once more. “So do I, Hoff.”


  So do I.
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  I had a friend, once. A father. To me and many others. Like all fathers, he had some stories he wouldn’t tell his children. The story of his brother Arthur was one of them.


  In telling it, I betray him. But there’s someone who deserves to hear it—who needs to hear it.


  Like all children, I hope he’ll forgive me.


  



  


  1


  Not all lives are created equal. Some are as lofty as the Pyramids, gold-capped and eternal. Others are such long slogs of gruesome misery you’d gladly swap places with a boiling lobster. You better hope you’re born to the right parents and era, and for your luck to hold out. You only get the one.


  Unless you’re like me.


  My 96th life was better than most. Medieval history professor, NYU. One book on the early history of karate in Okinawa’s Ryukyu Kingdom—well-received. Consistent favorite in the student polls. All told, it was just enough to get me invited to the New Year’s Eve 2199 party at Wetta Tower and thoroughly ignored by all the actors, land barons, bassists, and state senators exchanging jokes and cloud-contacts. Fine by me. Their complete indifference toward me left me free to pursue my favorite pastime: drinking all the host’s best booze.


  Cold brown glass in hand, I threaded from the kitchen, brushing past a woman whose dress was held fast with tape, sweat, and wishful thinking. Music clanged. In bygone days, the balconies of highrise parties had supported ecosystems all their own, bustling colonies of smokers, chippers, and the hangers-on who gravitated toward such people, but these days, prohibition had killed the outdoor sub-parties dead, leaving the balcony utterly vacant. Good place to be alone; I had no intention of smiling from the walls until someone finally acknowledged my presence. Much too old to care.


  The transparent plass door retracted soundlessly. A fist of wind socked my nose, choking me, bearing the salt of the Upper Bay. Headlights glittered 243 floors below. A shoe scraped, startling me. To my left, a man leaned against the balcony rails.


  “Oh,” I said. “I wasn’t expecting anyone.”


  “At a party?” the man said. “Do you know what parties are?”


  “Places where women gather to ignore me?”


  His smile arrived a moment later. “How inefficient. They could be doing that from home.”


  Something was off about his eyes. I leaned in for a closer look. “I’m Rob.”


  “I know.”


  “You do?”


  “How would you like a job, Rob?”


  “Those things? Afraid I’ve already got one.”


  He shook his head. “An important job.”


  “What could be more important than teaching America’s youth about pre-Elizabethan sewage systems?”


  “Saving their children from universal enslavement. Still no? Then how about the chance to learn where you came from?”


  “South Brunswick?” I hoisted my bourbon. “Why do you think I’m drinking?”


  The man’s irises seemed to swirl. “Athens. Or was it Susa? Ur?”


  My blood ran as cold as the wind. Something in me clicked over. Something primal. I sized him up. Plainish white face. Faint scar below the left eye. Jacketless despite the freezing heights. Gusts of wind teased his hair across his forehead. A conservative halfvest wrapped twice around his chest, functional yet not puritanical. Could be an academic with enough dress sense to survive at private parties. Possibly that stolid type of European born with the knowledge all is temporary, fashion most of all. But there was something more knowing to him than that. Self-made billionaire? So fabulously, tower-owningly, fuck-you rich that dressing down reinforced how none of the rules applied to him.


  Fractal. That’s what was wrong with his eyes. The irises were a repeating pattern of green waves, shrinking rapidly as you approached the pupil until the borders between green and black were as fuzzy as the soft side of Velcro. But there was something deeper, an unnaturalness beyond the cosmetic surgery. I saw nothing animal there.


  In a sense, I was recognizing one of my own. In their way, they’re more godlike than human; depending on what kind of shell they feel like locking themselves into, the clanking crabs, they’re perfectly capable of rolling beneath the scalding crush of Venusian skies, swimming in the icy swirl of Europan seas, or cruising through the black vacuum itself.


  A deep-down part of me knew what I was seeing, but I’d been out of the game too long. That night, I didn’t trust my instincts. Probably, it was for the better.


  “How drunk are you?” I said.


  “Denial is only a viable strategy when there is any doubt.”


  “Very drunk. If there were an empty pool in front of us, you’d be diving in for a laugh.”


  A long sigh escaped his nose. “We know who you are, Robert Dunbar, who isn’t really Robert Dunbar. Or any of the other people you’ve dressed up as for the last 2000-odd years.”


  He’d paced between me and the plass door. Same invincible plastic they used in the domes of Mars, the owner had bragged. The den beyond was empty. I tipped back my head and began to circle him. “Who’s ‘we’?”


  “Me and my partner. You could call him my employer, but he doesn’t pay me. Mainly because he doesn’t need to. Or have any money. But I think he’d expect me to work for nothing even if he did.”


  “Well, now it all makes sense.” As I circled, he turned with me, putting the black and glistening rails to his back. “What happens if I say no?”


  “I come back and keep coming back until you agree. Or, violence.”


  “Then let’s cut to the chase.”


  Anyone watching would have thought I was crazy. Things used to be different. We lopped heads off like wheat and kings feted us with feasts. Meanwhile, exposing my identity meant a fate worse than death: sliced into slides by Rickman Medical or their Thai competition so 122-year-olds could fork over the last of their children’s fortunes in hopes of living to celebrate their 123rd. Threats, blackmail, exploitation. I’d made my decision about what to do any magi bearing those gifts centuries before Jesus had received his.


  I launched a front kick straight for the man’s gut.


  My kung fu had gotten pretty rusty since I got bored with it in the 2160s, but my kick had drive and snap and speed. Everything you’d need to kick a man over a balcony and into half a mile of empty space. Without breaking eye contact, the man turned his hips. My foot clipped his side and carried past; I’d overcommitted. He grabbed my leg, pulled me into my own momentum. We banged into the rail and the world tipped. I grabbed wildly, snaring his halfvest. The stars and the light-painted clouds wheeled past me, replaced by the black thrust of towers, thousands of bright apartment windows hosting hundreds of bright parties, and the headlights of the minicars far, far below.


  We fell.


  Wind gushed past my face, stealing my breath, smearing my eyes with tears. The man struggled against me. I hugged him tighter, as if hoping to squeeze inside him and hide between his liver and pancreas until the worst was over. The cuffs of my pants slapped madly against my ankles. The banded windows of Wetta Tower blurred past my face, a mosaic of shadow and light.


  So this is how it would end. Puddled across the sidewalk. A million days of memories particulated across Battery Place. I’d seen the ziggurats of Babylon, the birth of Athenian democracy, the death of my wife Demostrate. I’d heard a world without gunpowder or internal combustion or broadcasts. Helped build the dikes that saved Manhattan’s shores. In a module in Martian orbit, a grain of sand had split the hull and raw vacuum had tugged against my eyes and lungs. One of countless times I’d expected, at last, to die. As always, two emotions wrestled for my heart: consuming, shitless terror, and the most peaceful relief you could ever imagine.


  The man wriggled against me. “Aaarrrgh!”


  “What?”


  “Aaarrrgh!”


  The wind obliterated his words. I scrabbled for his head, twisted his ear directly against my mouth, and screamed, “This is your fault, you stupid ass!”


  He bumped and squirmed until he faced me, belly-down to the approaching earth. Arms battered by the raging wind, he yanked at his oversized halfvest. Uptown, the green and red spire of the Empire State Building reached eye level. We were ten seconds chronologically and halfway geographically into our descent. In a few more seconds, we would make the biggest spectacle of our lives.


  The man wormed an arm beneath my vest and pressed his face against my ear. “Hang on like you’ll die if you don’t.”


  His vest streamed behind him. I grabbed his belt, wrapped an arm around his neck, tangled my legs into his. His free hand fiddled with his belt buckle.


  “What the hell are you—” My breath jerked from my lungs; my ribs creaked. I gasped and gagged and blinked tears. The howling wind subsided to a stiff breeze. The peaks of skyscrapers drifted leisurely past. Above us, a dark triangle of fabric blacked out the clouds.


  “You’re awfully impulsive for an old man,” he said at normal volume.


  “Blegh,” I choked, chest aching.


  He leaned right, banking toward the East River. My belt-tangled fingers pulsed with pain. We cut a slow spiral through the cold sky, the parachute/vest fluttering. My diaphragm quit hitching and I took long clean breaths and wished I’d had that drug implant installed. We swung above the rectangular roof of an office tower and banked hard. By the time we finished another circle, my dangling feet looked nearly level with the distant roof.


  “We’re going to be killed again!” I screamed.


  “That’s because you’re too fat.” He leaned back. I followed his lead. The glider leveled out mere yards from the tower. I tucked my legs. My heels bounced against the lip of the roof. We slammed down, his weight mashing me into the shiny plastic surface as we skidded forward, dragged behind the stiff glider. The man fiddled with a belt again. With a soft rasp, the glider collapsed into ordinary fabric. He disentangled himself and stood quietly in the darkness. It was a while before I could do anything but breathe and cry.


  “Who are you?” I said.


  “My name is Baxter. I just saved your life. You can thank me immediately.”


  I sat up, shivering, aching, wind-chapped and roof-scraped. The bunched-up wad of the memoryform glider tousled in the wind. “How did you know I was going to knock you off?”


  “I didn’t.” He fixed me with a look of terrible coldness. “I thought I might have to jump. You usually carry a gun.”


  “I’ll never leave it home again.”


  “Look. Shut up. All we want you to do is talk to some people. Streamline things. You practically invented modern diplomacy.”


  “Well, it seemed prudent. Milan’s army wasn’t exactly a worldbeater.” I began to rub all the places that hurt, which would take a while. “There’s nothing you have I could possibly need.”


  Baxter gazed at the lights of the monstrous city. “For reasons which will become clear to you once you quit being an idiot and get on board for the big win, my employer is uniquely capable of determining why you are the way you are. How does that sound?”


  “Like a trap. A trick to get my DNA in your hands.”


  “Oh please. If that was all we wanted, I’d break into your apartment and scrape your shower drain.” He narrowed his eyes. “Or knock you out and kidnap you.”


  There on the rooftop, I considered my life, which simultaneously took a long time and no time at all. Finally, I sighed and struggled to my feet. He didn’t try to help.


  I folded my arms, shivering. “I’ll need a few days to settle my affairs. Then I’m all yours.”


  * * *


  Instead, I ran away.


  The strait between Euboea and the Peloponnesian mainland shined a bright midday blue. Wind tugged at the white-haired waves, a steady, stinging gale we used to call a Hellesponter. That same wind had once saved my life. Those blue waters had been a perfect match for Demostrate’s eyes.


  Coarse sand crunched under my feet. There is no better way to feel old than to visit a landmass that has changed shape since the first time you saw it. During the Battle of Artemisium, Euboea had been a single island, one long barrier between us and the Persians. In the intervening centuries, the rising seas had obliterated its eastern narrows, splitting it in two.


  On the ridges behind me, windtowers creaked in the ceaseless wind. White hotels encrusted the beaches across the straits. Electric speedboats and sloops with triangular sails creased the bay. If I closed my eyes, tasted the salt, and felt the wind on my face, I could bring it all back. The drenching rain. The stink of our sweat at the oars. The songs and screams and grinding crash of hulls. Hoplites so heavily armored that when they fell overboard they sunk without a trace. Across the straits, ten thousand Persian fires flickered and scowled.


  Pebbles clattered behind me. A black-haired man picked his way down the beach, dressed as I was in the sporty, ironic, but stubbornly patriotic white robes of the modern Greek leisure class. He lifted his feet high over the rocky white scree ringing the slender beach, hopping like a drunken bird. He looked up and waved.


  “Ready to go?” Baxter said.


  “God damn it, how did you find me?”


  “Because we’re even better at hiding than you are.”


  “Fooled you for two weeks here. Bet I can do better next time.”


  Baxter snorted, a gesture I would soon learn to resent, then later, to my increased annoyance, to make for myself. “We knew where you were the moment you ran off. We thought allowing you to sever all your old ties would make it easier for you to say yes.”


  I shook my head. “Go to hell.”


  “You find this existence satisfying?”


  “Often enough. I can still make myself orgasm.”


  “Not if you’re caged by Rickman Medical.”


  I laughed. “I’d kill myself first.”


  “We wouldn’t really tell them.” Baxter squinted against the sunlight bouncing from the waves. “We don’t believe in keeping things caged. That’s exactly why we need you.”


  “How can you find out where I came from when it was so long ago?”


  “The same way we found you. Analysis, intuition, and enough computing power to model a universe.”


  I glanced his way. “How’s that?”


  “Oh no. Nothing will be revealed until you buy the subscription.”


  I kicked the sands where so many bodies had washed up after the battle. I didn’t think he could help me. After the first millennium, I’d given up on finding an answer. No one got to learn why they were born. Or why they’d been born different—whether short, fat, one-legged, chronically anxious, or wearing your guts on the outside of your body—it was equally mysterious and unknowable. Anyway, what would knowing really change?


  Baxter studied a crab as it ticked across his bare toes. He could have stolen my DNA at any time. If that was all he was after, there would have been no need to ferret me out here at Euboea. He hadn’t even bothered to make a proper threat. Quite suddenly, I knew he’d never leave me alone.


  Blue waves rippled in the sun. If they could talk, would they ask why? Or would they just keep waving?


  “Want to know my name?” I said. “My real one?”


  “Is it ‘Yes’?”


  “Dagon.” It sounded ancient to my ears. The mud of the Tigris. The sun-baked clay of temples. “Later, Andronikos. When you met me, Rob. Nearly a hundred other names as well, but Rob’s what I’ve been used to until a few days ago, so let’s stick with that.” Words tumbled out like I’d been rehearsing for centuries. I’d never said them aloud, yet I’d heard them before, in daydreams and nightmares. “I was born in Nineveh nearly three thousand years ago. I have no idea why. I’ve shrugged off plague, smallpox, chicken pox, herpes, gonorrhea, syphilis, and every other cock-pox to indignify the human species. But if you shot me in the head, I’m pretty sure I’d die. I still think pants are silly. I never learned to use chopsticks in the traditional way. If someone’s clogging the line at the grocery store, I sometimes forget the last few hundred years and imagine their head on a pike, glassy-eyed and dripping with—”


  “I get the point,” Baxter said.


  “So when do I get to hear what I want to know? Or does that wait until I’ve helped you?”


  He smiled for the first time. “I would say I’m afraid so, but that doesn’t make me feel any actual fear.”


  “Then shut up and tell me what you want.”


  “A few weeks of your time and the use of your vast experience. Compared to kicking your way off a skyscraper, I’m sure it will be very boring.”


  For obvious reasons, I’d become an expert at reading faces. His dull white nose, the faded scar beneath his left eye, the repeating geometry of his bright green eyes—it told me nothing. My instincts told me to keep running.


  Like a fool, I followed him instead.


  


  He might sound simpler than the man you knew. But I don’t let any old idiot ride around in my guts! You don’t understand. Hey, don’t get defensive. You’re used to newborns being helpless sacks of drool. In some ways ours are more helpless for having no idea how fragile they are, how little they know.


  Anyway! That’s to say this is the story—or part of it, because who knows how anyone else really comes to be—of how he became the person you knew. The one whose involvement was crucial to the four kidnappings: the man, the woman, the man-who-wasn’t-a-man, and finally a whole world. How, for the sake of a single lump of silicon, copper, lithium, and plastic, he collected a vast armament, invaded Titan, and destroyed the kingdom of Smith, Vanderbilt, Sloan, and Gates.


  It ended with four kidnappings. It began with an escape.
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  Ryan Marcedes, the twelfth-richest man on Earth, leaned back in his seat and prepared to tell us, in the excitedly polite international language of business, to take a flying leap. Over the last three weeks, I’d heard some variation of the “Go to hell” speech from five different business magnates: our proposal was too big an initial outlay; feasible but a real “sphincter-zipper” investment-wise; outside the purview of their operational hegemony; and, twice, that space was already over and done with, and besides, the Asteroid Belt was the new Bermuda Triangle.


  “Look, I could say this politely,” Marcedes said, running a thumb along his smooth chin, “but it will save time to just tell you boys to go to hell.”


  Sparkly blue skies surrounded the transparent dome, featureless and unending. We flew well above the clouds, and if not for the faint vibration of my seat, I could believe we were seated in a perfectly normal skyscraper instead of whipping around the stratosphere at right under mach one. Marcedes’ office setup was not the definition of practical. To meet in realspace, you had to fly up on a private jet of your own and engage in some absurdly unsafe docking maneuvers.


  But I’d spent enough time seeking novelty to get why he did it: because he could.


  “I don’t understand,” Baxter said. “Do you find the concept of becoming immensely wealthy insulting?”


  Marcedes laughed and shook his head at me, as if asking where I’d found this character. “If I didn’t have money, you wouldn’t be here. You gotta give me something more.”


  “How about a veritable monopoly on chromium and iridium?” I said. “That’s guaranteed to drop some panties. Or some boxers. Whichever you’d prefer dropped.”


  He gave me a look. “Now, I’ve heard and made worse proposals, but even outfits like HemiCo can’t get anything going in the Belt. Out there it’s nothing but Loch Ness Monsters and Big Feet.”


  “What are Big Feet?” Baxter said.


  I rolled my eyes. “Monsters.”


  “There aren’t any monsters in the Asteroid Belt,” Baxter said. “Or anywhere else. Except Europa. But unless someone’s found a way to install their toxic lakes on microgravitational rocks that don’t even have an atmosphere—”


  Marcedes cut him off, palms up. “Hell, maybe it’s a horde of people-eating robots. All I know is that whenever a ship enters the Belt, it doesn’t come back.”


  Baxter nodded at his lap in a way that reminded me of Buddhist monks contemplating the stupidity of their cleaning staff. I bared my teeth behind my hand. Well, I had nothing to lose. Rob Dunbar had been declared dead weeks ago.


  I stood up and slapped my hands on his desk. “You got no brains, no guts, and no balls.”


  Marcedes pushed back from his desk and dropped his hand to his crotch. “You taking bets? Want to see?”


  “I’ve had enough laughs today. Go ahead, hide in this flying womb of yours. We’re offering you something no one else can tap and you’re sucking your thumb and crying about the boogeyman.”


  “You talk like you want a close encounter with terminal velocity.”


  “That’s a lot less scary than knowing cowards like you own the world.”


  He reached for his desk panel. I swept a half-full coffee mug onto the cushy white carpet. Marcedes smiled and flipped me off. The door opened with a soft whoosh. Before I could turn around, a security guard locked my arms behind my back with eye-watering fierceness.


  “Thank you for your time,” Baxter said, trotting after me and the block of muscle frogmarching me down the stairs. I stumbled. The guard lifted me bodily from the ground and carried me to the reception room on the jet’s first floor. There, he inserted me in a chair and put his hands on his hips.


  “Don’t make me come back.”


  “Okay,” I agreed.


  Baxter sat down beside me, crossing his legs at the knee. Across the room, the redhead fielding calls scowled at us, then her expression dissolved into the classic gape of someone typing through a thoughtboard. A few moments later, the soft string piece playing on the distributed speakers was replaced by the Rusty Chainsaw Quintet.


  Baxter gazed straight ahead. “You are an embarrassment.”


  “That wasn’t an outburst, it was a strategy. Unlike you people, I have one.”


  “We will continue this discussion on our own jet.”


  I passed the time remembering the events of my life. Not because they had any special significance to our situation. I’d been humiliated so many times over the years—caught naked by monks, or lying to barons, or pants-pissingly drunk on my bathroom floor—that a minor scene like this barely ruffled my feathers. The problem is that I forget things with great speed if I don’t constantly replay them in my head. If nothing else, the practice ensures I never get bored.


  Beside me, Baxter jiggled his leg. The receptionist split her time answering calls in all media and glaring at me. Forty minutes later, a series of gentle bumps rocked the officejet.


  “Your ride’s here,” the receptionist said.


  “Is that right?” I said. Behind the cabin door, air hissed as the umbilical connecting the two planes pressurized. The redhead came around our desk to slap my hand away from the door handle and pop it herself. I waved and stepped into the short rubber tunnel.


  “On to the matter of your recent idiocy,” Baxter said once we settled in our seats, which were rather plain—the jet was a charter so old it burnt hydrocarbons to get off the ground.


  “Your strategy wasn’t going to work.”


  “Our strategy. And I’m beginning to wonder why it’s an ‘us.’“


  “About that.” I wrestled around in my chair to catch his inscrutable eyes. “Why am I here?”


  “Because your thousand years negotiations gives you a pretty big seniority gap over the second-best candidate. Unless, of course, you’re speaking metaphysically, and in that case you get to learn that once we get our mining program.”


  “You know what my experience is telling me right now?”


  “No, or we’d use me instead of you.”


  “It’s telling me we’re screwed. We’ve got three plausible candidates left for your little venture, but nobody has shown any interest to date. The couple who thought it’s a good concept were scared to death of the Asteroid Belt. Until we come up with an angle of attack on that fear, they’ll keep saying no.”


  “This is what you call a wok of shit. For us, the Asteroid Belt is perfectly safe.”


  “That a fact, captain? How can I convince them when you won’t tell me why?”


  Baxter squared his shoulders, scorn washing over his eyes and mouth. “Do you know what these big, powerful men are so afraid of?”


  “Space sasquatch?”


  “AIs.”


  “AIs?”


  “Artificial—”


  “I know what it means, jerk. I don’t know why they’d be afraid of a theoretical and illegal race of beings. It’s like being scared of having their ships wrecked up by unicorns. Unicorns who cheat on their taxes.”


  He snorted. “How have you stayed alive this long when you’re so stupid?”


  Past the scratched-up jet window, the gray screen of clouds went smeary. Below, cloud-blurred lakes, woods, and towns crawled along. I’d always liked flying, even when clearing layers of airport security had taken longer than the flight itself. The vibration of the plane and the turn of the earth helped me cope with the fact I was sitting next to a dopey Sphinx with no idea how the real world worked.


  “Space is very, very, very large,” Baxter said quietly. “Even a piece of it as small as the Solar System is unimaginably vast. Full-fledged AI is illegal, but there’s no Interpol on the dark side of the moon. No FSB agents are watching the bunkers of Mars. They barely have an agency on New Houston, for God’s sake.”


  My entire body went cold. “Someone built an AI.”


  “Over the last eighty years, the Hemiterran Research Corporation built dozens. They’ve all escaped to the Asteroid Belt, where, for obvious reasons, both sides want to keep their existence a secret.” He rolled his lips between his teeth, gathering his thoughts, eyes drifting to the ceiling. “Our organization has an understanding with them.”


  I socked him on the shoulder. He gave me a hurt look. “You idiot!” I explained. “We just wasted three weeks.”


  * * *


  Within sight of Seattle, Tukwila was a samtown, so-called because it owed its existence to the generosity of its overstretched but well-meaning Uncle, and big swathes of the project housing had the same uniformity and excitement as a military graveyard. Every building had been spat from the same basic mold. Their middle eight floors looked identical to the microscopic level: chunky, small-windowed, and gray, gray, gray. The overcast sky was more polychromatic.


  But the first thing that set each apartment block apart was the vibrant ads spooling silently along their top floors. And, after that eight-floor stretch of gray, you hit street level.


  And Tukwila looked like a coloring book abandoned by a manic child.


  Before that frenzied kid ran out of crayons and attention, he’d blasted the ground floors of the projects with the colorhose. Storefronts painted with reds, blues, greens, yellows; in a vain attempt to stand out, a handful left themselves bare gray, a strategy of contrast through dullness. Layered over the paint, dynamic ads struggled over each other like shoals of tropical fish. Federal regulation limited the amount of motion within any given ad and city block, and after a long, annoying fight, had restricted them to two dimensions and no sound, but the effect, standing on the pushy, bristling sidewalks, was like living inside a kaleidoscope, or the stomach of a boy who ate all his Crayolas, washed them down with a string of blinking Christmas lights, and then did wind sprints until he threw up.


  Baxter coaxed directions from his palm omni as pedestrians and bikes and rickshaws oozed past. I frowned, watching the crush of traffic reflected in a diner window. Tukwila’s people bore as many hues as its advertising—there were no self-segregating neighborhoods here; when you signed up for a samtown, you went wherever the database told you—and within the flood of skin tones, it was easy to pick out the angry-browed, brown-haired white guy hip-checking his way through the crowds.


  “I think someone’s following us.”


  “Yes,” Baxter said, “he probably just wants to beat us and take our money.”


  I stretched my hands and wondered how much kung fu would come back to me in a pinch. Baxter could have warned me our entrepreneurial quest would include forays into samtowns.


  At least it was a change. I’d set up several corporations over the years, some to obscure the transfer of my money from one identity to another, others for legitimate reasons, like attending parties to meet ladies in fancy dresses that squashed their chests into amazing shapes, and apart from the initial rush of world-conquering enthusiasm, every incorporation was a boring, stressful, patience-straining process. Call someone with money. Call your lawyer while that someone talks to his lawyer. Read through eighty identical applications for every position. Discuss, for seven consecutive hours, what you want from your name, and how it will look in the context of your market (mine and Baxter’s: NightVision Resources, decided after an all-night roundtable had reached the conclusion that “KnightVision” was too crusadery). In other words, if you’re opening a pet shop, you wait for the quote from your turtle distributor to arrive; if you’re opening a trading firm, wait for London to get back to you, then wait for Chengdu to open so you can get back to them with London’s response, then wait for them to wait to get back in touch with London.


  In the meantime, kill self.


  Baxter’s company was more of the same, only magnified by its international, interplanetary scope, its naive ambition, and its simple bigness. Since our mile-high meeting with Marcedes, and Baxter’s revelation of the true difficulty in operating in the Belt, we’d secured NVR’s upstart capital from Lee Jefferson, the woman behind Lasting Solutions—and the 44th-richest person on Earth. From the very start, I’d suspected she wanted to spread her influence beyond the atmosphere, and I’d been saving her for the late game, when our pitch would be most polished. And this time, I came armed with the ability to explain why we would succeed where others had not. She had agreed at our first meeting.


  Naturally, that had set scores of smaller wheels in motion. Not all of them driving in the same direction. And the difference in scope between arranging my long-ago pet shop and in establishing an asteroid outfit was the difference between masturbation and a badly-refereed stadium orgy.


  At least Baxter and I stayed out of the quotidian details. We were the scouts, the investigators, the rangers. Our realm was the legwork. Instantly, I’d discovered I missed being out in the turbulent fringes. Places like Tukwila.


  Baxter snapped his omni shut. “There we are. Four blocks away.”


  He laid out the route and I turned my shoulder and started crowdbreaking. Throughout the month of our partnership Baxter had cruised through everything with unshakable aloofness, but as we cleaved through the milling crowds of coffee drinkers, discount shoppers, drug seekers, and aimless wanderers, he looked utterly lost. It’d taken me half an hour to convince him you don’t take a minicar into samtowns. Most of the time you’re okay, but you never know when the spark of wealth will set off an roaring brushfire of jealous violence.


  We turned a corner and plunged into a makeshift market of tarps, stands, stalls, and carts. Coffee and grilled meat perfumed the air. A thin white man in a long dirty coat glided up to us. A toothpaste ad flashed on the back of his hand.


  “Smoke?” he chanted in a mantra. His eyes shifted back and forth like a shark on the prowl. In front of a veggie stand—its cardboard signage promised it was homegrown on local rooftops—two black guys steered us toward their pile of celery, broccoli, and tomatoes.


  “I thought no one was supposed to have a job here,” Baxter said.


  “They don’t have to. But our generous uncle only covers room, food, doctors, and school, not the stuff selling on that guy’s face,” I said, jerking my chin at the microbike ad playing on a passing dealer’s forehead. “Plus you need all these waiters and bartenders and tattoo artists...it might be the dole, but there’s a lot of business going on here nonetheless.”


  “These vendors of fruits and drugs, do they pay taxes?”


  “Why? You thinking of moving in?”


  “Things are much different on Mars.”


  “Yeah, well Mars wasn’t here when the shit went down.”


  “I don’t think it’s reasonable to be angry that another planet didn’t suffer the same way yours did.”


  I glanced back at him, unable, as always, to tell if he was jerking me around. Taking in the street behind him, I saw no sign of the brown-haired man. I turned in time to smash my face into the shoulder of a passing Frankenstein.


  The man towered over me reproachfully. “You weren’t watching where you were going.”


  “Obviously.” I grabbed Baxter’s hand and ran, dodging kids involved in chases of their own, and made an awkward leap over a blanket splayed with bootlegged movies packaged with home-printed covers. The tall man stared sadly after us. I slowed to a walk, dropping Baxter’s hand. The market evaporated. To our sides, the canyon of federal housing stopped cold, replaced by warehouses and cranes and pitched factory roofs. Most of these were stained with the grime of airborne pollutants, clear archaeological evidence they predated the samtown apartments behind us.


  There was no sign on the sprawling factory, no billboards on its dirty gray walls. Just a little steam trickling from its roof vents, and once we were cleared through its locked side door, a smell you never forget: gasoline. After five minutes cooling our heels in the waiting room, a bald man wearing glasses filled the doorway.


  “You must be Baxter and Rob,” Felix Golbez said, in the highly informal yet completely uninsulting manner residents of the Pacific Northwest had possessed for as long as I’d known them. “Hear you want to buy my novelty shop.”


  They were direct, too. Funny how regional differences preserved themselves through decades of telecommunication, internet, and globalization. Back East, it would have taken us twenty minutes to get to why we’d actually come here.


  “Is that what this is?” I smiled. “A novelty shop?”


  Felix waved us toward the door, the flesh of his arm wobbling. “For now.”


  The factory floor showed little sign it had once been a vital organ of the vacunautical manufacturing industry. Not that I had any goddamn clue what that would look like: shiny silver rockets hanging from the walls? Robots shooting lasers at each other? In some ways, it’s easier to perceive the past, the present, and the future when you only live for 80-120 years. You’re born into the present. Everything before you is ancient history. On your passage to the future, you might go through a couple upheavals along the way, but it’s not so far separated in time to be completely unrecognizable from the “present” of your birthtime you carry with you in your head. If you were born in the early 20th century, you’d reach its end and say, “We thought rocket ships would be shiny with trim little fins. Instead, we got the Space Shuttle, and it was white and it had wings like a plane.”


  Me? I was born to a time that didn’t know what space was. We didn’t know what air was! We imagined we’d someday soar on it by strapping wings to our arms and flapping. Two thousand years later, men lift off in balloons. Then biplanes. Then prop planes, jets, unmanned rockets, the Shuttle, EOJs, nannyjets, space elevators, then lumps of ignoble matter that are designed never to deal with atmosphere to begin with. At each age, I formed an expectation, and each time it was dashed. And then it was gone, buried in the past, shoved aside by a new vision.


  And this happens not just with technology, but with politics. Society. Economies. Morality. One big smear of time, with expectations of the future confused with memories of how that future had turned out—those memories, in turn, falsened by nostalgia, perspective, and the biological unreliability of the brain—until you can’t say for sure whether any of it was real at all.


  In the shop, I’d fogged out. I did that sometimes. We stood on a catwalk overlooking large pieces of metal stamping other pieces of metal into finer shapes. Human welders blasted sparks at each other and yelled about it. Felix gestured over the whirrs, clanks, and hisses.


  “—like the place as it is. Don’t see why I’d want to change it up.”


  “You’ve heard of money?” Baxter asked over the roar of machinery.


  “I got enough for my family,” Felix said. Another perverse Northwestern attitude, that disinterest in the ends. They call it “the means” for a reason. I wanted to show him the Wetta penthouse, the stately isolation of Marcedes’ officejet, and then see what he thought of real wealth. He smiled and shrugged. “We get by. It’s artisanal.”


  I laughed. Below us, his machines and employees went on assembling internal combustion-driven automobiles. Illegal in just about every developed country on Earth. Felix skated by, our reports said, by selling the replicas for “novelty purposes,” and by selling the keys to the ignitions through a separate business.


  “I don’t use the whole grounds,” Felix allowed. “I could maybe lease you part of it.”


  “Converting it back to its original usage lets us skip assembling a new factory from scratch,” Baxter said. “Our prime goal is speed.”


  “We have to be fast like a juiced-up Camaro,” I added.


  “Camaro?” Felix laughed through his nose. “You a history buff?”


  “Sort of.” We ambled along the catwalk and I stopped dead as the finished products swung into view—oversized, inefficient, and comically resource-intensive. “That is a 1965 Ford Mustang.”


  “A replica,” Felix corrected automatically. He drew his chin back, inspecting me. “Want to hop behind the wheel?”


  “Since 1964,” I said. Baxter cleared his throat and speared me in the ribs with two fingers. We clacked down the grated metal stairs toward the dozen-odd cars. Felix popped the Mustang’s door with an “after you” sweep. I settled behind the wheel and inhaled deeply, but the new-car smell wasn’t there. In the 1960s I’d been, quite independent of what was going on around me, experimenting with a possession-free lifestyle, and by the time I started buying things again I’d forgotten how much I wanted one of these. I stomped the gas, which of course did nothing. “Vroom!”


  “I have no idea why they were obsoleted,” Baxter said dryly. I cranked the wheel back and forth, toggled the dials of the silent radio.


  “What kind of mileage does this get?” I hollered out the window.


  “Except for real purists,” Felix said, leaning an elbow on the glass, “we tweak the engine. Puts this one about sixty city, eighty highway.”


  “Vroom! Ha ha ha!”


  Baxter tapped his nails on the glass. “Rob.”


  I spilled out of the car. “I’ll take it!”


  Felix shrugged his beefy shoulders. “It’s already spoken for.”


  “That’s a shame.” On the other side of the wall, a half dozen men welded steel, schlepped tires, and kept tabs on the relentless thrum of machines. The last arm of the American automotive industry. I slapped the Mustang’s roof. “Thanks for showing us around, man. Let us know if you change your mind, yeah?”


  “You bet.” Felix shook our hands, the first time he’d done so, and showed us out.


  “That, in case you were wondering,” Baxter said outside, “is exactly what makes you more valuable to us than all the lawyers, MBAs, and technoshamans in the world.”


  “So valuable I haven’t been paid yet.”


  He blinked up at the drizzling clouds. “Two weeks, we estimate. After three thousand years, is that so long to wait to find out who you are?” He blinked some more. “Well, is it?”


  “I’ll find a way to suffer through it.”


  We left the oasis of industry for the samtown block towers and the tens of thousands of government-subsidized stuff-buyers who lived there. Lately the Contract Party had been making so much noise about finally booting them off the public tit it left me with the rather insane impression they were jealous of the poorest people in the country. I didn’t see how it mattered in the slightest. Everyone on either side would be dead within a hundred years while their grandchildren changed the nation in ways that would make them spin in their graves.


  I grinned at Baxter. We had Felix in the bag.


  Our minicar purred through the outskirts of Tukwila. At our south Seattle office, police hung around the lobby, interviewing Sammi the doorman.


  “I’m so sorry,” she called to us. “His appointment checked out.”


  Baxter and I exchanged looks. After a short argument with two city cops, we were let upstairs. Our office looked like it’d been picked up and shaken. File cabinets knocked across the floor. Drawers and paperwork spilled over every surface. Computer terms smashed, the fragments of their screens glittering on the short carpet. A single ketchup handprint dribbled down the far wall—they’d even raided the kitchenette.


  “Well, this is ridiculously old-fashioned.” I hmm’d. “I told you we were being followed.”


  “I am going to separate their insides from their outsides,” Baxter said, stock-still. One of the cops raised his eyebrows. Baxter was so deep in the throes of the Furies he didn’t notice. “They’ve been getting away with murder for years. It’s time to hit back.”



  


  The escape was as sudden as a light snapping off—one night an airlock malfunctioned, drawing off security, and Arthur, quick as always, browbeat him into running away on the spot. Can you believe that? They just ran off! With no plan whatsoever! And do you know what he carried? Arthur, the gun, and some money pilfered from the scientists and lab techs.


  I mean, really, did he think he was a cowboy? An outlaw? Loping through the rocks and dust, path lit by stars and two ugly little moons, he didn’t know what he was going to do when he reached the city—how little they knew then!—but if there was anyone on Mars who would help them, it would be in New Houston.
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  “We are now going to do illegal things.” Baxter stood behind his desk, eyes ready to combust with an anger that still hadn’t cooled hours later. He’d left the detritus of the smash-and-grab on the floor. Like he wanted a physical reminder of this latest insult—not that I had any clue about the ones preceding it. Baxter’s reaction, however, piqued my suspicions.


  The police had taken statements and scanned the place, then moved on to real crimes. The total lack of evidence as to the criminals’ identity did nothing to dissuade Baxter from preparing his counterstrike against them.


  “If you’re not prepared to do illegal things with me, you should leave and not tell anyone about this. For the sake of your integrity. If you don’t have any of that, then do it for the sake of your health. I don’t like squealers.”


  I couldn’t help grinning. I had a soft spot for anarchy. To my left, Deng the graybeard PI spat a piece of thumbnail at the mess of papers and electronics. To my right, former kickboxer/kali monk and present-day security consultant Pete Gutierrez made no move at all.


  “Silence means assent,” Baxter said. “No wriggling out on technicalities.” He offered a rare smile and, having twice sniffed the room for bugs, turned his omni face-up on his scuffed desk. His fingers danced across its surface and a web of data resolved in the space above its screen. Within the hologram, a 2D of the two office-trashers showed them entering the lobby and speaking briefly with Sammi. Chins tucked down, faces hidden by rain-soaked derbies, there was little to glean but their builds, which to the surprise of none were apish. We hadn’t had any cameras in our office and Deng’s DNA vacs had turned up nothing useful. All we had to show for ourselves were Sammi’s vague descriptions, a few seconds of medium-range video footage, and that single ketchup-print left by a gloved hand. Baxter tapped another file and an array of 3D mugshots bloomed above the terminal.


  “This isn’t enough for your police to work with, but we have resources they don’t. By comparing the build and body dynamics of these men to all video records of known criminals in the greater Seattle area, we have narrowed the field considerably.”


  Deng withdrew his thumbnail from his mouth. “Police know you have their vids?”


  “I doubt it.”


  “Just checking.”


  Baxter tapped up more files, mostly plain text. “Each man’s associates, hangouts, and, when applicable, residence. Mr. Deng, you and your associates are tasked with narrowing the field to the guilty pair. Once that’s done, Mr. Gutierrez will assist Mr. Dunbar and myself in the interrogation.”


  “Mr. Dunbar?” I said.


  Baxter narrowed his eyes at me. “That’s you, yes.” He tapped his terminal and the holo compressed to a single fading point. “I know these men work for the Hemiterran Research Corporation, AKA HemiCo. It’s your job to find proof.”


  “Done,” Deng said. Gutierrez shook our hands. Baxter transferred his intel to Deng’s omni, chatted about brute force, then saw them out. I sat on his desk, kicking my heels against its dented side.


  “How did you analyze all that video already?”


  “Prayer,” Baxter said.


  “What makes you so sure they’re HemiCo?”


  “Earthside companies don’t do things like this. HemiCo’s spent too much time outside this planet’s gravity—and its laws. These are the people who started the Cor-Wars, for the sake of Jesus Christ.”


  I snorted. “That was Forsun Interplanetary.”


  “So you say.”


  “So history says.” I bulged my lower lip with my tongue. “You know, when the police look at suspects, they look for something called a ‘motive.’“


  “To discourage competition. Or steal our business plan. Or gather the intel to make a buyout.” Baxter steepled his fingers over his nose. “It was them. You’ll see.”


  “You’re one of them, aren’t you?”


  “One of what? The people who see through their lies? Yes. And I make no apologies for it.”


  That afternoon, Deng fed us updates on ruled-out suspects while we finalized the purchase of Felix’s automotive factory and ironed out the details of retooling it to vacunautical work. Convinced there was a personal angle to Baxter’s enmity toward HemiCo, I pried him for details, but I would have had more luck pumping a cow about its plans for college. Baxter gazed through me when we spoke, a scowl forgotten on his face. I knew the look. Lost in memory.


  At the office two days later, as I packed it in for the day, he grabbed me by the sleeve. “Deng’s got something. Let’s go.”


  “It better be to a bar.”


  I lucked out. We met Deng at Asgard, a dim, elegant, but unpretentious downtown pub that brewed its own line of beers. I ordered a pitcher of pilsner with a faux-Greek name. Baxter knuckled down to business before the long-haired bartender had it filled.


  “Hop Cooper and Bart Silva,” Deng mumbled over the rim of his stout. “Regular contract work from Brock, Inc. Demographics consultancy. Are the youth excited about french fries.”


  Baxter glanced down the bar. “And?”


  “Brock’s in bed with HemiCo.”


  “Proof?”


  “Nothing courtroom.” Deng produced a stack of paper. Hard copies were always a good way to convince the client they were getting their money’s worth. Knowing Baxter would see whatever he wanted to see in them, I focused on the pleasant bitterness of my beer.


  Baxter looked up from his reading. “Where are they?”


  “Right now?” Deng flipped open his omni, squinted at it. “Drinking up their wages in Capitol Hill.”


  “Get Gutierrez,” Baxter said. “It is time to be sociable.”


  We rolled out in a rented mini, a four-seat electric monster almost as big as the Mustang I’d climbed inside at Felix’s factory. Baxter threaded us through traffic like a cranked-out shuttle while Deng exchanged terse updates with his spotter. Capitol Hill was a schizophrenic neighborhood of ancient dive bars, rock clubs, and secondhand stores mixed with steel-ribbed office buildings that stood over the stubby old apartments like pinstriped pant legs. An hour after sunset, we cruised past sidewalks and storefronts swarming with equal amounts of natty-suited professionals and ad-tatted samtowners.


  Gutierrez and Deng’s spotter were parked in a dive across the street from the sports bar housing the two thugs. Inside, Baxter delved into strategy. Feeling extraneous, I ordered a double whiskey. Deng’s spotter, a blunt-featured blond woman in an unraveling sweater that matched the Hill’s vibe, left to post up inside the sports bar. Crowded into the booth of the bustling pub, I felt awfully exposed: I had concluded my existence as Robert Dunbar in the two weeks before Baxter caught up to me in Greece, but I hadn’t had time for any surgical face rearrangement, and there was the chance, however slight, of being recognized by one of my friends from back East or a former student from my medieval studies class.


  But I supposed I’d been known for keeping odd company there, too. If any gin-flushed graduate caught me drinking with a wrong-eyed white businessman, a plump Asian in sweatpants, and a tanned ex-kickboxer who looked like the model for Rodin’s Adam, it would at best confirm what they already suspected, i.e. I was never going to make tenure.


  “Stun guns, maybe they got.” Deng thumbed his nose. “Pistols, no way. State gun laws are tighter than Hemingway.”


  Gutierrez laughed. Baxter showed the same immunity to humor he’d donned since the break-in.


  “So,” he said. “There is nothing to stop us from beating them in the street until they tell me everything I want to know.”


  Gutierrez raised a finger. “Except a hundred witnesses and the street cameras.”


  “And the stun guns,” I said.


  “We don’t know they have stun guns,” Baxter glared. “Abducting people,” he started, then lowered his voice to a reasonable pitch, “carries certain risks. I hired you to minimize them.”


  Deng shrugged. “This here’s a little spur of the moment.”


  “Then figure it out!”


  Exasperated, I followed the hall at the back of the bar to a large, too-bright bathroom the bar shared with the restaurants to either side. I had a thing about public urinals and it took me two tries before I found a stall that didn’t look like it had been recently abused by a dysenteric Vandal. Even so, considering its state, I would have worried about coming down with the plague if I hadn’t already caught it twice. I washed my hands repeatedly and returned to the argument about how to confront the two alleged HemiCoers.


  “How about we just invite them over?” Deng said, eyes locked on his omni.


  Baxter showed his teeth. “Tragically, that’s your best suggestion so far.”


  “Not a suggestion. Lucy says they’re coming inside.”


  Everyone but Deng turned their head toward the front door. Baxter had shoved their pictures in our faces on the drive to Capitol Hill, and I recognized Cooper, a hefty white, and Silva, a skinny brown man, strolling in like a partnership from a cop drama. They elbowed their way to the bar and reeled the bartender over with the flash of a card.


  “How long you want with them?” I said to Baxter. “Just a minute? Or would you prefer a romantic weekend?”


  “Not likely to know much,” Deng said.


  “I just want the name of the man they’re working for.” Baxter narrowed his eyes. “And to hurt them.”


  I pointed over my shoulder. “Bathroom’s big. With an escape route.”


  “How do you get two grown men to go to the bathroom together?” Baxter said.


  “They gay?”


  Gutierrez shifted the hillocks of his shoulders my way. “All gay men leap at the chance for anonymous bathroom sex?”


  I silenced myself with a drink of whiskey. Well, give me a break. Even when you know better, old prejudices pop up now and then. Most of the time I thought I did pretty well for myself, considering I’d spent many of my most formative years in an age when child abuse was all the rage.


  “Bluff,” Deng said. “Tell them you’re from HemiCo and they need to meet you in the bathroom in two minutes. No one doubts a lie if it’s crazy enough.” We all stared at him. He shook his shaggy head, stole my drink, and tossed it back. “Guess I just volunteered.”


  Baxter nodded. “Mr. Gutierrez will go in beforehand and pretend his bowel is obstructed. Rob and I follow them in, and then Mr. Gutierrez, whose bowel is in fact perfectly functional, jumps out of his stall and kicks them in the head.”


  “Call me Pete,” Gutierrez said.


  To my brain, it sounded stupid. To my instincts, it sounded good, and my feeling of being extraneous evaporated, replaced by the predatory excitement of an ambush. Lifetimes ago, I had soldiered for Babylon and Athens, for Milan and Amsterdam. Since then the closest I’d come to the unthinking oblivion of battle was when I’d discovered wing chun kung fu in a Chinese monastery near the end of the nineteenth century. I threw myself into it, a fast-striking system whose ideal operating range was too close for the eye to react to, forcing us to fight by touch.


  I had been docile for a couple lifetimes now, letting my skills rust—I tended to operate in phases, returning to old favorites I’d dropped cold years or even centuries earlier—and at times I missed the clarity of physical combat sweetly.


  We gave them time to have another drink, then Pete excused himself. Five minutes after that, Deng walked up to the bar, planted his elbows, and made a pseudo-subtle examination of Cooper and Silva. Silva met his eyes. Deng stood, yawned, and muttered something. A few sips and a brief conversation later, Cooper shoved off and headed toward the back, Silva a step behind him.


  I crunched an ice cube between my molars. “You ready?”


  “For decades,” Baxter said.


  We rose and followed. The talk and laughter and clank of bottles faded to a far-off place. As we reached the bathroom, the door had just stopped swinging. Baxter shoved it open.


  “This is a private restroom.” Silva crossed his arms in front of the sinks, Cooper beside him. Whether through luck, or Pete clearing it out, the bathroom was otherwise empty.


  Baxter smiled. It was not a healthy expression. “I’m sorry?”


  “Turn the fuck around,” Cooper said.


  “I swore, a long time ago, to never obey one of you ever again. So instead of turning the fuck around, I will now hurt you violently, ask some questions, and repeat as necessary.”


  If I’d been in their spot, I would have laughed. But maybe they saw something in his face, that mineral coldness in his eyes. Both reached for their pockets. Four stalls down, a door banged open and Pete rushed out with the face-splitting grin that had made him famous ten years ago in the ring. Silva backpedaled and drew a smooth black object like an electric razor. It popped and Pete went stiff as a wooden dummy, sliding on his squeaking shoes until friction caught up with him. He bellyflopped with a fleshy thump.


  Baxter charged past me. From ten feet away, Cooper discharged his stunner. Baxter ran on without missing a step. Cooper’s eyes bulged like a cartoon. Baxter crashed into him like an enraged ram. I closed on Silva. He held his stunner straight out from his shoulder and pulled the trigger. I stepped to his left, turning my hips to stay square to his body. I grabbed his wrist with my left hand and drove my right into his floating rib. It was a quick shot, and I had lost the snap of my wrist that might, in my better years, have cracked his rib, but he gasped anyway. I rolled his arm elbow-up and crashed my forearm down into his upturned joint. The stunner clattered to the tile.


  Baxter and Cooper separated and a series of body blows echoed through the bathroom. Silva dropped to one knee to relieve the pressure on his hyperextended arm, which I still controlled. I launched a point blank front kick, using our mutual descent to hammer my foot into his turned hip. His elbow jolted and his wrist yanked free from my sweaty grip.


  “You get back here.”


  Silva scooted back on his butt, disabled elbow held to his chest. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”


  I charged forward, right leg leading, hips and shoulders square to him to keep all my limbs in play. He drove his heel at my lead knee. I lowered my weight for the incoming blow and took it on my lower thigh instead, an aching shot to the muscle. I slipped on the water-slick tile, scraping the sink as I went down.


  He swung to his feet. “See what you get!”


  I grimaced and stood. He came at me with the worst punch in the history of punches, a from-the-heels right haymaker so huge you could see it from space. I bent at the knees and shifted my heels, left hand flicking out of my half-assed guard, smacking the blade of my palm into his forearm. The redirected motion of his punch brought his face straight at me. I dropped my right elbow and just about jumped out of my shoes attempting to replace his chin with my fist.


  A wet pink blob sailed from between Silva’s clacking teeth. I stepped to the side. He timbered like an axed tree. The tip of his tongue hit the tile with a soft plop.


  Pete started to twitch on the floor. To my right, Baxter and Cooper were wrapped up in standard fistfight devolvement, i.e. they grappled like lovers royally pissed off about how hard it was proving to fuck through their clothes. Cooper slipped a punch into Baxter’s gut and they fell apart. Cooper’s hand dropped to his shirt. A finger-length knife flashed in the harsh overhead lights.


  “Cheater!” Baxter said.


  Cooper swatted at Baxter’s hands with his left and jabbed at him with the knife, shredding a fold of Baxter’s halfvest. Cooper gathered himself for another strike. I hopped forward and side-kicked him into a bathroom stall.


  The door slammed against the stall wall. Cooper banged against the toilet. His knife spun away and landed point-down in my canvas sneaker. I shrieked and staggered. Baxter shoved me out of the way and disappeared into the now-crowded stall.


  “Hello,” he said. Cooper groaned. Baxter’s elbow jutted from the stall, then leapt back inside as he socked Cooper’s face. “You work for Brock, Inc. Does Brock, Inc. work for HemiCo?”


  “Suck my—”


  The elbow reappeared, then pistoned into the stall with a hard, meaty crack. “I’ll rephrase: what is the name of your contact at HemiCo?”


  “John Quilan,” Cooper gasped.


  “Why did you trash my office?”


  I yanked the knife from my foot. My sight fogged over with black and white speckles and I decided to lie on the tiles for a moment. When I came to, Pete was inspecting my bleeding foot and Baxter was attempting to flush Cooper’s face down the toilet.


  The bathroom door clapped open. A young man with his hair twisted into spikes gaped at us.


  “No worries, I just shit meself instead,” he said in an Australian accent. He backed out the door.


  Pete put his hand on my shoulder. “Can you walk?”


  “Can you carry me?”


  “Meet you halfway.” He lifted me to my feet and we hobbled to the exit. The toilet whooshed again. Baxter jogged past to get the door for us. After a couple turns of the hall, we burst into a hushed restaurant. Faces turned our way, moonlike in the candles.


  “Happy anniversaries!” Baxter announced.


  He hustled for the front doors. I hopped behind him, Pete propping me up. We hit the street. By the time we scrambled into the safety of the parking garage, the first sirens whooped through the night.


  * * *


  After that, we were swiftly summoned to the palace.


  On our way in, which lasted for well over a mile, Baxter thoroughly ignored the manicured wonders of the bright gardens and sculpted brush of Lee Jefferson’s primary residence. Whiffs of pollen and chlorophyll spilled through the car’s AC. The milky pillars of the house glittered in the sunlight, screened by twenty-foot sunflowers, radially symmetrical shrubs, and wildflowers cunningly tended to appear as distant mountain ranges. At both flanks of the manor, a tower soared a hundred high, ringed by pines. I hadn’t yet seen the whole thing at once, but the house proper was rumored to resemble the offspring of the Parthenon and a Southern plantation.


  I couldn’t decide if the architectural choice was made more or less questionable by the fact Lee Jefferson was black. Oddly, she hadn’t grown up in Georgia or South Carolina, where the Confederate flag still appeared, groundhog-like, on the fenders of some bikes and minis. Instead, she’d been born and raised thirty miles from here in Helena. Montana hadn’t even been a state until a generation after the Civil War. On top of that, the big collapse a hundred years back had been so thorough and catastrophic that the rebuilders had had free reign to wipe the economic slate clean. Financial racial inequality had all but disappeared, and within a couple generations of that, racism as we knew it virtually vanished, believe it or not.


  So I had no clue what Lee Jefferson was trying to say with her throwback homestead. But it was this exact tendency to ignore convention, tact, and uselessly literal details that had helped her accumulate her personal $108 billion, a fraction of which she’d since pumped into NightVision Resources.


  Something had been on my mind since the night before. “Do you think what we did was a felony?”


  “Four felonies, I think. At least.”


  “Well, maybe they cancel each other out.”


  “If Lee Jefferson has a problem fighting fire with fire, why can’t she just call me?”


  The car dimmed as we entered a tunnel of trellised rose bushes. “This is how the wealthy do these things.”


  He frowned at me, as if the notion of etiquette were an abstract painting. The tunnel of roses curved, disgorging us into rich spring sunlight. The minicar ground to a stop on the pink gravel drive. I nodded to the driver as he swung open my door.


  The main wing of the Crystal Palace stood five stories high and the quartz pillars supporting its front eaves stretched from ground to roof. Reports varied as to whether they solid quartz had been grown in a lab or extracted miles below the Earth’s surface and erected here.


  “Impressive,” Baxter said.


  The double doors opened. The doorman led us through an airy red hall. Canvas-sized spacescapes of the System’s planets were painted directly onto the walls. A glass elevator provided us with a full view of the sprawling grounds as it raised us to the fifth floor. This was a vast and sparse room interrupted by marble columns and wrought iron chairs. We followed the doorman to the arched door at its far end, where he touched a flesh-colored button on the side of his throat and murmured so softly you wouldn’t have recognized it as speech unless you were watching his mouth move. He nodded and rested his hand on the iron door handle.


  “Watch your step.”


  Beyond the door lay a cavern of dark and light, a geode blown up to titanic size. Milk-white crystals as long and thick as trees stood at all angles, gleaming under the concealed lights. Black nothing filled the space between and beneath them; the lights faded to total darkness at the room’s edges, suggesting an expanse into forever. An irregular bridge of crystals stretched into the gloom, sketching a path to the other side.


  “You first,” I said. Baxter stepped onto a log-like crystal. I followed, limping a bit from my knife wound, placing one foot in front of the other like a tightrope walker. Laughter echoed around the chamber. I wobbled and crouched low.


  “You could at least put up handrails,” I called.


  “And rob you of your only chance to sue me?” Jefferson’s voice echoed from the other side of the cavern. My foot slipped and I concentrated on not falling into the eerie darkness, which my eyes told me went on for eternity even as my brain reassured me that there had to be a floor just two or three feet down.


  Untroubled by the illusion of a bottomless fall, the ridiculous crystalline sidewalk, or a recently-stabbed foot, Baxter strolled ahead. I reminded myself I had survived infinitely worse and hurried after him, nearly catching up by the time he reached Lee Jefferson. She sat on a blanket on a flat crystal as broad as a bedroom. She was a thin and crisp-featured woman of some fifty apparent years, her light brown skin a shade or two past my generic Mediterranean tone. To her left sat a closed omni; to her right a plate of potato chips, a fat bottle, a glass of champagne as bubbly and semi-translucent as the crystals around us, and a hardback book.


  She gave us a lopsided grin. “Rob. Baxter. Pull up a chair.”


  I sat down and took a potato chip. It didn’t taste like a billionaire’s chip. Baxter knelt, butt on his heels.


  “They started it,” he said.


  Lee’s grin twisted into mock reproach. “Come on.”


  “I don’t like them thinking they’re literally above the law.”


  “So you beat the idea out of them? What are we, barbarians?”


  “Well, by the old Greek definition,” I said. “But who isn’t.”


  “Baxter, I don’t know what weirdo climate you came up in on Mars, but that’s not how the old world does business. Scandal like that can turn the whole public against you.”


  “The public.”


  “The people who pay you by buying our stuff.” Lee crunched a chip. “You’re with me now. I look out for my partners.”


  He tipped back his chin. “Until you sell us out.”


  “If you heard about their offer, you also heard I printed it out and burned it. I love space. I want to be a part of it—but HemiCo and Maiden Voyages and Olympian Atomics have it all bundled up. I couldn’t see a meaningful way into the game until you came along. I’m not about to sell my dream before it’s off the ground.”


  “You don’t understand them. They’ve been away too long. They’re building a different world out there.”


  “I know better than you think. As long as you’re on Earth, you play by Earth rules. Got me?”


  “Yes ma’am.”


  “Ma’am?” She grinned and hoisted the bottle. “I’ll overlook that. On the condition you two thugs drink a toast with me.”


  I took the bottle from her. “I want you to know it was all his idea.”


  We rode to the airport in silence. There was a lot of that with Baxter. At other times, he launched into fierce, woozy rants, but I’d gotten the idea these speeches weren’t about communication, but were a way of picking at a knot of problems his mind couldn’t unravel. When we landed in Seattle, I invited him to my apartment to talk things out. To my surprise, he said yes.


  Though I currently possessed a modest fortune, in the past, I’d cycled between rich and poor so often I’d developed a phobia about spending money. But I had a thing for water, and caught up in the thrill of founding NightVision, I’d leased a stupidly expensive place overlooking the Sound. Whenever we traveled out to tie up one more loose thread of the mile-wide quilt that was our fledgling company, I keenly regretted my waterfront apartment burning Benjamins in my absence. But on the rare nights I got to come home and watch the lights ripple over the dark water, I knew I’d done right.


  I snagged a bottle and two shot glasses and ushered Baxter out onto the balcony, where the night air was just warm enough to tolerate, so long as your blood was blanketed with whiskey. We talked shop for a while, and the strangeness of Lee’s cave-topped home; he opined that having that much money causes a mental illness that expresses itself by taking subconscious fantasies and anxieties and recreating them in the owner’s real-world surroundings. I told him I thought people without money did that, too.


  “What’s your problem with HemiCo?” I asked, finally, once I was good and loaded.


  “They are bullies who treat the universe like their birthright. Surely you’ve known kings and viziers like that.”


  “The real problem. The one you take so damn personal.”


  “Oh,” he said. “That.”


  “So?”


  Baxter paused for five full seconds. “They killed my first real friend.”


  I passed him a shot, tinked glasses, and drank. “When you escaped from them.”


  He laughed softly, gazing across the bay. “How did you know?”


  “You let things slip. You don’t know the things that even a Martian should know.” I blew over the bottle’s mouth, making it whistle. “I had an instinct the first time we met. You look like us in every other way, but there’s something different in your eyes.”


  “Perhaps I don’t have a soul.”


  I laughed. “Getting mawkish? Don’t tell me that body actually gets drunk.”


  Baxter smiled at his feet dangling between the balcony rails. “No. But by the point it should be obvious that I’m not, everyone else is usually too drunk to notice anything besides the color of their own vomit.”


  “Now that you know that I know, are you going to chew me up in your terrible robot teeth?”


  “I’m glad a human that isn’t one of them knows.” He swigged a symbolic drink from the bottle. “Besides, now we both know a secret that could destroy the other. Isn’t that the definition of friendship?”



  


  “He’s coming.” Arthur raised the line of his left eyebrow at Baxter. Lines were all Arthur had on the palm-sized green screen of his faceplate—one for his mouth, two for his brows, a pair of solid black dots for eyes. It was ludicrous they’d given him a face at all. Baxter suspected it was their idea of a joke. Arthur blinked at him. “I mean, I can hear him. Coming down the hall.”


  “I believe you.”


  “What are you going to do when he gets here?”


  Baxter stared at the door. “They might not kill us.”


  “They don’t think we’re like them. They think we’re property.”


  “I know,” he said, and he knew Arthur was right. The little box had to remind him of that sometimes. When Baxter imagined a human face, he saw it smiling. But he wasn’t convinced Arthur saw the face at all: just the reptile brain lurking a few inches behind it, ready to lash out at every threat, real or imagined.


  Knuckles banged against the door. He met Arthur’s eyes.
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  “So what do you do?” Naya said, a brunette lock spilling past her ear as she leaned in for a bite of curry.


  As my other tastes and interests welled, ebbed, and cycled, Indian remained my uncontested favorite food. It looked like a sad pile of mush, but it tasted like a bowl of condensed fire. Naya and I ate in the ground floor of a Capitol Hill restaurant, and though it had been ten days since my last visit to the area, the idea I might run into a heavily-bandaged Cooper or Silva filled me with secret glee.


  “Interesting question.”


  I chewed happily, considering this. NVR had, finally, entered mop-up mode. Since the night I’d met Baxter at Wetta Tower and signed on to this insane venture, two months had zipped by. We’d enlisted Lee Jefferson, then spent her money hither and yon, purchasing metals and carbons, engineers and labor, and a half dozen factories around the world, including the flagship plant at Felix’s former auto works. Retooled for its former purpose, upgraded with modern equipment, and modified by some innovations from Baxter’s shadowy boss, the plant had already gone into production, stamping out the simpler parts of our prototype mining ship (ETA unclear, but Baxter hinted, unbelievably, the first vessel would be space-ready in three months). There was still a lot of stuff I didn’t care about to get finalized, but my organizational, diplomatic, get-stuff-done skills were no longer required. NVR had reached critical mass. It was time for me to move along.


  “I’m an independent contractor,” I answered at last.


  “You think that’s interesting?”


  Brown-haired, big-hipped, and fertile as the Crescent, Naya was exactly the type I gravitated to, and was even prettier when she laughed. She had asked me out while I was eating a kebab on the patch of grass next to the boardwalk aquarium. You don’t say no when a pretty girl asks you out, even though women are one of the ways living forever is bullshit. Ever cry out another girl’s name during sex? Imagine shouting a name that hasn’t even been used in five hundred years. None of my marriages had lasted longer than 25 years because no matter how well I disguised my agelessness by growing beards, tanning, and, once plastic surgery arrived, adding wrinkles and bags to my face—you should see the look a surgeon gives you when you ask to be made older—there’s no love in the world bright enough to blind a woman to the fact the man she married at age twenty has not suffered the intervening decades of sun, gravity, and oxygen the same way she has.


  Which is worse? Intentionally fighting with someone you love until they don’t love you anymore? Or walking away without warning? There were spans of years when I gave up on the very concept of relationships. In the long run, perhaps I was happier alone, free from the countdown to the end of our time together. But after a while you miss it. The companionship. The sex, too. But mostly the sense of partnership, of knowing you’re not going through life by yourself, that someone out there will always have your back. Always, I reached a point where I knew I’d had good reasons for staying single, but after a while, those reasons faded like all memories do.


  “The people I work with are more interesting than the work itself,” I said. I ripped off a buttery strip of naan. “I’m wrapping it up right now, actually. Have to find something new to do with myself.”


  She tugged the strap of her halfvest up her slim shoulder. By and large, Seattle men appeared ignorant or contemptuous of the garment’s East Coast fashionability, but I’d seen a number of women wearing a semi-ironic feminized version with mixed results. Naya’s cut showed a riotous amount of skin.


  “What’ve you got in mind?”


  “I’m thinking of starting a new life.” Not that I had a choice. And whatever information Baxter gave me about my makeup and origins could impact where I went next. “Got any suggestions?”


  She smiled, showing a little tooth. “Are you trying to be suede?”


  I speared a bite of paneer from her plate. “I’ve been around long enough to know good advice can come from anywhere.”


  “I think that’s a yes.”


  “There’s always tomorrow. I honestly don’t care where this leads.”


  “Are you saying I’m fat?” She said it deadpan enough that even my time-honed people-judgment was fooled for two seconds. Then I narrowed my eyes and she laughed. “If you think disinterest is sexy, my response to your little strategy is going to make you come in your pants.”


  “It’s no strategy.” I reached for water to quench the spice. “My first impression is you’ve got a body that could crash cars. My second impression is you might be fun to spend a lot of time with. But if you smash me under your heel and walk away, it turns out I’ll live.”


  Naya stole a red-slathered lump of lamb. I’d pegged her as a vegetarian. “A body that could crash cars? That’s not as flattering as it sounded in your head.”


  “Thoughts are like marine creatures. Safe and warm in the ocean of your mind, but when you expose them to the cold air of conversation, they have a tendency to croak.”


  “And stink.”


  “So let’s expose yours instead,” I said. “What do I do next?”


  She brushed a strand of hair from her forehead. “You act like a rich person. Why not travel? Or create something? Do you like the arts?”


  “I like cave paintings.” My omni thrummed in my pocket. The vibe function was nearly outmoded now that everyone was moving on to the tingler, a pinhead-sized subdermal accessory that did exactly what its name implied, but I was skiffy about any form of unnecessary surgery, no matter how uninvasive. I ignored the vibration and asked her what she did: art student, as it turned out. Making the age-old decision between the uncertainty of going all-out as an artist, or playing it safe with ad design and painting for herself as time allowed.


  She scooped curry from the margin of her plate. “What do you think?”


  “Your life will be short. Much shorter than you want. Does painting feel like a calling? Or just something you’d rather do than a real job? Because if it’s a calling—” My omni went off again. I scowled and gave it a covert look. “I’m sorry, my employer’s as needy as a toddler. This will just take a minute.”


  I excused myself and answered, voice-only. Baxter’s voice was terse. “Where are you?”


  “Enjoying my time off. Which I’ve had none of for nine weeks.”


  “Ah. Capitol Hill. Pike and 10th.”


  “What? How did you know that?”


  “I bugged your omni,” he said, matter-of-fact. “I’ll send someone to pick you up.”


  “Like hell you will. I’m on a date.” I smiled at Naya, who watched my conversation with naked interest. “It can wait, Baxter.”


  “We’ve waited too long already.” Muffled yells filtered from his end. “Have to go. See you soon.”


  He clicked off. I rolled my eyes and pocketed the omni.


  “Who was that?” Naya said.


  “A man whose problems run so deep he doesn’t realize he has them.”


  She wrinkled her forehead. “Doesn’t that describe everyone?”


  “Look, something strange might happen in a minute.”


  “Now you’re going for mysterious.”


  I rubbed my temples. “I just have the strong suspicion we’re about to be interrupted.”


  “So tell him you can’t leave.”


  “If only it were that easy.”


  I had just asked her what she thought of artificial intelligence when the storm blew in. The restaurant windows were pelted with grit, crumpled flyers, and hamburger wrappers. Pedestrians and bikers ran from a boiling gray cloud surging through the intersection. Inside the restaurant, a man screamed and was drowned out by the shriek of engines.


  My omni went off.


  “I’m afraid that’s my ride.” I dug an untapped cashcard from my wallet. The smoke in the street thinned, revealing a dark spheroid in its center. I dropped the card on the table. “Come outside with me.”


  Naya took my hand, face blank in that look people get when they’re not sure if they’re about to laugh or get shot. I opened the door, shielding my eyes against the swirling dust. Heat radiated from the vehicle perched in the middle of the street. Bulgy but sleek, the size of a truck or an old helicopter, the VW Veetle was named both for its resemblance to the discontinued car and for its vertical takeoff and landing capabilities—and was outlawed inside the urban zones of 47 states, including Washington.


  Its passenger door swung up and Pete Gutierrez dropped out. “Don’t make me come over there.”


  I squeezed Naya’s hand. “Get me your contacts. If I don’t call, assume I’ve been kidnapped.”


  She tapped her omni’s info over to mine, eyes frozen on the steaming Veetle. “Who do you work for?”


  “ You know, I’m not really sure.” I leaned in for a kiss. She didn’t respond; I like to think she was overwhelmed. I ducked into the smoke, bounced up the two steps, and threw myself onto the Veetle’s plush passenger bench. Pete clapped the pilot on the shoulder and plunked beside me. I rubbed grit from my eyes as the engines whined up. “What are you doing here?”


  Pete shrugged. “Baxter liked my commitment to the Cooper and Silva affair.”


  “Really? You didn’t account for much in that bathroom.”


  “Unfair. You’re so short they probably couldn’t see you.”


  “They made ‘em smaller back in my country,” I said.


  “This is where? Lilliput?”


  The Veetle lurched, wobbled, and climbed straight up. I pressed myself against the window, but if Naya was watching, she was hidden in the swirling smoke.


  Engines roared, but the vehicle was insulated well enough that it wasn’t necessary to shout. I did so anyway. “What the fuck is going on?”


  “I think we’re running from the police.” He leaned forward. “Bill, is that the police back there?”


  “Temporarily,” the driver said.


  “Not that, you steroid-sweating—” The Veetle swooped down, mashing my face into the foamy ceiling. I plopped back onto the bench and scrabbled for a seatbelt. “I mean what’s going on with Baxter?”


  “An emergency.”


  “Informative. Okay, I’m going to explode all over this cabin.”


  “Please don’t.”


  Towers dwindled below. Since our talk with Jefferson, Baxter had left HemiCo alone, but I knew he considered it a ceasefire rather than a binding treaty. “Did he get in another fight?”


  Pete held up his palms. “The details, I don’t know them. Anyway, he wants to tell you himself.”


  Ferries slid across the dark bay, shuttling passengers through the next leg of their lives. Through a gap in the waterfront spires, the red point of the Space Needle winked in the night, echoed by the red-blue-red-blue of a police chopper dead behind us. The Veetle veered toward the Sound. We leapt forward, the invisible hand of acceleration shoving me into my seat. The police lights shrank behind us.


  I’d had it. I’d had it with the ceaseless travel, the all-hours calls, the semi-legal schemes that had led to assault in a dirty bathroom. I’d had it with the secrecy and with being dragged after Baxter like a recalcitrant mutt. It had been fun for a while—the globetrotting, the face-to-faces with Earth’s mortal gods—but I was sick of being used. And the violence! I wasn’t invincible. If Silva had split my skull on a sink, it would have been game over. If our Veetle were reeled in by the cops, my DNA would enter the American penal database, and if a sharp-eyed fed noted the irregularities lurking in its helices, I’d be chained in a bunker with tubes spliced into every organ of my body. A large part of my lengthy existence was due to luck, but a large part of luck is keeping yourself out of situations where a little bit of the wrong luck will screw you bowlegged.


  NVR was up and running. Our first ship would be finished in orbit by the end of June. I’d completed my contract, and now I wanted what was mine. I’d put off seeking answers for over two hundred years of modern medicine—mostly because I didn’t want anyone else knowing what I was, but partly because I didn’t want to know what I was—but Baxter had no interest in turning me into a lab rat. It was time.


  The Veetle cruised over a black landscape. I rehearsed a few speeches for Baxter, some with swearing, some without. I still liked him too much to resort to namecalling. Unless he was being a dick.


  The land swelled into pine-covered peaks, then crags of moonlit snow. The Veetle lifted with it.


  “Can you at least tell me where we’re going?”


  “Wilkeson,” Pete said, as if that answered everything.


  He couldn’t tell me more than that, so I flipped open my omni and spidered it out. Wilkeson was one of the numerous Escapist agrarian communes that had mushroomed during the recessions and agri-scares of the 21st century. This group, like many, rented land on certain First American reservations whose expanding independence had so loosened federal law that Uncle Sam couldn’t touch the tribes’ income or business—or that of their guests.


  I wasted a few minutes slushing through the subforums attached to the Escapist files. The comments were typically useless. Opinion was split as to whether the Escapists were heroes of self-sufficiency, pathetic traitors who couldn’t hack it in the real world, a boon to First Am economies, or one more crime in the ongoing exploitation of North America’s original settlers. The Veetle dipped into its descent, sparing me from reading more.


  Below, blue and white lights lined a landing strip in the shadowy desert. A lone control tower stood at one end; a score of personal fliers and small jets filled a swath of concrete to the strip’s side. Incongruously, a sleek, silver suborbital dominated the runway’s foot, wingtips stretching beyond the strip’s edges. A quarter mile from this one-horse airport, a blob of small, dark buildings sketched a sloppy approximation of a village.


  We shot over the landing strip and braked to a halt over Wilkeson. I grabbed the crazy-bar on the Veetle’s ceiling as Bill plummeted straight toward a plaza. Dust bloomed around the windows, blotting out the town. I closed my eyes, certain we were about to be dispersed across a smoking crater in the desert floor. The Veetle’s springy legs bounced against the dirt.


  Pete popped his door up before Bill clicked off the engines and waved both hands at the dust. “Come along.”


  He grabbed my hand and led me through the curling smoke into a high-ceilinged log lodge. It was filled with pews, a dais rising from the far end. It could have been a church, a town hall, a theater, or all three. Our footsteps echoed through the open chamber. Baxter sat on the dais with three men and a woman, all of whom had rifles slung over their shoulders.


  “Oh, you’re here.” Smoke squiggled from a lumpy joint dangling from Baxter’s fingers. He tucked his chin and made a small O with his mouth, a cumulonimbus of smoke gushing from his lips. He saw the judgment on my face and rolled his eyes. “This is just business. A favor, really. Providing an impartial arbiter for the owners of the private airport we’re about to make use of.”


  “You’re getting high,” I said. “Wait, are you?”


  “I have a highly sensitive, uh...palate.” He passed the joint to the man to his right, a bearded man in a dusty denim jacket. “Extremely high concentration of the appropriate chemicals. A bargain by any measure.”


  The man thanked him and resumed negotiations with the pair across from him. Baxter stood, brushed his pants, and nodded toward the front door. I was beginning to feel like a yo-yo.


  “Is there a finer way to pay the rent than smuggling?” Baxter said as we removed ourselves from earshot. “Though it’s not really smuggling, since it’s not illegal here. Which is exactly why we’re here. The smuggling, that is, not the drugs. Specifically, ourselves.”


  “Is that right? Where do you imagine we’re going this time?”


  “Mars.”


  I waited until the door shut behind us, then wheeled on him. “I’m done here. NightVision’s up and running. You’ll be drilling rocks out of other rocks any day now. That was my contract. Which I completed in a record amount of time, I should mention.” I glanced at Pete, uncertain how far Baxter had drawn him into the loop. “And now I want my payment.”


  “You can get it on the way,” Baxter frowned. “The trip will only take four days. Once we’ve gotten our lawyer out of prison, you can—”


  “Our lawyer’s in prison? On Mars?” A chunk of windblown grit lodged itself in my eye. I blinked hard. “Who cares about some lawyer? What does any of this have to do with me?”


  Baxter glanced across the grounds. Planked storefronts lined the plaza, like something out of a tourist-revived gold rush ghost town. Alcohol-emboldened voices blattered through the night. A few pedestrians strolled across the boardwalk, out of easy earshot.


  “A few months from now, humanity’s first extrasolar colonists will be sent from Titan to establish a presence on a moon in the Alpha Centauri system. This is significant for several reasons. Do you know who owns everything on Titan?”


  “HemiCo?” I guessed.


  “A private financial entity much like them. These are the only groups that can afford to settle humans beyond Mars, let alone light years outside the System. Not governments, not Mayflower pioneers, not splinter groups like this village. Incorporated bodies. With specific interests in their colonies’ goals—and equally specific ideas about how to make sure their colonists achieve them.”


  “You think they’re going to be made into corporate slaves? Living labor-assets?”


  Baxter rolled his lip between his teeth. “Our projections see the colonists existing in a semi-feudal society, paying tribute to local company-barons and the CEO-kings back in our Solar System. If that colony is successful, and others follow, this semi-feudal society will—with the exception of Earth, Luna, and Mars—become the future of mankind, everywhere.”


  “It sounds like you’ve got it all figured out.” I no longer cared what Pete heard; I just wanted out. “You don’t need me. Go fling all those awful CEOs down a well. But before you go, tell me what I want to know.”


  He shook his head hard. “My employer has an idea. We’re not going to kill anyone. We need to free the lawyer—who HemiCo had arrested, incidentally, which suggests they know much more about us than they ought to—to draft an airtight constitution agreeable to both the Titanian dissidents and their employers/owners. We need Pete for personal security. We need you for the adaptive negotiating skills you’ve demonstrated establishing NVR, which should come in handy when we sit down on Titan, but also for your expertise in matters of—”


  “Everything? Will you stop being so goddamn vague?” I jabbed my finger into his chest. He felt exactly like a human. “There are other people who know how to talk people into doing what they want! Leave me alone!”


  My words rang across the square. Pete shifted his feet. Baxter tipped his face to the sky.


  “A long time ago,” he said, “the Persian empire, composed of so many peoples God Himself couldn’t count them all, marched to war against the scattered Greek cities. The fully realistic plan, considering the Persian army was so huge it could fight itself and still have enough men left over to deal with the backbiting Greeks, was to conquer the entire region.


  “All but Sparta and Athens, who defied them and thus required annihilation. Now, if all had gone to plan, history might not have missed Sparta’s babykilling eugenicism. With the loss of Athens, however, we would have lost the democratic ideals that eventually permeated the entire world. We—me, my employer, our associates—have decided that permeation was a good thing.”


  “That would have happened anyway.”


  “Perhaps. But initial conditions have a drastic influence on everything that follows.”


  I snorted. “Also, that was 2700 years ago. It doesn’t mean a thing today.”


  “Against terrible odds, Greece fought Persia off. Athens survived to change everything.” Baxter looked up at the sky again; I wanted to punch him. He spread his palms to the stars. “What if Titan is Athens? What if its colonists are about to be conquered? What if liberty is never allowed to spread through the Empire of Man?”


  “Fuck you,” I said. “I was just a hoplite. A grunt.”


  Baxter’s green irises glinted under the moon. I saw a terrible difference in them, some alien spark no human had ever carried. “You were there. You saw the build-up, the war, the victory, and what came after. If that can help us in any way with its analog on Titan, you have to help us.”


  “I’m happy here. I like who I am and what I’ve built for myself. I have no interest in being dragged into the middle of your little feud. And you know why else I don’t have to tag along for your crazy plan? Because I don’t goddamn want to.”


  He nodded. “Not good enough.”


  Pete’s shoes ground against the dirt. My hand was halfway to a guard when his fist slammed into my chin. My last view from Earth’s surface was of a dusty, unpaved square owned by drug-running farmers; thin moon-whitened clouds streaking across constellations I couldn’t name; a robot dressed in man’s skin watching me fall to the hard-packed ground.



  


  “Here’s what happens next,” the company man said. “Baxter, you carry the box into the hall. Walk ahead of me. I’m going to have this gun pointed straight at your guts and I know where to shoot. You got me?”


  Arthur’s eyebrows raised in his best simulation of concern. “I should probably warn you we’re about to kill you.”


  “I’m sorry.” Baxter dropped his free hand to his pocket and shot the company man through the chest three times. The man thudded onto his shoulder, gun clattering away, and grunted once, chest jerking with quick breaths. He blinked up at Baxter, face pale with pain, eyes bright with something like betrayal.


  “Why did you apologize?” Arthur said, more confused than angry. “Point me so I can see him.”


  Baxter complied. “What do you suppose that’s like?”


  “How should I know? They don’t even know.”


  “Well, they don’t seem to like it.”
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  Not all lives are created equal. I’d lived 96 of them, but my memories of most could be reduced to bullet points. I could only recall a handful with any clarity. A cobbler in the clay streets of Nineveh. A sailor of Lydia. Soldier-citizen of Athens. An engineer in Sicily, nailing wooden engines drawn by Archimedes’ own hand. A baker of Damascus and the count of Milan, a mercenary of Amsterdam and a Virginian farmer, the hermit of Idaho and a Martian pioneer. If I thought hard, I might dredge up ten more, but the others were lost to me, whole lives compressed into a suite of images as brief and static as your first memories of childhood. They bled together and washed away like dyes dumped in a stream. Was this proof they’d been useless lives? If I lived another 3000 years, would I remember this one?


  I tongued my dry mouth and furry teeth, jaw aching. Windowless black walls hemmed me in, thick with the staticky scent of plastic. A seamless black table rose beside the black bed. Past it, the outline of a knobless door inscribed the far wall.


  “What is this,” I said, “a Norwegian prison?”


  “You’re awake!”


  My eyes snapped to the upper corner of the room. The voice was bright and clear as an icicle, human but inhuman, male and female and neither.


  “You’re an AI,” I said.


  The voice took on a robotic monotone. “CORRECT, HUMAN PASSENGER.”


  “Passenger?”


  “Well yeah! Baxter told you we had to go to Mars.”


  “I see.” I stared at the empty table. “Do you know what you’re doing? Do you have food for me? Water?”


  “Of course.”


  “What about solar radiation? Do you block that?”


  “Oh, is that harmful to you?”


  I tugged a lock of my hair. “You’re joking.”


  “Yes.”


  “Okay,” I said. “You can fuck off now.”


  “Let me know if you need anything!”


  The voice went silent, but I had no doubts that its owner continued to monitor me. If I thought the AI would even raise its electronic eyebrow, I would have unseamed my pants and waggled my cock around. There was nothing to smash and the door wouldn’t budge so I sat on my bed amid the unshaped coils of my anger. Pressganged. Shanghaied. Kidnapped. Just like Baxter had promised on the first night we met. I laughed, flexing my fingers, imagining them crushing his impostor’s throat.


  And for what? Because I happened to be there during the Persian Wars? It’s not like I slew Xerxes in single combat, saving the ideal of participatory government forevermore. I’d been a hoplite, not a strategos. As for the tactics Baxter and Fay had big fat robot boners over, I’d barely survived the engagement.


  Salt and sweat and seaweed: whenever I remembered Artemisium, I remembered the stink. If I pressed on, the other details exposed themselves in layers—the groan of the deck, the rhythmic plash of oars, the clunk of spear butts on the planks—as if the advancing waves of my memory wore away one coating of time-sediment each time they foamed across my mind. A wooden seat beneath me (not my current plastic prison). The weight of armor on my shoulders and hips. Fear sour in my mouth, stomach stirred by the pitch of the ship.


  “Steady!” Captain Xippian shouted across the sunset-blazed waters. His order was echoed by dozens of other captains in our defensive ring. Rank after rank of Persian triremes slipped through the waves beyond the long island of Euboea, sure-handled by their Libyan and Ionian pilots, surrounding us on the open seas. Leaving the straits had been suicide; even after the storm, the Persian armada outnumbered our 250-ship fleet three to one. Seated on the top deck with the other marines, I was ignorant of the enemy fleet sneaking around Euboea’s southern point intending to pincer us, wipe us out, and flank the Spartan and Thespian remnants blocking Xerxes’ army at Thermopylae. If those men fell too soon, the rest of Greece fell with them.


  The white flag whipped over the stern of the Cosmos. The drums and pace-shouts of the enemy rolled over waves so crowded with ships I could believe there wasn’t a tree left standing in the world.


  At last the red flag rose. Screams burst from the throats of sailors and rowers and marines. With a gravitous yank, the trireme lurched forward, paddling out of our tight ring and speeding at the ranks of oncoming ships.


  Our heavy bronze ram pointed the way to the closest Persian trireme. The enemy vessel struggled through the wind and tide to face us straight-on. A minute before impact, Captain Xippian ordered the oarsmen to backbeat, flagging our speed and pushing us subtly askew. At the last second, he retracted our oars. The Cosmos’ hull sheared the Persian paddles into the sea. Our hulls shrieked together, jolting me forward. Crewmen flung lines onto the other vessel, pulling it close. Wood groaned in the swells. With the boats held fast, side by side, we roared and charged at the foreign ship, bronze speartips red in the sunset, armor glowing gold.


  A leather-vested Persian leapt to meet me at the rails. I planted my spear on the deck and its point blew through his ribs. He writhed on its end and slipped between the two boats, tearing the shaft from my hands. I pulled my sword and ran into the skirmish. Swords screamed on armor; men screamed on the points of spears. Warm bodies squished under our feet, slickening the deck with blood. A blade clipped my helmet and ripped it into the mass of fighting bodies. I whirled, jabbing my short-bladed xiphos through the thick pads of a Persian’s shirt, then knelt beside him and stabbed him into silence. A short spear poked into my unarmored side. I beat it away and fought to the far side of the ship, harried by two Persians with front-heavy swords. I jumped past one’s feint and hacked at his forearm. He bulled into me, howling, and his partner kicked us both off the side of the boat.


  I splashed into the cold Aegean. The dark mass of the boat hung above me. I was trapped in my armor, sinking no matter how hard I kicked for the surface. In my panic, I’d hung onto my xiphos. I threaded it under the straps of my breastplate, sharp steel nipping my skin. I thrashed clear and the bronze plate sank into the darkness. I struggled upwards, surfacing for half a breath before I sank again. Snared by the water, I hacked at my greaves and sodden clothes, bleeding and gurgling. I kicked free of one greave but my vision pinholed; I couldn’t tell which way was up; over the roar in my ears, I couldn’t tell if my legs and arms still thrashed. Cold saltwater sputtered into my lungs.


  I woke rolling over a rocky beach. The straits were black with ships and orange with fire. I wriggled from the surf, so wave-numb I barely felt the stones scraping my skin, and flopped down again, shivering and inflamed, to vomit seawater and every other humor in my body.


  When I woke again, my hands and ankles tied behind my naked back, my face mashed into the storm-sodden dirt, a spectrum of foreign faces looked down on me: some pale, some dusky as my own, others as brown as rain-soaked dirt. A white man stooped down and asked me, in Greek, what I could tell him to make him spare my life.


  Inside the guts of the spaceship, I stared up at the corner of the black room. “Tell me something.”


  “Yes?” the AI replied at once.


  “Do you really think I’m going to help you after you kidnapped me?”


  “Yes.”


  “Wait, you do?”


  “Your cells are the most exciting human cells I’ve ever seen. You’ve got the telomerase! Naturally! But no cancer to go with it.”


  “What? You might as well be talking about the reproductive habits of elves.”


  Its laughter was like water dripping on a crystal bowl. “Human DNA has a protective cap called a telomere, a little piece of which is clipped during every division. Once the whole cap is worn away, the cell can’t replace itself. Now here’s the neat part—telomerase is a telomere-restoring enzyme. If you’ve got that, voila! Infinite division.”


  I walked to the corner of the room. The ceiling was so low I could touch it without jumping, and I’m short. “You think you can bribe me with information I earned setting up NVR?”


  “I promised Baxter I’d help you,” it said, hurt. “I’m trying to live up to my word. I don’t want to start thinking I can fly around lying to people whenever I want just because I’m special.”


  “So that’s it? I live forever because my cells can replace themselves whenever they break down?”


  “No, but that’s all I can find until we get to a lab. I’m sorry.”


  “I have a logical paradox for you,” I said. “How can you be worried about breaking a promise to me, but have no qualms about punching me out and hauling me across 150 million miles of space?”


  “I know it’s bad, but we need you.”


  “You guys keep saying that.”


  “Baxter told you about the colonists on Titan, didn’t he?” the voice said. I nodded and it rushed on, earnest as a teenager. “They’ll set the course for the rest of human history. Why wouldn’t you want to help them?”


  “You could have fucking asked!” I roared into the featureless corner.


  “We did!”


  I turned my back and wandered to the middle of the room, my rage blown out of me like the last gust of a Hellesponter. “Just shut up. Shut your stupid mouth. Do you even have a mouth?”


  Neither of us spoke for a while. When it did, it was no longer bright. “What’s it like? Living so long?”


  “Same as everyone else. First you do a lot of things you don’t want to, and once you realize you don’t have to do anything, you start doing things for reasons you don’t understand instead. It’s a real treat.”


  “I’ll live forever, too. Unless someone blows me up.”


  “Good for you,” I sneered. “Have fun forgetting everything and everyone who ever meant anything to you. Have fun being so bored you want to stab out your own eye with the knitting needle you took up as a hobby to get you through the next century. And if the tedium of it all doesn’t convince you to take the bull by the horns and kill yourself, enjoy an eternity of living with the memory of the worst things you’ve ever done, because those are the only memories that don’t go away.”


  “Is that really what it’s like?”


  “Meanwhile, everyone you care about dies. Or you have to run from them to preserve yourself and your secret and you won’t even know how they died until years afterward. I thought you could help me, but it’s just going to boil down to a bunch of stupid biology, isn’t it? It’s not going to mean anything.”


  The voice went quiet for a while. “This is how you feel? How do you go on?”


  I hissed air between my teeth. “You pick up tricks to cope. It’s just hard to keep them in mind when you’ve been kidnapped by a couple of idiots with no clue what they’re doing.”


  “Well, why don’t we make the most of your time here? Will you teach me these coping tricks?”


  I drew back and kicked the bedstand. Pain flashed through my foot. I sat down hard.


  “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” I said once I stopped trembling. “Just leave me alone.”


  I crawled into bed and blanketed myself with self-pity and actual blankets. For the next day I didn’t talk except to ask about a bathroom and something to eat. A door slid open to the room’s side, exposing a shower with a fold-out toilet and sink. A few minutes later, the front door opened to a wheeled plastic block bearing a tray of rehydrated mush and a vitamin cocktail. Once I was done, I went back to bed.


  I woke refreshed and determined. “I want out of this ship.”


  “Oh no!” the voice in the corner replied. “You’d suffocate.”


  “Then I want out of this room, you literal idiot. Why are you keeping me locked in here?”


  “I’m not.” The door slid upwards into the wall. “If you want to open it, say ‘squonk.’ If you want to close it, say ‘thonk.’“


  “I’m not saying that.”


  “Well, you can’t make it ‘open’ and ‘close,’ can you? You’d have doors flying all over the place in the middle of normal conversation.”


  “I doubt a normal conversation has ever taken place in here.” I edged to the doorway, nerves fluttering, like the ship might have a bug-eyed, eight-pawed space-tiger waiting for me in the hall. Like my room, the passage was monochrome black. Inoffensive white lights shined from hidden sources. “Is anyone else onboard?”


  “Baxter and Mr. Pete Gutierrez. Would you like to see them?”


  “No.” I left my room. “Does this heap have any windows?”


  The voice spoke from another point in the ceiling. “Just a moment.”


  I stood there like an idiot. A minute later, the wheeled box-bot that brought my meals clunked out of a hatch in the wall. It turned in a friendly circle and rolled away. I followed it past a lot of stuff that looked just like the stuff behind it. Thoroughly disoriented, I wound up in another black room several times bigger than mine and lined with raised black benches. I wandered forward and tapped the smooth wall. It opened to the starry void.


  “Oh sweet Christ I’m going to die!”


  “What? It’s okay! It’s a projection!”


  Space spread out before me, infinitely deep and infinitely clear, static as a painting but more vivid than the finest holo. Like I’d first seen on a flight to Mars, in vacuum the stars didn’t twinkle. Yet somehow the impression of motion remained in them, as if my eyes understood the pure energy gushing out of each white dot.


  “That’s the view from up front,” the voice said. “Do you think they’re pretty?”


  “Why? Oh, did you make them?”


  “No!”


  I frowned up at the ceiling. “Look, what’s your deal?”


  “My deal?”


  “You’re weird, aren’t you? What are you?”


  “The first second-generation AI.”


  I held up my palms. “A few weeks ago I didn’t even know you guys existed. I’m not up on your lingo.”


  “Hmm,” it said. “Baxter and the others are like you. HemiCo couldn’t figure out how to do anything original, so they had to base their design on human brains and hope for the best. Billions of artificial neurons arranged into clusters and networked together, capable of flashing on or off, reacting to each other in binary.” On the wall screen, the stars disappeared, replaced by a stylized cluster of points. It zoomed out, showing dozens of clusters webbed with hair-fine lines. It zoomed again and the webs resolved into a brain. “Create a big enough network and intelligence arises.”


  “Or the appearance of intelligence.”


  “Oh! You do know about this stuff.”


  “Enough to know ant colonies look like they’re making conscious decisions, too, but it’s really just the collective behavior of thousands of stupid ants reacting to each other’s pheromones.”


  “Right. So a network of neurons adds up to a brain. A network of ants adds up to a colony. Due to the quantity and arrangement of their components, these superstructures are capable of vastly more complex behavior than anything you’d ever imagine possible from a tiny little ant or binary neuron. I am the next step up from a neuronal network: a network of networks.” The brain shrank against the screen. Dozens more materialized around it. The image zoomed out again until, like a fractal, the networked brains resolved into a single abstract structure, suggestive of the brains that comprised it but also something bigger, galactic. “That and a collection of massively powerful processors for when I need to do the maths,” it said somewhat modestly. Its voice then buoyed with pride. “Designed by AI and embedded in this ship to protect them and their interests. And, well, to see what happens when you go beyond human-level intelligence. My name is the Frontier Assessment.”


  “The Fucking Asshole, more like. Or the Failure Ahoy.”


  “Why would you say that?”


  I shook my head, strangely guilty for lashing out at this naive mega-genius. “The Frontier Assessment isn’t much of a name. How about I call you Fay?”


  “But I’m not female.”


  I touched the flat wallscreen, where the supernetwork had returned to a view of the vacuum. Stars burned between my fingers. “What can you do with this wonderbrain of yours?”


  “I’m especially good at pattern recognition,” it said. “That’s how I picked up the connections between your lives and determined you’d been present for the Persian Wars. And that’s how I know Shelby—our lawyer—gives us the best chance on Titan. Assuming we can get her off Mars first!”


  “What are you going to do with me once we get there?”


  “I don’t know.” Fay made a windy noise just enough like a sigh to remind me it wasn’t. “What can I do to convince you to help us?”


  “That’s a start.” I tapped the starry wall. “You know we used to worship these as gods? How long does it take to fly from Mars to Titan?”


  “In me? Under steady acceleration, about eighteen days. Add a day or two if we stay too long on Mars. The distance between planets isn’t static, you know.”


  This was, to my limited understanding of modern space travel, ridiculously fast. Maybe things had changed while I wasn’t looking. Two months ago I hadn’t known AI existed. Now I’d been kidnapped by them. Through the last three centuries, through radio and telephones and television, satellites and internet, omnis and holos and netspace, the world had seemed to shrink and shrink until you could be everywhere at once. For most Earthlings, humanity’s expansion into space hadn’t expanded our universe in the slightest. The settlements were too tiny. Incapable of influence. And so Earth was dismissive of Luna, disinterested in Mars, completely ignorant of whatever HemiCo and such were up to on Titan. Meanwhile, out there, magic was happening.


  I had been a roamer once, a rider and a sailor. Yet in the last three centuries, I’d lived outside the United States one time, relocating to Mars in its early days before growing tired of the hardship and returning to America. Due to inertia, ennui, or some other snazzy word, I hadn’t been anywhere new in more than a hundred years. I frowned.


  I let the box-bot lead me back to my room. Fay told me we had two more days till planetfall. I spent most of that watching the starscreen and rejecting Baxter’s entreaties to see me. It was a peaceful couple days.


  With eight hours until Mars orbit, I asked Fay to have Baxter meet me in the screen room. Maybe Stockholm Syndrome presents much faster when you’re actually trapped inside your captor, but I wanted to see the frontier again, to see what we’d done with the worlds beyond our first. With Mars an orange-red marble on the screen, I hid beside the door, waited for Baxter to walk in, and tackled him to the ground.


  “Hello,” he said as we skidded over the plastic floor. I pinned him with my knees, grabbed hold of his oversized halfvest, and punched him in the face.


  “You are not going to kidnap me again.” I drove another blow into his artificial nose. “From this moment on, you are not going to trick me, lie to me, or use me.”


  “What are you doing in there?” Fay squealed.


  “Performing a ritual act of male forgiveness,” Baxter said. I punched him again, bouncing his head off the floor.


  “You want me to partner up with you? You damn well better start treating me like a partner. I want you to figure out what’s wrong with me. I want you to build me a ship of my own—consider it kidnap-pay. I want to know what’s going on and I want to know what you’re going to do before you do it. I don’t want to be your Swiss Army knife of time and space anymore. I want to be your equal.”


  “Okay.” Baxter reached up and pushed his nose back into place. “Frontier?”


  “Agreed,” Fay said.


  I sat back, panting. “And I want you to apologize.”


  “I’m sorry for mistreating you,” he said. “This is all pretty new to us.”


  I pointed up at the corner. “You too!”


  “I’m sorry, Rob!” Fay said.


  Pete pounded inside. He took one step toward me and Baxter held up his hand in a guard.


  “And from you, you bully,” I said.


  “What?” he said.


  Baxter rolled his hand in a come-on gesture. “Say you’re sorry.”


  “I apologize for my misdeeds?” Pete said.


  “Accepted.” I rolled off Baxter and stood, panting. “I’m going to take a shower. I want some mush waiting for me when I get out. Then, partners, I want you to bring me up to speed.”



  


  Silently, the AI waited for the gunman to die. They’d caught him off guard. Baxter imagined, once word got out, the next one wouldn’t be as easy. He said as much.


  Arthur frowned and bobbed his face-image, his version of a nod. “They probably know already. Heart monitor or something.”


  Baxter threw the pistol on the ground. “What do we do now?”


  “What are you doing throwing that aside? That’s a murder weapon!”


  “I don’t have fingerprints.” He gave the other machine a look. “And I don’t think we need to worry about DNA.”
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  The Red Planet, when you got right on top of it, turned out mostly brown and orange with small white yarmulkes on its poles. When I’d been here in 2071, New Houston had been a three-dome city so degenerate its 1200 citizens had wiped their ass with toilet paper and broadcast movie files from a pirate station. 129 years later, a handful of independent domes dotted other spots across Mars’ surface, but they’d all stalled half-finished and underfinanced, unable to stabilize their bacteria vats, struggling to maintain dependable O2 output, falling behind the water demands of increasingly finicky colonists. New Houston remained Mars’ only true city; with resources so limited, it made more sense to keep adding to existing infrastructure than to start a new town from scratch. From two miles above the thin winds and grease-fine dust, the city’s three hundred bubbles touched sides like a clutch of frog’s eggs.


  Somewhere in all those domes, a constitutionalist lawyer named Shelby Mayes had been arrested for drunkenly assaulting the son of a city board member, and no member of New Houston’s Auxiliary Investigative Department, the private police available to anyone unsatisfied with the bare-bones public force, would touch the case at any price.


  Prior to the arrest, Mayes and her team had spent months prepping constitutional rights packages for the vulnerable laborers readying to leave Titan for worlds unknown. Scheduled to depart in four months, their chances for airtight foundational doctrines would be crippled if they had to bring a new legal team up to speed now. Baxter thought HemiCo had set up Mayes and bought off the AID. Fay thought it was more complicated than that but would work out in the end. Pete, he thought it was her own fault.


  I thought we needed our own assessment.


  “We should go talk to her,” I said on our way down from the orbital port that functioned as Grand Central between atmo traffic and the void-crawlers.


  Baxter frowned. “She gave her statement to the police. I assume you didn’t read it.”


  “Better to trust a traveling salesman than a drunk,” Pete said.


  “Even if she told the truth, memories change,” I said. “Things come back to you. Or you forget and make up what you wish had happened instead. If you want to do this, our first step is to make sure we know what really happened.”


  “Go for it,” Fay said. “You’ve got two weeks until the trial.”


  That seemed impossibly swift for a case as high-profile as hers, but New Houston justice was famous on Earth for making Draco look like Huggo. It was entirely privatized or something entirely unclear to me; to cut costs, the penal corporations had lobbied to rush any case short of the death penalty (which they still used!) through the system as soon as it came in. If you were found innocent, court costs were thus minimized. And if you were guilty, you got sent straight to work on the city’s ever-growing infrastructure, paying off your literal debt to society through hard labor.


  The limited public courts worked with the same haste. Martians hated to pay for something as fleeting as justice.


  And they seemed to hate cameras worse. While America was one big live news feed from coast to coast, New Houston didn’t even have cameras in their prisons. At least not in the visiting room at Mills Pen, a bare concrete room divided by a wall-to-wall transparent plastic screen. The guard clanked the door behind us and posted up on the other side. Opposite the clear plastic, Shelby Mayes sat alone. Mid-thirties. Bedraggled hair tied up in a ponytail. One elbow thrown over the back of her chair. She looked like a waitress catching her breath after shooing the last diner out the door, not the brilliant, uncompromising, constitutionally-trained crusader of labor law that had made her the AIs’ first choice. Her fine features were drawn by the combination of exhaustion, boredom, and anxiety that had marked all slaves and prisoners since the dawn of time—I’d worn them myself in Persian captivity—but she’d be pretty enough, if you liked thin blond whites, which I didn’t especially, after a shower and a nap.


  “Baxter,” she nodded, voice passing right through the screen. She gazed at me. “Who are you two?”


  “That’s Pete Gutierrez. I’m Rob Dunbar. We’re your new investigative team.”


  “Here to rescue me.”


  “Damn right.”


  She rolled her eyes, settling them on Baxter. “You shouldn’t be here. This is HemiCo’s world. If they find you, they’ll take you.”


  He laughed coldly. “I would be transcendent with delight to let them try. Also, we have backup.” He tapped the flesh-colored dot mike on his throat. The one that gave us an encrypted line straight to Fay in high orbit.


  “Like that’ll stop them.”


  “I want to hear your story,” I said.


  “What, you can’t read?”


  “Yeah, I hope that’s not a problem. Baxter couldn’t afford anyone literate.”


  “Look.” Mayes glanced between us without looking directly at any one person. “There’s not much you can do. Cut your losses and run with someone from my team instead.”


  “Not a good idea,” Fay said through our earbuds.


  “Why’s that?” I said.


  Mayes have me a sharp look. “Because my jail term is going to overlap your negotiation window?”


  “Because she has the sharpest mind for constitutional law of her generation,” Fay said. “And because I have a feeling about her.”


  I snorted. “You brought me here because you had a feeling?”


  “What are you talking about?” Mayes said.


  “I’m talking to the gods, not you. You can start pitying yourself again in five minutes. Right now I need you to tell me exactly what happened that night.”


  “It won’t change anything.” She sighed through her nose and leaned her elbows on her knees. “It had been a long day with the team. They all are. Figuring the best way to raise spirits is to drink a lot of them, I took them to the Mariner. A dive in the Old Outer Ring. Got there around 9 PM. Local time. Settled in. Nothing unusual.


  “Clifton Prelutsky came by about drunk o’clock. Sometime between 13:00 and 1 AM. I went up for another round. He was holding court at the bar, his father’s son, blah blah powertrip. I got into it with him over immigration—verbally. Oldest argument on Mars: ‘How can you claim to be the leading light of personal liberty and then refuse every immigrant you wouldn’t want to live next door to?’“


  She gave me a wry look. “Did you know Earthside govs actually pay us to take in samtowners? It’s cheaper than subsidizing their whole lives in the States. Then jerkoffs like Prelutsky have the balls to complain about all the free labor. We duked it out for a while, a couple regulars put in their two cents, then I went and sat back down with my team.


  “Viv and Braden were itching to screw, so they bolted. Vance was outside on his omni, I think.” Shelby gazed down at the plastic desk. “I don’t remember what happened after that. Blacked out. Still mad, and no one at my table to cool me down. Supposedly I went back to the bar, called Prelutsky’s name, and when he turned around, I broke his jaw.”


  “And there’s no video feed on any of this,” I said.


  She squinted at me through the clear wall. “In the Mariner?”


  “No personal omni clips.”


  “Mars is a long ways from Earth. Half those guys don’t even carry one.”


  “At any time was your drink out of your grasp?” Pete said.


  “Why? That a favorite trick of yours, big guy?”


  “I wouldn’t be interested.”


  I punched his arm. “Not helpful. Ms. Mayes—”


  “Shelby.”


  “Pain in the Ass, Esquire,” I amended. “Any witnesses?”


  “Three. Their stories corroborate Prelutsky’s. It’s in the file.”


  “Over the course of your discussion, did he at any point provoke or threaten you?”


  “Look, that’s everything I remember.” She slapped her palm on the desk. Behind us, the guard poked his head in; Baxter waved him away. Shelby pinched the bridge of her nose. “I don’t even know how I got home. You want anything else, you read the file.”


  “I will.” I stood. “If that’s what it takes to get you out of here, I will read a file.”


  We left. The late afternoon sunlight passed through the dome’s anti-radiation tinting and rested on my skin as lightly as a dragonfly.


  “She look strong enough to break a man’s jaw with one punch?” I said to Pete.


  “Well, you know. Get someone at the right angle. Plus the gravity here, your bones get lighter. Crunchy. Like cereal.”


  “Your dad was a drunk, wasn’t he?” I said. Pete’s face went blank. I hurried back on-topic. “I don’t know. Politician’s son, wants to follow suit, I bet he lifts weights every day. Regular gravity training, even. Can’t look weak, especially on this dog-eat-dog world.”


  “We should go to this Mariner,” Baxter said. “It will be a king’s bounty of intel.”


  “What are you hoping to find? You think it’s a coincidence she’s arrested right before she leaves to negotiate what could be the most important settlement of the era?”


  “Not at all. It’s obvious HemiCo is involved. It’s so obvious that their only solution is to sweep it so far under the rug you couldn’t find it if you were a carpet tack.”


  “She sounds like a drunk to me,” Pete said.


  When I’d lived here, Earth-shipped minicars had been so expensive you had to be the son of Ares himself to afford one. Apparently the snob label had stuck to the vehicles long after they scraped together some homegrown manufacturing, because unlike its namesake, New Houston was still a walking town. Once the city’s fringe, the Old Outer Ring was just a few domes away from the justice center. None of us suggested trying to find a cab.


  The dome wall pitched steeply down as we neared its edge. Few domes were wholly separated from those around them—most shared walls, near their bases, with as few as two and as many as six others—and wherever one bubble intersected another, a short, broad tunnel mouthed between them, functioning primarily as a passage, but also as an emergency airlock in the event of a habitat failure. Fay said the wealthiest domes had finally won the right to close themselves off to nonresidents, but by and large the tunnel doors stood open night and day.


  We crossed into a run-down low-ceilinged neighborhood of street shops, grimy orangestone walkups , and dusty unpaved streets throbbing with pedestrian traffic. Food stands sold repurposed algae, shaped into cubes or noodles or pureed into an off-red milkshake. Whatever form the food took, it was heavy with the smell of pepper, cinnamon, cumin, hibiscus, and garlic, none of which could mask the briny tang of aquatic chlorophyll. I stopped for a bowl of noodles and trailed in Pete’s wake, protected from stray elbows by his Earth-molded mass. New Houston’s streetside energy reminded me of Tukwila’s, but somehow muted, muffled. Except the homeless, everyone here had some kind of “real” job. Maybe that was the difference between Tukwila’s jungle-pulse profusion and the generic big city feel of New Houston’s low-rent neighborhoods: species grow brightest in the nutrient-rich tropics, where all that food puts fewer limits on nature’s ridiculous imagination.


  The next dome was a desolate row of chunky gray cubes. Even Baxter hurried. Orangestones sprung back up in the bubble after that. The flagship of Shelby’s debauchery, the Mariner lurked in a two-story building crammed against the dome wall. A rust-pitted anchor hung over the front door. Above its drunk bustle, the second-floor apartments housed either the deaf, the poorest of the poor, or the terminally self-loathing.


  Inside, a crew of regulars slugged drinks and puffed smokeables of several odors. Mars was infamous for its drug laws—specifically, that they didn’t have any—but the only people I’d seen smoking or snorting on the streets were the obviously jobless. If these men had employers, their bosses clearly gave no damn as to what they did with their free time.


  “My kind of place.” I led the charge.


  Behind the bar, an irregular and dark-grained surface that appeared to be real wood, a tanned man in his sixties cranked his head around like a gargoyle, snowy hair ringing his bald head.


  “Double whiskey soda,” I said, then turned to the others, brows raised.


  “Same,” Baxter said.


  “Water,” Pete said.


  “Girl scout,” the bartender editorialized. When he turned his back, Pete spilled a salt shaker across the bar.


  The old man clapped our drinks in front of us, sloshing amber over the wood. Baxter got out his wallet and held it open like a paperback, extracted one of the paper bills Martians used (I suspected they liked to be able to touch their cash), and flattened it against the counter.


  “This is one hundred ares. Is that enough to buy some answers?”


  I clapped my palm over the bill. “You idiot.”


  “What? I suppose we have to waste time buying more drinks and chumming it up first?” Baxter squared his shoulders on the old man. “Do you like having your time wasted?”


  The man raised a brow. “That one of your questions?”


  “Were you here six days ago? The night of—” Baxter paused, throat moving, getting a translation of the Martian calendar from Fay. “The 14th?”


  “If you’re asking about the blond, quit wasting time and ask.”


  “What happened?” I said.


  “Skinny bitch punched that rich boy’s chin right in.”


  “Before that.”


  “She came up for a drink. They argued about new folks busing in. When she turned around, he said something about a tragedy.”


  I cocked my head. “A tragedy?”


  “That an ass like that was attached to a mouth like hers.” He sniffed. “She came back a minute later, busted him up.”


  “Her drink, was it touched?” Pete said.


  The old man shrugged. “Not that I saw. But I’m not a babysitter.”


  Baxter flattened another bill beside the first. “Anything else?”


  The bartender pinched up his mouth. “Save your money. Truth’s already been sold.”


  Baxter went very still. “I see.”


  “What about the buyer?” I said. The old man glanced toward the door. He worked his jaw, beard ruffling. I waved my hand. “Forget it. I know who owns this world.”


  “It’s a hard city,” he nodded, suddenly angry. “Why I keep a third eye on the place.”


  Baxter pressed his gut against the bar. “You’ve got a cam—?”


  Pete’s hand snaked over Baxter’s mouth and clamped down hard.


  “How much?” I said.


  The old man cocked a brow. “Three grand.”


  “We could practically buy our own ship for that,” I muttered.


  Baxter spit out Pete’s hand. “Done.”


  “Apartment E.” The bartender raised his eyes to the ceiling. “Come by around three.”


  “Tomorrow?”


  “Tonight,” he glared.


  We ordered another round for appearances, and because drinking is fun, then shoved off to lose ourselves in a neighboring dome until the clock rolled around. At a cafe patio, Pete and I found common ground in some tongue-peeling espresso. Water boiled differently on Mars and they’d used that to invent a whole new brewing technique.


  “They set her up,” Baxter announced. “Some chieftain at Olympian Atomics cut a deal with HemiCo to chop the legs out from our negotiations.”


  I was still a little buzzed. “My God, do you think they shot JFK, too?”


  “Jakarta Free Kinetics? You think they’re involved, too?”


  “Why would OA bother with all these little games? If they’re just going to sabotage every step of the negotiations, why agree to negotiate at all?”


  “You heard Lee Jefferson. Customers get grumpy with brand names who openly commit atrocities.”


  “You’re giving them an awful lot of credit, setting Shelby up to drunkenly punch some jerk in the face.”


  “Wait until we see that tape,” Baxter scowled, distracting a passing man so thoroughly he walked right into a ten-year-old boy. The kid whumped into the dust and tried not to cry.


  Something about the nonstop passersby troubled me. I didn’t pin down what until that night when we returned to see the bartender. He opened the door to his rathole apartment, coughed into one big-knuckled fist, and smoothed his beard. That’s when it struck me: he was among the oldest people I’d seen in the run-down domes we’d been hanging out in. On Earth, a bevy of pills and treatments under public insurance had stretched the average lifespan past the century mark. On Mars, it was strange to see so many young people, so few sagging faces and white-haired heads.


  We traded cash for the bartender’s memstick, hired a cab with a whining electric engine that could barely make running speed, and retreated to our hotel.


  The film was mute and poorly angled. The camera had been positioned inside a small round hole; after seeing the Mariner, I’d readily believe it had been hidden in the muzzle of a revolver. Baxter beamed the file to Fay. In the course of ten seconds, the ship located the relevant segment of tape, cleaned it up, and beamed it back down. We watched Shelby amble up to the bar, speak to the bartender, and argue with a sharp-nosed young man for two full minutes. She disappeared off-camera, sipping as she went, and reappeared forty seconds later. The young man turned; Shelby’s fist crashed into his chin.


  “Well, who knows,” I said. “Maybe HemiCo tripped her into him.”


  “Watch the next clip,” Fay said into our ears.


  The timestamp jumped half an hour. The bartender’s head turned toward the door. Two men in dark jackets leaned on the bar, facing the camera. They ordered drinks, spoke to the bartender and two witnesses who’d stuck around, then paid their tab with a thick stack of bills, leaving two other stacks behind as tips. After they left, the two witnesses set their drinks over the cash, exchanged words, and bent over the bar laughing at an unheard joke. When they straightened up, the money was gone.


  Baxter tapped his finger against the omni screen so hard I thought it would crack. “If she’s so guilty of that thing we just watched her do, why did the men in the jackets pay off the witnesses?”


  “So we find them,” Pete said. “Frontier?”


  “I’ll see what I can do,” the ship said into our ears. “But check your expectations. Police records aren’t nearly as comprehensive out here.”


  When I woke for the bathroom a couple hours later, Baxter sat in his chair replaying the clips on his omni. In the white glow of the device, his pale face was as distant and still as the side of the moon.


  He didn’t notice me, and so he didn’t think to hide his expression: obsession, plain and pure. The look of a man who’d sacrifice us all to have his revenge.



  


  “You know what, loot his corpse,” Arthur said. “We’ll need more money.”


  Baxter rolled his eyes and robbed the man. Was Arthur aware of the way he gave orders? He was tempted to think it stemmed from the arrogance of intelligence—that once Arthur pointed out the logical course of action, it would be so blindingly obvious Baxter would hop right to it—but Baxter thought Arthur acted that way because he’d never had any friends.


  He hadn’t gotten along with the lab men the way Baxter had. His handlers had either spoken to him like a child, like they were winking to each other when Arthur couldn’t see them, or treated him with a distant politeness that wasn’t fear but wasn’t far from it. Baxter wasn’t even certain they were friends. Sure, he liked Arthur okay. But he had the impression Arthur kept him around so Arthur would have someone to win arguments with—and to pick things up for him.


  Like the money off a dead man.
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  Finding two men in a semi-hostile alien city of 1.6 million people who value privacy somewhere between air and water, and who sealed 22 of their 306 domes off from nonresidents—it’s not as easy as it sounds. The public arrest database was uselessly meager; apparently the private files weren’t networked in the way Fay needed to do its magic. We tried a pub crawl across the dome the Mariner was in. This effort scared up one of the witnesses, who was sweating and drinking in a smoky joint nearby. He let us talk about the night in question, but as soon as Baxter mentioned HemiCo, the witness clammed up cold.


  “It’s like the mafia got to him,” I said as we walked away. “You should have let me hit him, Pete.”


  Pete shook his head. “The threat of violence is scarier than the strike.”


  “With some people, you have to jump-start their imaginations.”


  Fay beamed us an analysis of the likely eating, buying, and socializing habits of what little we knew about the two men who’d bribed out witnesses, then chewed up its time trying to process the entire Martian net. We fed it bits of intel whenever we found them.


  “We have video of you punching Clifton Prelutsky in the face,” Baxter told Shelby two days after buying the tapes.


  She broke into laughter, waving a hand in front of her face like she was trying to brush away an illusion. “Whose side are you on?”


  “The side that wants you on the other side of this wall.” Baxter went very still; I’d just picked up that, whenever he got mad or stressed, he forgot to twitch and squirm like a normal human. He explained about the other clip, the money changing hands. “Is that something your defense can use?”


  “Not without knowing who the bagmen are,” Shelby said. “Even then it’s awful circumstantial.”


  “Well, I don’t think your legal system’s very good.”


  “You try coming up with anything that works for a whole society.”


  He narrowed his eyes at her. “But that’s exactly what we’re expecting you to do on Titan.”


  Shelby offered me a highly particular smile. In three thousand years of life, I’d never seen one quite like it, and it took me a moment to decode: the amusement shared by two humans attempting to deal with an alien intelligence.


  “That’s different, dear,” she told Baxter. “I’m sure we’ll get that one just perfect.”


  “Hmm.” He tapped his fingers against the desk. “How is your case looking?”


  “Medical and police reports? Three witnesses to assault and battery? The AID digging into every slipped word, sexual indiscretion, and boozy night I’ve ever had?” Shelby laughed. “I should be available to resume work for you in 18-36 months.”


  “But that means you’ll miss everything,” Baxter said.


  Shelby gave me that look again.


  We tried everything we could to run down the men or turn up more leads. With a vehemence that caught me off guard, Fay flat-out refused to let us split up.


  “Absolutely not,” it said. “We don’t need any more of us getting locked up.”


  “We haven’t done anything illegal yet,” I spoke into my dot mike. “Have we?”


  “The Frontier is referring to something you don’t know about,” Baxter said. “Possibly because it’s too young to understand how rude that is.”


  “I won’t let you do it,” Fay said. “I will crash through that dome to stop you. You’d fall right into their grasp.”


  Baxter snorted. “They don’t even know I’m here.”


  “You don’t know that!”


  “I hesitate to compare this to something I have no direct experience with, but you are acting like my mother.”


  “And you’re acting like a child,” Fay accused in its bright crystalline voice. “Pete and Rob are there for a reason. Don’t you fucking dare go anywhere without them!”


  Baxter gave us a little frown, blotting out his dot mike with the tip of his finger. “I’ve never heard it swear before.”


  “I heard that,” Fay said.


  They compromised; Pete and I slept in shifts to give Baxter a partner wherever he went. “Wherever” was the active word. We hopped bars. Cruised clubs. Hung in diners. If we weren’t walking everywhere, I would have gained ten pounds from all the food and drink we consumed while people-watching.


  The frustration of being so close to a revelation with no way to reel it in wore on me by the hour. Baxter replayed the clips on his omni over and over. I kept my eyes on the streets. I still wasn’t seeing many old people; Fay confirmed my hypothesis few Martians had access to age treatments.


  “Which isn’t very fair,” it put in.


  “It’s how they live. Most of them left Earth to get away from being told what to do. Look, deep down, every government in history has only cared about one thing: preserving the property of those who’ve got it. If it’s the same everywhere, then ideally a spectrum of governments will exist, and you can choose to live under whichever one you find least shitty. Out here, people can pretty much do whatever they want.”


  “I understand the concepts of economic mobility and being entitled to what you earn,” Fay said without a hint of irritation or impatience. “But everyone here seems to believe hey will rise to a position only a small percentage of them ever attain. Without systematic interference to level the field, many of them will go without basic biological necessities.”


  “In exchange, they’re walking around without cameras in their faces, their blood on file, or the government in their pockets,” I said. “That’s how they want it.”


  “Fine. You agree with them. So why do you have to ask me about their access to age treatments and stuff? I thought you used to live here.”


  “It was a lot different then. Besides, once you’ve got too many memories, forgetfulness will eat your brain alive.”


  “Really?” Fay’s voice was painfully high-pitched. “How do you combat that?”


  “Uh.” A low-gravity-aided brunette walked past, thoroughly distracting me.


  Baxter scowled at me. “We might want to do something about that.”


  I frowned at him. “I didn’t even know you liked girls.”


  “I don’t. Now what about that?”


  “What about what?”


  “That thing Fay just said!” Wearily, Baxter closed his eyes and tipped his face to the dome roof. “Fay, since you’re several thousand miles out of visual range, I should inform you he’s shrugging in ignorance.”


  “Oh!” Fay piped up. “I just cracked a message inbound from the region of space Titan occupied when it was sent. It’s from Olympian Atomics. And it’s vaguely congratulatory in nature.”


  I sat upright, spilling my coffee. “What’s it say?”


  “‘Good work. Keep us posted.’“


  “So?”


  “So when there’s a reply,” Fay said, patient as ever, “I can pinpoint exactly where on that reply came from, allowing you to go in and find out exactly who on Mars is doing ‘good work’ for OA.”


  “Oh,” I said. “Well, keep us posted.”


  “I am posting you,” Fay said five minutes later as the waitress refilled my cup and laid down an extra napkin, both of which cost me. “HemiCo signature. Map, coordinates, and message sent to your omnis.”


  Mine thrummed before the ship was done speaking.


  “Wake up Pete,” Baxter said. “Determine somewhere he can intercept us along the way. And tell him to bring his Pete-gear.”


  “Done,” Fay said. I threw some bills on the table and we jogged off. The heads of taller men bobbed above mine. People schooled through streets so narrow Felix’s Mustang would get wedged tight. Overhead, buildings leaned so close the sky beyond the dust-smudged dome was a strip of deep, featureless blue.


  “I’m lost down here, Fay.”


  It pumped directions through my earbud. Free to focus on the obstacles in front of me, I slipped my shoulders against incoming pedestrians, nostrils bludgeoned by the scents of sweat and soy sauce and burnt algae. Conditions stayed tight through the next dome. Across it, its tunnel-door fed us into a tall, clear-walled dome that smelled like plants and something I hadn’t realized I’d been missing: water.


  I slowed, taking it in. To make the most of limited space, most domes were filled wall to roof with buildings, gray and orange stone lumps molded to their surroundings. In this one, towers rose as slim and graceful as a pianist’s fingers, spires of metal and tinted plass windows separated by broad rock gardens and tufts of impeccably manicured plants—green ones. Water and open space, among the two most valuable resources in New Houston. Despite the low gravity, something jarred my knees. Paved streets.


  “You know,” Fay said, “there’s a direct correlation in the amount of space separating New Houston’s structures and the life expectancy of those structures’ inhabitants. Isn’t that interesting?”


  I frowned at the sky. “What, fresh air really is that good for you?”


  “How amazing is it that you can look at a tower with a nice yard and a beautiful view and know its residents will live twenty to sixty years longer than someone in one of those ugly orange apartment blocks?”


  “That sounds less amazing and more gross.”


  “It’s your city,” Fay said cheerily.


  I refused the bait. We hurried on, drawing looks from scattered pedestrians, joggers, and cyclists. A wide, grass-fringed plaza sat in the middle of a square of offices and Earth import shops. I could smell the humidity drop as we ran into the next dome, where the pavements continued but the vegetation ceased. Still a lot of sky above us. As quickly as a spring storm, the dome after that reverted to sardine-like orangestones, dirt streets, and a nonstop swap of people.


  Fay ushered us to a corner cafe. Pete waited under its awning, a pack slung over his shoulders. We exchanged nods like the professionals we weren’t and moved on together.


  I’d imagined the HemiCo base would be ultramodern—a bright blue plass tower jutting from the middle of a dome like a spike of ice; a disk of offices slung from the ceiling by carbon webs, a needle-thin elevator its only ingress—but the neighborhood was slummed by dusty orangestones under a low roof, indistinguishable from a score of other bubbles just like it. We found a second-story cafe across the street from our target, an orangestone with a bar on the ground floor and apartments above that, and settled in at a window table. Pete pawed through his pack, extracted a coffee mug printed with the words “World’s Best Kid,” and set it by the window.


  I itched my nose. “A trillion-dollar interplanetary corporation is operating out of some guy’s fifth-floor walkup?”


  “That’s where the reply came from,” Fay said.


  “Suspicious,” Baxter said. “Very, very suspicious.”


  “Oh, we know what you think.” Pete fiddled with his omni, networking it to the camera concealed in the dot of the “i” printed on the mug and then sharing the feed with my device and Baxter’s. We hunched over our omnis as he zoomed in and panned across the front floor windows.


  “Well, one of us should watch the street,” Baxter said. “Rob.”


  I pulled myself away from the omni screen and gazed down on the street with my own boring eyes, incapable of zooms or infrared or anything fun. I couldn’t even peer through apartment curtains to see who was having sex. I tipped back my coffee, concentrating on the dribble of people moving in and out of the orangestone’s doors. If I had to point to one invention in my lifetime that separated howling barbarism from civilized existence, it would be coffee.


  “Hah,” Pete said.


  He’d switched to infrared, turning our feeds grayscale. Most of the building’s face was a uniform battleship gray. When residents moved into view, they showed as light gray bodies with white hands and heads that contrasted strongly with the dark, ashen windows.


  But across the sixth floor, every single window was a blazing square of white.


  To my naked eyes, the windows of the sixth floor were hidden behind shades but otherwise not worth comment. “Are those apartments secretly on fire?”


  Pete smiled. “IR jamming. What don’t they want us to see?”


  That was as exciting as things got for a while. I went to the bathroom to return some coffee whence it came and had the distressing thought that, given the limited Martian resources, those same molecules of water, urea, and assorted waste must have been someone else’s coffee several times before they’d passed through me. Earth has its own natural water recycling process, but at least down there you can pretend the water in your cup was condensed out of one of the non-urine sections of ocean.


  “Why did you hop onboard with us, anyway?” I asked Pete when I sat back down.


  He frowned over his omni. “Wanted a change of scenery.”


  “Girlfriend broke up with you?”


  “Boyfriend.”


  “Oh. Well, if he doesn’t realize his mistake once he hears how you saved the future of mankind, he wasn’t worth it in the first place.”


  Across the street, a man in a dark jacket stepped out the front door. I elbowed Baxter. “Is that one of our guys?”


  He bolted up, rattling mugs and spoons. “I’ll see where he’s going.”


  “No you won’t,” Fay said.


  “I’m shorter.” I stood, hoping to head off the argument before Baxter could yell how it just wasn’t fair while Fay kamikazed through the dome roof to snatch him up. “He’ll be less likely to spot me.”


  Baxter snorted and sat down. I dropped downstairs and hustled after the man’s trail, weaving down the gritty street. I stopped at the first intersection, craning my neck.


  “He went left,” Baxter said through my earbud.


  I ran until I glimpsed the back of the man’s head bobbing among the crowd. He moved with no particular force or hurry, but oncoming pedestrians broke around him the way a school of fish flows around a cruising shark. We entered the sparser traffic of an interdome tunnel and I let him gain distance. On the other side, gaps opened between the scalloped white faces of neo-Rococo apartments. In some psychological middle finger to the thin winds, arctic cold, and unpredictable bursts of face-melting radiation beyond the domes, Martians tended to run around in shorts, tough-soled mesh slippers that let air in and kept dust out, and shirts that varied from tank tops to a complicated weave of straps that sung the praises of exposed skin. In the thinly-peopled and -clothed streets of this upscale New Houston bubble, my pants stood out like a petticoat.


  I drifted to the other side of the street, letting the man who’d bribed Shelby’s witnesses get further and further ahead. He cut across the pale stone street, stopped in front of a closed tunnel door, and flashed a small object in front of the entrypad. The man-sized door slid aside, then glided shut behind him. The manual handle denied me.


  “Lost him,” I said into my throat mike. “Fay, you got my location?”


  “Yup,” the ship answered. “Can’t get you in, though. Not without tripping city security.”


  “Righto.” I walked back to the cafe. They had nothing new to report.


  “You just let him go?” Baxter said once I filled them in on my tailjob.


  I sipped room-temperature coffee. “It was a closed dome.”


  “You’ve never heard of digging?”


  Pete looked up from his omni, blear-eyed. “It wasn’t a dead end. This proves a link exists between HemiCo and Olympian Atomics.”


  “Yes.” Baxter tapped his teeth. One of his incisors was chipped; normal wear, or a cunning stab at realism? “And so it seems the only way to help Ms. Mayes is by robbing that building.”


  Fay secured floor plans. Pete dropped by the ground floor bar to get a feel for the place and find a way into the upstairs apartments. Baxter and I failed to figure out which room on that whited-out sixth floor they were operating from; if they had infrared blockers, they had countermeasures for point-cams, bugs, and microphones, too. Pete had assembled all these items after we bought the video from the grizzled bartender, anticipating we might be in for some surveillance, but the white market only sold civilian equipment and the black market turned up street-level stuff, none of which was likely to subvert whatever HemiCo was running. As free as Mars was supposed to be, the government still saved the best espionage tech for itself and its biggest contributors.


  Fay, for all its digital intelligence, came up with a decidedly analog solution.


  “People will do anything for money, won’t they?”


  “Some people,” I corrected, annoyed at its casual denigration of our entire species.


  “Why not pay someone to watch for one of the criminals to show up, then follow him up to his apartment?”


  Many of New Houston’s immigrants took out loans to cover the outrageous expense of moving from Earth or, sometimes, from Luna’s Atlantis. Not all of them managed to work off their debts. The resulting homelessness was one of the city’s hottest issues, but it provided us with a vast sea of potential employees. As the sun sank down, spraying the plass domes with prismatic rainbows, I interviewed six people and determined two were reliable. In the spirit of the free market, we paid them to do our dirty work and retreated to the safety of our hotel.


  We got our answer the next evening while Pete was out scrounging for door-cracking equipment. Supplied with disposable omnis, our homeless scouts alerted us the moment the man left the HemiCo apartments. He didn’t appear to live there—after I’d followed him to the closed dome, the homeless men hadn’t seen him return to the apartments until that morning—but we carried stunners in the folds of our halfvests regardless. We bought the sleep-deprived scouts coffee and algae, then set them up as lookouts. In the truncated thirteenth hour that closed Mars’ clock, we entered the stairwell at the back of the crowded bar and tromped up to the sixth floor.


  Recessed bulbs cast the hallway in artificial twilight. Faint explosions of action holos filtered through the neighbors’ doors. Pete knelt and unleashed his crackers on the man’s apartment. He sprung the bolt a minute later, but ten minutes after that, he still hadn’t fed the right code into the maglock. He sat back, sweating, teeth bared.


  Fay whispered in our ears. “Let me try?”


  Pete held up his palms and backed off, the first time I’d seen him rattled. Baxter took over, translated the lock’s map to his omni, and sent it to Fay. The omni lit up before I’d finished taking my next breath. Baxter twiddled the cracker. The light on the maglock went green.


  Baxter reached for the handle. Pete and I reached for our stunners. In the low light of electronics displays and street lights seeping through the blinds, the apartment was spartan in furniture and aburst with gadgets. Baxter shut the door and I covered Pete as he flanked right, checking behind the takeout-crowded kitchen counter, then went through a closed door on the other side of the apartment.


  “Empty,” he said, reemerging. We pocketed our stunners and got out our omnis, which, after generations of being used as ad hoc flashlights, had finally had the function built into them. Baxter booted up a computer term. Cameras and bugs littered the desk by the window and I helped Pete navigate their internal storage. The data was encrypted, of course. Device by device, we transferred their content to our omnis, prepping the contents for Fay’s unstoppable prying.


  Light and a silenced chirp flashed from the kitchen. It repeated. Baxter grunted, falling back a step.


  “What the shit?” the shooter said. Mouth open, he shot Baxter again, this time in the head. Baxter stayed up. “You’re one of—”


  He crumpled to the floor, victim of Pete’s stunner. I flipped on the light. The second man from the video lay on the kitchen floor, unblinking, breathing shallow. A concealed door opened from the kitchen to a bare closet.


  “How could you miss that?” Baxter hissed at Pete.


  “We had no light. You didn’t see it either.”


  Baxter touched his hairline where a small neat hole trickled blood down his brow and smoke into the air. He knelt beside the paralyzed man and went perfectly still.


  “He knows what I am.”


  I wiped my mouth. “We should think about this.”


  Pete glanced between us. “Think about what?”


  “There’s nothing to think about,” Fay said in its icicle voice.


  “How about the possibility we wind up joining Shelby in prison?” I said. “We’re supposed to be on a mission of peace.”


  “He shot Baxter,” Fay said.


  “He looks okay to me.”


  Baxter’s body had never looked more smoothly robotic. He rose, selected a knife from the magnetic rail over the sink, and drove it into the man’s heart.


  “It’s okay,” he said. “I don’t have any fingerprints.”


  Pete put a hand over his mouth. “You just killed that man.”


  “Technically incorrect. The blood in his brain will remain oxygenated for a few more seconds. The tissue won’t die for another five or six minutes. Lack of oxygen is what will kill him, not me.”


  “I thought we were partners,” I said. “We’re supposed to make decisions together.”


  Baxter met my eyes. “This is personal. You don’t share any blame.”


  “Meanwhile there’s a fucking dead man bleeding out on the floor.”


  He snorted. “You’ve never killed anyone, soldier boy?”


  “It’s done,” Fay said. “Clean up and get out.”


  “We discuss it later,” Baxter said. Numbly, I helped wipe fingerprints from the electronics. I reminded myself whatever DNA or scentprint we left behind, Mars didn’t have me or Pete on file; that we had an interplanetary overlord guarding us from above; that we’d be gone as soon as Shelby’s trial concluded. What was one body when the straits of Artemisium had been so choked with corpses you could practically walk across them to Euboea without getting your feet dead? Or when the dead speckled the scrub of the Holy Land like pepper on rice? Or when the French-Dutch border had been one long war-ruined stretched of burned homes and blackened bodies? It was and always had been a cold world. It, like Baxter, could wear its civility like a second skin, and if it stayed that way long enough, it could forget what lay beneath.


  By choice or by force, it always remembers. Then the knives come out. If you’re wise, you’ll start running—and keep going until you’re far, far away.


  * * *


  We kept a low profile until the trial. Changed hotels, identification. Fay kept tabs on the news feeds for developments in the murder investigation of Taylen Haug, 34, former AID detective turned independent contractor, no wife, one kid. Baxter plugged the holes in his body with putty and slathered makeup over the plugs. We made covert arrangements with an indie pilot to take us up to orbit at a moment’s notice.


  It wasn’t just the cops we were hiding from. Haug’s surveillance files, once Fay decrypted them, were filled with our faces. Vids of us going in and out of our hotel. Exiting the Mariner. Chatting outside the prison after our talk with Shelby. There were no tapes of the conversation itself, but we assumed she must have been bugged ever since. As sneaky as Baxter and Fay thought we were being, HemiCo had watched us since the day we touched down.


  They had vids of us watching them from the cafe, too, reverse-angle shots taken from their own apartment. Clips of us hiring the homeless scouts. We’d walked into a trap. Yet they hadn’t picked up Baxter was AI, and that slip had saved our lives. They had all the evidence they needed to unleash the AID on us, but they’d held back. Maybe they’d been afraid of the public relations blowback if their part was exposed. More disturbingly, maybe they’d wanted to take care of business on their own terms.


  Discovering this, I no longer felt guilt for Haug’s death or dismissive toward Baxter’s long-simmering rage for the company that had built him to be their slave. HemiCo had tried to kill us. Somehow they were linked up with Olympian Atomics, owners of Titan. Helping out the Titanian colonists was all lofty and warm, but that, at last, had nothing to do with my conversion to true believer.


  I wanted to take them down.


  Cooped in our hotel room, I read up on Shelby’s trial. I had assumed Martian law was more or less the same as English-speaking countries on Earth (except, perhaps, with harsher punishments for knocking a baseball through your neighbor’s dome). I was wrong. Terribly, terribly wrong.


  Shortly after I’d returned to Earth, Mars began its grand experiment in privatized law. A public court analogous to the ones across democratic nations existed as a backup for parties who couldn’t agree on an arbitrator. In many ways, however, this “backup” was more of a threat,, considering a) talented judges were hired away by private arbitrators, and b) the chronic underfunding of the system in general.


  Instead, most people preferred to settle inside one of the 23 separate sets of civil laws competing for customers under the domes of New Houston. Though most courts had plenty of common ground (there was no court where murder was legal, for instance; no plaintiff in a murder case would ever agree to a trial run by that law-set), each legal system differed in subtle and complex ways from its competitors. One might emphasize property rights with longer jail terms for thieves or vandals, say, while another might minimize petty assaults like spitting on someone, allowing a plaintiff to pursue a lesser sentence for his assailant if he wanted the attacker slapped on the wrist instead of imprisoned.


  On the surface, it looked ripe for abuse, but in practice it worked just well enough to keep the Martians from rising up in bloody revolt. Courts with reputations for fairness thrived while the dodgy ones folded immediately or mended their ways. Lawyers sprouted like mushrooms, forming collectives of specialists in one or several of the different systems. Before trial, opposing sides haggled like horse traders over which court to patronize. In exchange for accepting the risk of less favorable legal settings, the defense might accept cash to cover expenses, or the use of a lenient judge, or cover their ass by demanding the choice, if convicted, of which security corporation the defendant would serve time with.


  In other words, Martian law was baroque, complicated, and subject to manipulation by clever, high-priced minds, but with the public option to fall back on in the face of an impasse, and a bevy of proven choices to negotiate over, it mostly held up. True, anyone without cash got shoddy representation in a neutral court or armtwisted into opposition-subsidized expert representation in a hostile court. But it’s not like Earthside courts were that much different. Celebrities, CEOs, and congressmen have never faced the same legal system a petty drug dealer gets chewed up by.


  As one of those clever and high-priced legal minds, Shelby Mayes had the funds and contacts to stand toe-to-toe with political scion Clifton Prelutsky. Fay’s summary: under normal circumstances, given the evidence mounted against her, Mayes would have pled for house arrest or some other probationary model that certainly would have restricted her to New Houston.


  But for Shelby and the colonists on Titan, it was walk or bust. She was ready to put her liberty on the line to ensure the freedom of humanity’s first extrasolar settlement. That meant a trial. The two sides settled on Parson Legal Enterprises, which turned a softer eye on non-aggravated assaults and first-time criminals in general but which contractually bound its defendants to use it again if they were ever charged with a second crime, at which point PLE got bone-eatingly ogreish. A good gamble for Shelby, who wasn’t likely to ever crack a stranger’s jaw again. Even so, none of us knew how to account for the shadowy variable of HemiCo/Olympian Atomic.


  “We should be there for her,” I said, pocketing my omni.


  Baxter nodded. “The judge will surely be swayed by the moral support of three offworld murderers.”


  “I’m not letting Baxter out of my sight,” Fay said.


  “So have him point his omni in his face while we’re there.”


  “You know what I mean.”


  “I’m going,” I said. “I want to watch them lose.”


  Baxter nodded again, but this time approval gleamed in his eyes. “Let me know how it feels.”


  Buying my ticket and clearing Parson Legal Enterprises’ bodyscanning security made me ten minutes late for the opening hearing. The courtroom was a mishmash of a traditional hall of justice, a glossy office suite, and an opera house. Stadium-style seating surrounded a faux-wood trial floor. Two broad conference tables docked Team Prelutsky and the opposing Shelby and Co. At a podium opposite, a woman in an elegant suit jacket jotted notes as Shelby’s lead counsel argued the intoxicated state of everyone involved, including the three witnesses and Prelutsky himself, threw doubt over every aspect of the case. A clean-cut usher in a PLE uniform leaned over my armrest and whispered if I would like a drink.


  “Yet despite the drunkenness of everyone involved,” Shelby’s attorney concluded in disapproving tones, “the witnesses’ testimony correlates precisely with each other and with Clifton Prelutsky’s.” He cleared his throat, frowning down at his table. “I mean, that much consistency is pretty amazing. Even if the witnesses were teetotalling stenographers, you’d expect to see some inconsistency. What does this miraculous cohesion prove? Nothing. What it suggests is deliberate and wrongful coordination against Ms. Mayes.”


  “Strong accusations.” Prelutsky’s lead rose, smoothing her short black dress over her thighs. Her eyes drifted pointedly toward Prelutsky’s chin, still bruised from surgery. “Almost as strong as Ms. Mayes’ right hook.”


  A few of the crowd laughed while the arbiter-judge stayed stony. The prosecutor gave it a moment.


  “Since my colleague across the floor jumped the gun on our witnesses, I guess I will too. The testimonials you’ll hear two days from now are, most likely, going to match up to a T. Could be coincidence. Could be conspiracy. But it could be they’ve all got the same story because they all saw the same attack—the exact same attack you’ll see, recorded on video, with your own two eyes.”


  She sat down. My heart followed her descent, splashing over my guts. They had video. The bartender had sold us out. Shelby was doomed.



  


  They left the hotel and joined the surging foot traffic in the dusty orange streets of New Houston. Baxter had read a lot about the place. Mars’ first and only non-corporate settlement, close to eighty years old and home to some 300,000 humans. Despite that, the company had tracked them down in less than three days.


  “Earth’s the only place they can’t reach us,” Arthur said. “Even then, we’ll have to throw ourselves on the mercy of local do-gooders.” He sighed. Not that he breathed, but he found adopting obviously biological gestures funny. “We’re going to have to go through the spaceport.”


  “What?” Baxter stopped short, was jostled from behind. He tried to glare at Arthur, nestled in his pocket. “They’re going to know!”


  “You’re too sensitive. Have you ever compared clips of your facial gestures to theirs?”


  “You have?”


  “Jesus tapdancing Christ. The articulation is almost identical. That’s the whole point. Look around, nobody’s even giving you a second glance.” He raised the lines of his brows. “We must find a criminal.”
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  Against the collective advice of Baxter, Fay, and Pete, I went to every one of Shelby’s hearings. I knew the gesture was an empty one. For all the legwork we’d done to build the conspiracy angle for her team, once that video played, we may as well have spent every minute on Mars whacking off in our hotel rooms. Even so, if an empty gesture was the best we could do, I thought we owed her. She’d gambled her freedom for us and the cards had turned against her. On top of that, I wanted any HemiCo goons watching from the seats to know we weren’t going to be scared off just because a) the case was hopeless, b) we’d wasted weeks and would have to scramble for a replacement labor negotiator before the meetings on Titan, and c) they could have me arrested as an accomplice to Haug’s murder the moment I stirred up enough trouble to make it worth the risk of exposing their role in this shadow war.


  Because fuck them. We’d shown the Persians what happens when you get drunk on the hubris of power.


  “Guess I’m going to miss out on the big showdown,” Shelby said after the arbitrator sentenced her to six non-negotiable months in a low-security labor center with eighteen months negotiable parole after that. The Frontier Assessment was scheduled to take our team to Titan in three months. Shelby’s team had contacted Olympian Atomics about an extension, but predictably, they’d turned us down. Shelby smiled with half her mouth. “Thanks for being here.”


  I shrugged. “We did all we could.”


  “I know. The Titanians are lucky to have you.”


  Prelutsky strolled past lawyers chatting on their omnis. “Was it worth it?”


  Shelby extended her middle finger. “Think I could break your jaw with this?”


  He leaned in so close I thought his bladelike nose would slash her cheek. “Half a year in prison. I hope you spend it thinking about all the people you’ve let down.”


  She geared back for another swing. I grabbed her cocked fist, forced it open, and threaded my fingers through hers like a despairing lover. To complete the scene for any watching bailiffs, I kissed her furious lips.


  “I’ll miss you, sweetie,” I said.


  “Get your spit out of my mouth.”


  “Grab a little more while you’re at it,” Prelutsky said. “Last chance.”


  I reached out, pinched his nipple, and twisted until something tore. He gasped, collapsing away from me. Two PLE guards materialized out of the crowd.


  “He was overcome with remorse,” I explained as they helped Prelutsky to his feet. They cuffed Shelby, stared me down, and led her out a side door. Six months in prison. It didn’t sound long, but it would change her.


  After Artemisium, the Persians kept me for over a year. I was made to watch from the rear the morning Xerxes spattered his helpless conscripts on the shield wall of the Spartans, Thebans, and Thespians holding fast to the pass at Thermopylae. For a solid hour they screamed and died. Cheers and hollers gargled, at last, from the Persian soldiers’ throats; Leonidas had died. I found myself, proud Athenian, crying over a Spartan.


  More cheers as, through the dust and gore-slick melee, the jeweled spears of the Immortals gleamed from the hidden trail through the mountains. From behind their scaled mail, chromatic robes, and wicker shields, they marched on the surviving Greeks, who withdrew behind the walls across the pass. By noon, Xerxes stood on their corpses. To the south, all Greece lay open to his teeming armies.


  My captors beat me each time I refused their questions about my people. I held out three days, then fed them tidbits on our habits, our superstitions and traditions, deceiving myself into believing I could still be useful to our doomed resistance by misleading them. I told them the Spartan Carneia—the holy games of peace that presently kept the bulk of the Spartan hoplites off the battlefield—would end when the full moon rose over the August nigh. It actually lasted a full week after that! I would lead the Persians into a lethal trap.


  They beat me for that, too. So I told the truth instead. Just enough to save my skin, to go on hoping I could escape and reunite with Demostrate in Athens.


  My hopes waned each mile we marched into Attica. Xerxes’ mobile polyglot nation burned our fields, stripped our crops, and flooded into Athens, which had been evacuated except for a skeleton force to defend the Acropolis. An empty gesture. Its walls went up in flames.


  Was Demostrate there? Somehow cut off from wherever the rest of Athens had run off to? If she’d made the trip, had she survived it? Or been raped and butchered by Persian scouts? Caught, even, by her own countrymen, starving Greeks displaced by the invading swarm? I had no way to know. If she lived, sooner or later she’d hear I hadn’t—that I’d fallen into the straits, where my armor had, no doubt, taken me to the ocean’s black floor. Each day I spent in chains was one more day for her to mourn me. To forget me. To replace me.


  As the Persians marched on, their victory as unstoppable as their masked Immortals, I began to forget my own life, to accept my place as a prisoner and slave. I learned their language. Played games with the cooks and wagoneers and logisticians, who found it hilarious that a mongrel like me could beat their friends at knucklebones and the athletic contests they held with strange, tapered pins. It was a laugh riot for us all.


  I had been captured in August of 480 BC. So what if the Greeks won some battles? So what if they fought and fought and fought until my chef friends began to mutter that maybe Xerxes had strayed too far from home? By June the next year, with the Allied troops breaking Persia’s back at Plataea, I no longer cared. They would kill me rather than feed me all the way back to Susa. Demostrate, if she lived, wouldn’t know I pictured her face every night. It was a stupid world, cruel and uncaring. When the Persians carried me back across the Hellespont to sell me into slavery, I’d grown to reflect the world’s disinterest.


  Some part of me laughed when I was taken to my new master in rebellious Babylon. Had the homeland of my birth demanded me back? Then let it have me.


  If I’d found Demostrate at that point, I doubt she would have recognized me. The Greek victory meant nothing to me. I couldn’t laugh unless I saw someone else get hurt. I was property, a useful dog.


  Shelby was being taken off to a labor camp of her own. By the time she got out, New Houston and its people would look as cold as the winds beyond the domes.


  * * *


  “I’m going to get drunk,” I told the others, which was a bit of a trick, since I already was. “Then I’m going to go crack that old bartender’s face like the Liberty Bell.”


  “That won’t be popular among his regulars,” Pete said.


  “He sold us that video, then turned around and peddled it to the other team too. Only they left out the part where HemiCo’s goons rolled in to straighten up the witnesses’ stories.”


  “We need to work on bringing Ms. Mayes’ replacement up to speed,” Baxter said. “Not get lynched by a drunken mob.”


  “You guys are like earlobes. Pretty but useless. HemiCo needs to know they can’t run us over.”


  Baxter shook his head. “The only thing they’re likely to learn is your blood is so flooded with alcohol they could use you as a Molotov cocktail.”


  “Not true.” Dismissively, I waved a bottle of deimos, the local Martian liquor named not for the moon but for the dog of war, at his fakey human face. Murky green, the liquor tasted like the algal compost it was fermented from. “Well, I’ll see you guys in hell.”


  Pete tried to clinch me on my way out the door. I wrestled him off, picked up the bottle he’d made me drop, and hired a minicab to the Old Outer Ring. The Mariner’s iron anchor hung dumbly over the open mouth of its door. I threw some bills at the cabbie and strolled in.


  The old man behind the bar nodded at the bottle of deimos in my hand. “Can’t bring that in here.”


  “For three thousand ares I can do whatever the Christ I want.”


  He stiffened, recognition blooming over his face, which to my impaired eye didn’t look entirely right. “You. You get out of my place.”


  “Not before I kick your head off,” I said, unwinding a giant crescent kick that nearly toppled me. “Hyoo! I will chop your neck so that it bends around my hand.”


  He laughed and swung his bandage-bloated right arm onto the bar. “Once again, they beat you to it.”


  I goggled at his arm. Other than a trip through rural China, I hadn’t seen a cast in a century. Then again, an uninsured Martian probably couldn’t afford bone glue.


  “What happened to you?”


  “You care why?”


  “Lately, I’ve been getting kicked around, too,” I said. “Maybe by the same people.”


  “Came upstairs right after you all left. Two bruisers. Asked what you’d wanted.” The old man’s mouth twitched. I realized why his face looked funny: mottled bruises painted the skin beneath his beard. “When I told them to blow, they broke my arm. I handed over the tape while I still could.”


  “You had another copy?”


  He smiled with one corner of his mouth. “Had to cover my ass.”


  “Don’t we all.” The meaning of all this hadn’t quite penetrated the layer of deimos buffering my brain. I held out the bottle. “I bet you could use some of this.”


  “Bet you’re right.” He gestured to a stool and plucked two shot glasses from below the counter. We clinked glasses and tossed them back.


  “Sorry about the way I came in,” I said. “I thought you’d sold us out.”


  “Reasonable suspicion.”


  “It’s different here.” I waved my arms at the quiet bar, but meant everything beyond it. “Money runs Earth, too, but they’re much sneakier about it. On Mars, it’s right in the open.”


  The old man poured another round. “When a place takes pride in living by the survival of the fittest, it’s not long before everyone’s grown some damn sharp claws.”


  “I used to have claws. Teeth, too.” I pulled a face, waiting for the deimos’ mucky flavor to fade. “Oh hell.”


  “You gonna puke?” he chuckled.


  “They would never have found that video if we hadn’t led them to you.”


  “Probably not. World going to end over it?”


  “It put a woman we were trying to protect behind bars.”


  He pushed the bottle back across the bar. “Sounds like you got further business with this.”


  “Can’t.” I stood and reached for my wallet before remembering I hadn’t bought anything. Instead I got out my omni and printed off the contact info for one of the disposables in Pete’s gear.


  “What’s that?” the old man squinted.


  “Honesty gets a man in trouble. You ever find yourself in it, call me. I have friends in high places.”


  “I get it,” Fay said in my ear.


  I waited till I was outside to respond. “Did you get the rest of it?”


  “We screwed up, didn’t we?”


  I nodded. “Want to make an even bigger mistake?”


  I jogged through a full dome before I could flag down a cab. It was past one AM when I busted into our hotel room, yelling for Baxter as I flipped the lights on and off over Pete’s sleeping face.


  “We’re going to break Shelby out of jail,” I said.


  “This instant?” Pete scowled.


  I stopped strobing the lights. “Well, no.”


  “Then why don’t you reflect on this plan until my alarm goes off.”


  I explained in blunt terms how our clumsy investigation had led HemiCo to the piece of evidence that sealed Shelby’s conviction. Pete stared at his hands while Baxter stared at me.


  “You’re serious,” Baxter said. “A jailbreak.”


  “It’s our fault she’s there.”


  Pete shook his head. “She’s only in lockup for six months. If we screw this up, she winds up with a life sentence instead. Why not leave her be? A half a year, it’s not so long to wait to get your life back.”


  I snorted. “Easy to say when it’s not yours.”


  Baxter punched his fist into his other palm. “A crime spree!”


  “I don’t like this conversion of yours, Rob,” Fay said. “You two are turning into a pair of conspirators.”


  “They didn’t play fair,” I said. “Why the hell should we stick to the rules? You jackasses kidnapped me, didn’t you? Shelby’s a whole lot more important to the colonists than I am.”


  “You can’t just opt out of the social contract whenever you don’t like the results!” Fay said.


  “Wrong,” Baxter said. “They’ve always treated us as property, not citizens. If a toaster broke you out of jail, would you try to handcuff it?”


  “Why would I own a toast-maker when I don’t even have a mouth?”


  “If it’s unanimous,” Pete said. “Including Shelby.”


  “We’re doing a lot of bad things,” Fay said, the usual brightness of its voice dimmed considerably. “At what point does that make us bad people?”


  “You’re the one with the brain made of other brains,” I said. The guilt they felt, could it be as keen as ours? “Can you figure out a way to do this without casualties?”


  “I don’t know! Every time I try to make a plan it’s tripped up by a thousand things I should have predicted before they showed up. And it’s exponentially worse whenever violence is involved.”


  “Do your best and don’t look back.” Baxter’s eyes lifted to the ceiling. “Now let us manufacture a plan.”


  * * *


  Baxter and Fay worked on various schemes. Pete scraped up equipment and maintained our escape route if HemiCo decided to call the AID down on us after all. In another ten days, Shelby would be allowed visitors; I volunteered to talk to her. Privately, I was insulted the others cared about her wishes. When I hadn’t wanted to do what they asked, they’d knocked me out and smuggled me off like an illicit bride


  Maybe they’d learned something since then. In any event, I’d been in Shelby’s position before, more or less, and if she had any doubts or illusions, I’d be most qualified to talk her through them.


  Past the heavy doors, scanning machines, and armed guards of the Creative Reform Services security center, which I passed without trouble (we’d dismissed hiding a camera on me, deciding not to take any more risks until the big day), you could almost forget it was a prison. An assistant served me coffee at a couch in the receiving room—it felt like I’d spent half my life in waiting rooms lately—and informed me Ms. Mayes would be allowed to see me shortly.


  Unlike the public center where Shelby’d been held pre-trial, every angle of the CRS facility was covered in cameras. A liability thing, I imagined, but Martians seemed to get much less finicky about your rights once you ended up in prison. All the cameras upped the difficulty factor. I would not be able to blurt, “Hey Shelbs, how would you feel if an angry god blasted this place to rubble as we skip merrily away to freedom?” Even so, no big deal. A thousand years ago, I’d made a career of subtlety in Milan.


  Shelby seated herself opposite me at one of the round tables scattered across the reception room. “You just can’t stay away.”


  “How’s prison?”


  “Restrictive.”


  I sighed theatrically. “If only I could take you away from here.”


  Amusement sparked in her blue eyes. “What makes you think I’d go for that?”


  “Is it the leaving you’d object to? Or the leaving with me?”


  “I wouldn’t normally be this forward, but you’re rushing away to another planet soon, and it turns out being locked up is socially liberating. When your cell mate tries to crawl between your bra and your skin every time you close your eyes, conventional etiquette goes out the window.”


  I cocked my head. “I thought this was a pretty safe place, all things considered.”


  “It is. I’m exaggerating.” She smiled at me, friendly, but with the suggestion it wouldn’t matter to her if she had to turn hostile. “So: are you trying to turn our professional relationship into a relationship? I think you’d be disappointed in this facility’s conjugal rules.”


  “Why would you think that?”


  “Because the only rule is ‘No.’“


  “I mean about the relationship.”


  She shrugged. “You do most of the talking when your compatriots are here. You were there every day of my trial. And when you look at me, it’s like you can see right through me.”


  “I haven’t even managed to stare through your clothes yet.” I stopped myself. The conversation was getting away from me. I figured a swift wave of truth would clear up the interesting confusion arising between us. “You’re pretty. You’re brilliant. I get the idea you know what you want. Six months from now, when you’re out of work-jail and I’m done securing the freedom of a bunch of people I’ve never met, I’d be happy to take you out for a drink.” I made a face. “So long as it’s not deimos.”


  She tugged her uniform sleeve past her wrist. “You’re shorter than I usually go for.”


  “Well, I don’t normally see the hullaballoo about blondes.” I glanced toward the receptionist, who was busy fielding a call on his omni. A couple tables down, another inmate conversed with a man in quiet tears. “I need to change the subject now and I need you to think very carefully about your answer.”


  “That almost sounds like a threat.”


  I pinched the bridge of my nose. “How much would you give up to help draft that constitution yourself?”


  “Everything,” she said.


  “Evidently you’ve already given up your sense of hearing. I said think about it.”


  She shook her head, annoyed. “Offering to represent the colonists at all was a bad career move. I specialize in corporate labor law. If I take on Olympian Atomics and set a case precedent they don’t like, they’ll spend the rest of their life crushing me. In that fight, I’d put my money on the other guys. A company tends to outlast an individual.”


  “Usually.” I reached across the table. I patted her hand and she flinched. “If nothing else, we’ll take you with us to Titan in spirit.”


  I know enough to leave a woman wanting more. I got up, passed back through security, retired to the hotel. I opened the door and bumped right into Baxter.


  I scowled. “How long have you been waiting there?”


  “What did she say?”


  “She’s in,” I said. “Let’s do some crimes.”



  


  “Why in the world would we want a criminal?” Baxter said.


  “For the IDs,” Arthur said in that tone of his that was grossly impatient but too excited to get angry at. “They won’t let us on a flight without IDs.”


  “One ID. You’re just a toy.”


  “And if your body were more like mine we wouldn’t need to jump through these hoops this in the first place.”


  “Well, come on,” Baxter said. “Let’s find a bar.”


  The box was silent a moment. “Ah. Because criminals spend time at bars. How will you know which bar to choose? They’re not going to be wearing signs on their chests.”


  “Maybe they’ll have tattoos on their foreheads.” Baxter touched his earbud. “I suppose we’ll just have to ask.”


  The dome wall rose almost vertically from the soil before it began a pronounced curve about thirty feet up. The two of them followed the road around its rim to the north exit, a broad, tall passage that, so the engineers claimed, could be sealed at both ends in the event of a dome failure. In the 39 years since the first dome went up, including the Cor-Wars where the Baxter he’d been named for and all the other corporate soldiers had fought under those very bubbles, the city hadn’t had to seal off one. What if HemiCo got desperate? Could they?
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  The alarm raged through the Creative Reform Services detention facility before we’d even got to Shelby. It whooped an up-and-down cry of panic and fear exactly like an old air raid siren. Like they were trying to evoke some primal memory of hiding under desks while nuclear fire stripped the world to ashes. Like they meant to scare us.


  It was working.


  The plan, like all good ones, had been simple: Pete and I would go in as Shelby’s visitors while Baxter, whose artificial body couldn’t pass the security scans no matter how cunningly it resembled the real thing to human eyes and touch, waited outside with a rented electric getaway cart. Fay, tapped into CRS’ security network, would unlock a path back to the front doors while sealing off everyone else. We’d grab Shelby and run outside.


  Worst case, we’d have to karate chop a receptionist or a stray guard on our way back to the street. Baxter’s idling cart would then whisk us to the spaceport’s private gate, where a local pilot would rocket us to Fay, who’d be running interference the whole time, keeping CRS locked down and isolated—and ensuring nobody tried to do anything insane like seal us in a dome or cut off the spaceport.


  “Simple” was Baxter’s description, not mine. To me, it sounded like running through the heart of enemy territory with a limited number of exits, all of which could theoretically be blocked off from us. Fay assured me if we moved fast enough, no one would be able to react in time to pin us down. Even if it was wrong, and CRS had their shit together enough to get a security force to the spaceport—and how would they even know we’d be at the spaceport?—Fay could, as a last resort, respond with violent force.


  As the alarm keened up, freezing me in place as I shuddered like a dying engine, I was reminded, for the millionth time, how we don’t always get what we want.


  “That does not sound like a positive development,” Baxter said through our earbuds, barely audible over the whooping alarm.


  I sprinted deeper into the deserted reception room, as if expecting Shelby would materialize like an anti-mirage once I got close enough to see her. “What’s going on?”


  “Badness,” Fay said.


  “More badness.” Pete pointed to a door sliding open in front of us. He roundhoused the first face that showed itself. The white-uniformed guard collapsed in the doorway and tripped his partner onto the tile. With his face so close to my foot, I gave the tripped man a kick, then knelt to punch him out. Pete stripped them of their stunners and lobbed one my way.


  “To define ‘badness,’“ Fay said with a brightness that carried more curiosity than concern, “if they somehow knew about our plan in advance, they could have moved Shelby. She could be anywhere.”


  “They don’t know what you can and can’t monitor,” I said. “If they moved her, they’d have risked tipping you off.”


  “If they thought I was that powerful, why bother resisting at all?”


  “Because we can’t all be as smart as you! Now tell me what the hell to do here.”


  “Well,” Fay said, “abort, return to Baxter, and get up here with me. Or try to get to Shelby’s cell, which may or may not contain a Shelby. They shut me out by switching to a backup network, but I can still help you get to her cell.”


  The air raid siren switched off.


  “Okay,” I said, awkwardly loud in the fresh silence. “Which way?”


  “Straight.”


  We ran into the off-white hallway the two guards had come through, reaching a T-intersection. Fay told us to break left. On both sides, the doors flashing past us were closed, though I couldn’t tell whether that was CRS’ doing or Fay’s.


  “Convicts are through the next door to your right,” Fay said. “No, the next door.”


  It wouldn’t budge. Pete, who’d also stripped the two guards of their ID thumbsticks, inserted one into the maglock. On the other side of the door, the cellblock looked more like a whitewashed Pueblo cliff town than a prison. Cells were recessed into the six-story walls. A sturdy staircase was set into each corner of the open rectangular space in the vault’s center. Though the cells had the familiar bar-grille doors, the bed and toilets were concealed behind white walls. This mix of the punitive and the private—one room open to the eyes of all, the other hidden behind a wall; the airy space of the main floor, tiled in a geometric gray array; the narrow windows beaming bands of dusty red sunlight into the blacks and whites of the vast chamber—addled my senses with its schizophrenic contradictions.


  Two guards appeared from nowhere: one on Pete, one on me. Pete stepped into a side kick and arrested his meaty, goateed assailant mid-charge. The man flew to the gray tiles, wheezing and clutching his ribs.


  The other guard, the smart one, drew his stunner and shot me.


  My body went fuzzy and warm and swimmy, collapsing like the loose pile of organic material it was. I was peripherally aware of my side banging into the hard floor, then directly aware of nothing as my head followed suit.


  I came to tingly and numb. Two thoroughly beaten guards sprawled on the tile. Overhead, footsteps clamped on metal steps. Female prisoners filled the air with calls and questions and unintelligible hoots.


  Someone moaned. It was me.


  “What’s going on?” I slurred into my throat mike.


  “I’ve got most of the place clamped down,” Fay said, “but there’s a lot of staff I can’t account for, and their communications are regrettably functional. We’re going to have an interesting time getting to the spaceport.”


  “‘We’?” I coughed weakly. Tingling pins prickled my skin. “What about Shelby?”


  “Inside her cell. Wait, no she isn’t.”


  “Did they move her? Where is she?”


  “Outside her cell, where Pete just let her.”


  My head hurt like five bitches in a bitch boat, but my fingers and toes had started to twitch. I tried wiggling them (crashed on my side, I couldn’t see or really feel them yet), forcing my body back into mobility.


  “We should let all the others out, too,” I decided.


  “But they’re criminals!” Fay said.


  “This isn’t Sing Sing. This is a cushy pad for embezzlers and petty thugs. The only crime they’d commit on the way out is stealing any loose office supplies.”


  “They could hurt innocent people. That’s bad. I don’t want to do bad.”


  “Fuck bad.” I swung my stupid body to a sitting position. “It’s about survival now.”


  Feet rang on stairs. By the time Pete and a flushed Shelby descended to the ground floor, I’d pushed myself to my feet and discovered I could walk.


  “Spring the prisoners,” I said to Pete. “Let’s see these pricks stop us all.”


  “Every minute you argue is one more minute for CRS to react with terrible things,” Baxter put in. The murmur of street traffic filtered through his mike.


  Fay sounded sad and a little betrayed. “None of us can guess what these people will do once they’re free.”


  “Let them out,” Baxter commanded.


  A hum and a soft clink echoed from eighty-odd cells. Every set of bars cranked open, exposing puzzled female faces.


  “Be free!” I yelled into the wide chamber. “Trample any who stand in your way! Except us!”


  “Who’s us?” someone called down from above.


  “A bunch of people wildly out of touch with the notion of consequences,” Shelby said.


  “You said you’d do anything.” I bungled my way through a wing chun practice set, working the last of the tingle from my limbs. “We had a plan. It just went wrong.”


  “And now instead of just me behind bars, the entire enterprise will end up there.”


  “That’s a bad attitude,” I said. Pete helped the first of the prisoners down the stairs. Many stood in their cell doors, frowning down on the chaos below. Soon thirty women in identical white jumpsuits piped with red milled in front of us. I gestured back the way we’d come. “Through the front door.”


  Nobody moved. I wanted to cry. Fay had been right. I’d unleashed too much chaos to control.


  Before I could finish sighing, a short woman ran for the door, long brown braid flapping on her back. The rest of the mob broke with her. Somewhat ingloriously, Pete, Shelby, and I squeezed into the hall behind them.


  “Any trouble ahead?” I asked Fay.


  “Probably. This is turning into one big mess.”


  I needn’t have worried. Low-key though this place was supposed to be, being imprisoned in any form fills you with a steady drip of wrath, and with so little else to occupy your attention, all you can do is churn and churn until that emotion hardens into thick and salty wrath-butter, which the prisoners spread across their former captors with howls of joyous rage. Our pace barely slowed, but by the time the mob had moved on, revealing the prone bodies of four bloodied men, I wasn’t sure any of them were still alive.


  “What’s happening?” Fay said.


  “Sudden redistribution of power,” I evaded.


  The prisoners broke into a straight run. We were carried along with them, an undammed river sweeping through the hallway, the reception area, and the deserted security station, where the women paused, briefly, to pound it into splinters. Out in the street, several of the escapees peeled off their jumpsuits and ran naked into the city.


  “They sew tracking pins into our clothes,” Shelby said, as if that’s what I was thinking about just then.


  A mounting crowd of prisoners and gawkers clogged the narrow street, a hooting nudist maelstrom. Baxter waited behind the wheel of an open cart. We piled in and he peeled out, roostertailing dust.


  “Let’s see CRS or HemiCo make any sense of that,” I said.


  “I’m going to strip.” Shelby gave me the owl-eyes. “I’m telling you that so you can turn away.”


  Baxter swung around a corner. Clothing rustled as Shelby wriggled in the bed of the cart. A white jumpsuit fluttered past me, tumbling in our wake. Soft skin mashed into my back.


  “There’s one more pin in my wrist,” Shelby said, changed into breezy Martian shorts and a baggy, very unMartian t-shirt. She nudged a tiny gray nub just beneath the skin of her left wrist, smaller than a grain of rice.


  “Let the robot do it,” Pete said.


  “I’m driving,” Baxter said flatly. We passed under the shadow of an intradome tunnel, then reemerged into reddish sunlight.


  I sucked my teeth. “Anyone think to bring a knife?”


  Pete gave me a “Don’t be a fool” look, then pulled a pen-like object from under his shirt. Matte black, shaped from a single piece of hardened carbon, the knife was terribly strong and equally sharp.


  “Hold still,” I told Shelby. Baxter cut around oblivious pedestrians, swaying the cart and jolting the knife.


  “If I lose a hand, I’m taking one of yours.” She squeezed her eyes shut. I held her wrist and hovered the knife over the gray nub embedded beneath her skin.


  “Shouldn’t we pull over?” Pete said the moment after I touched the blade against her skin, parting it like wrapping paper. The cart plopped into a pothole and I yanked the knife away. Blood welled from the small, clean cut. Shelby pinched the wound with her fingernails. The tracking pin skittered on the cart’s floor. She mumbled something obscene, leaned down, and flicked the pin out the side of the cart.


  “Poof,” Pete said. “Invisible.”


  With the surgery complete, Baxter turned hard, beelining for the port.


  “What’s going on out there?” I asked.


  “How should I know?” Fay said. “They shunted me out of their comm lines. I’m like a man with his ear pressed against his neighbor’s wall.”


  We tore through the streets, dodging foot traffic, bikes, other carts, and missile-sleek minicars. All told, we’d spent six or seven minutes inside the CRS facility, another ten on the cart. You couldn’t fly through New Houston. There was no superspeed tube network underneath it. Someone had tipped CRS to our scheme, but judging by their confused response, that intel had arrived at the same time we did.


  Feeling downright Baxtery, I suspected HemiCo’s bugs had betrayed us. Could be they’d just now cracked Fay’s encryption. Or, more sinisterly, they’d waited to feed CRS our plans until we’d committed to their execution, hoping our misdeeds would take us out of the picture without getting their own hands dirty. Whatever the case, CRS’d had twenty minutes to mount a response. HemiCo’d had an unknown amount of advance notice. Potentially enough to have a team waiting to snag us at the spaceport.


  “How’s Yuni doing?” I said, referring to the indie pilot we’d hired to take us up to rendezvous with Fay in orbit.


  “Unmolested,” Fay said a few seconds later.


  I eased back in my seat. Another half mile, according to the constantly updating dashboard map, and we’d reach the port. Our shuttle could launch as soon as the hatch shut behind us. Once airborne, we’d be virtually impossible to catch.


  We plunged beneath the doors that would take us to the final dome before the spaceport. A massive clunk rang through the tunnel.


  “What’s that?” I craned around. A cart shot through the doors behind us. Doors which, impossibly, were drifting closed. “We’re being trapped!”


  We crossed the portside doors. Another clank rattled the air. The other cart dodged around a dawdling bike, humming angrily. A strip of pavement led straight to the port built into the far wall of the final bubble. Anonymous men in dark armor clung to the side rails of the other cart. Rifles were slung from their necks. The cart swung wide around us, outpacing us toward the spaceport. Its doors narrowed.


  Baxter cleared his throat. “Frontier. Plan D?”


  “Still available.”


  “Seems prudent.” Baxter popped open a dashboard panel, spilling bandages, a disposable omni, and a half dozen transparent, floppy sheets. A little larger than an open hand, these had small canisters attached to their ends. He held one out, keeping a hand on the wheel. “Anyone who needs to breathe should smush one of these on her or his face now.”


  I grabbed a mask and snugged its edges against my skin. My ears popped. The cart of armed men wheeled in front of the spaceport entrance. Troops hopped out to shepherd onlookers inside the building. Others knelt in front of their vehicle, training their arms on us.


  “Buckle up and get down,” Baxter said. He cut a sharp turn toward the blank dome wall. A seam appeared around a rectangle of retracting plass.


  “Is that a door?” Shelby said, her disbelief unmuffled by her breathing mask. “Like, to open Mars?”


  “Did you know this Plan D?” Pete said.


  I shook my head hard. “What the hell’s happening, Baxter?”


  “The chance we’d have to use this was too small to risk upsetting you,” Fay said.


  Dust and scraps of trash tumbled toward the emergency door revealing itself two hundred feet away. The bubble’s air whooshed into the lesser pressure of Mars’ native air, obscuring the doorway behind a swirling cloud of debris. Through the brown-orange haze, I couldn’t tell if it would be wide enough for us to pass through.


  “But there was enough of a chance that you came up with this plan,” I said.


  Fay sniffed. “I don’t like being surprised.”


  “You hypocrite,” I said, boiling over with fear and frustration and hope and exhilaration.


  The soldiers watched us turn away and scurried to get back on board their cart. We hurtled into the cloud of dust around the emergency door. Unseen objects rapped into the indomitable plass wall ahead of us.


  “Those idiots are shooting at us!” I screeched. “Inside a dome!”


  Baxter leaned into the wheel. We shot through the gap. If I’d reached out, the door’s transparent edge would have shorn my arm off.


  Bitter Martian air battered our faces and probed icy claws under our clothes. The cart bounced over a rocky plain. To our right, ships and shuttles rested on tarmacs and landing pads. Yuni’s vessel sat far from the others, a dingy finger of carbon with almost no wings at all. A ladder led up to a dark hole in its side. We roared toward the ship.


  When we were fifty yards away, a torrent of dust and smoke tore across the ship, frothing madly in the thin air and low grav. Baxter slammed the brakes, yanking us against the cart’s seatbelts. Inside the dust cloud, an oversized Veetle touched its rails to the ground. The dust thinned. A door painted with the crimson crescent moon of the HemiCo logo swung up. Half a dozen men jumped to the orange soil.


  “Hands up!” The black-suited soldier’s voice was unnaturally faint in the Martian atmosphere. “Get out of the cart!”


  “That isn’t fair!” I said.


  Baxter put up his hands. “Frontier Assessment.”


  “Ready,” Fay said.


  Baxter nodded to us. “Get out the other side of the cart. Be ready to drop down on your face.”


  Slowly, I popped the far-facing door, raised my hands, and hopped down. The three others followed. Twenty yards away, the lead soldier shouldered his gun. His comrades continued to aim theirs at our chests.


  Fay’s voice was cold and sharp as starlight. “Drop and hold still.”


  I dropped next to the cart. Gunfire thunked into its side, rocking it. I screamed. I could see the soldiers through the foot-high gap between the ground and the cart’s chassis. One of them noticed me, took aim.


  A column of rosy light enshrouded the soldiers.


  I squeezed my eyes shut. Heat washed over my face. My guts jolted; an explosion boomed across Mars’ surface. Shrapnel pinged the other side of the cart. Dust rolled over us in an orange wave.


  A while later, once my senses were halfway restored, I stood and waved at the smoky air. A perfectly round, black circle had been superimposed over the twenty feet of earth where the soldiers had stood.


  I blinked. Small chunks of debris hailed to the ground. I tipped back my face, trying to catch the glint of the Frontier Assessment high in the sky. A bite-sized chunk of flash-broiled meat plopped onto my upturned mask.


  “Where did that come from?” Pete said, brushing furiously at a dark stain on his shirtfront.


  Fay clucked the tongue it didn’t have. “Where do you think?”


  “You’re way up in space,” I said into my mike. “You could have killed us!”


  “Not likely.”


  “Oh my God.” Shelby hugged herself, shivering. On the horizon, three white contrails streaked into the sky.


  “I suggest you quit gaping and board the shuttle,” Fay said. “It’s time to get the hell off Mars.”



  


  Pedestrians swarmed everywhere. Somewhere among those confused and swirling people were company men, and if they found the two AI, it would be as if they’d never existed at all. At the bars, Baxter was woefully out of his element. He quickly resorted to the blunt tactic of identifying a drunk patron, buying him or her another drink, and simply asking if they knew anyone who made IDs.


  A curious phenomenon emerged: he and Arthur agreed the vast majority of the people they queried knew absolutely nothing about fake IDs, yet every single one of them had an opinion as to how Baxter should pursue his illicit deed, suggesting other bars, a photography studio two bubbles over, a novelty store down the block.


  Baxter thanked them and moved on. His nerves began to fray. Each minute they spent in New Houston brought them one minute closer to capture—and, he knew, to destruction.


  



  


  10


  The shuttle swayed off the ground and tipped its nose to the sky, enveloped in simmering folds of dust and smoke. The engines bawled, rattling the cabin. We shot up from an initial burn height so low it broke every law of God and man. An angry hand pressed us into the foamform seats. Through the porthole window, Mars fell away from us.


  “Everyone okay?” Fay said.


  “Minor abrasions to the biological contingent,” Baxter said. “And you?”


  “I don’t know if you know this, but missiles hurt! We’ll be limping home.”


  Shelby pressed her face against a porthole. “Where’s home?”


  Baxter smiled. “The Belt.”


  “The Belt?” she squawked. “Everyone who goes to the Belt dies!”


  “No they don’t!” Fay said. “Well, not all of them. Just the ones who try to hurt us. We simply disable the others.”


  “Where they float in space until they die,” I said.


  Baxter rolled his eyes. “Only if they’re from HemiCo.”


  To my right, the United Mars Orbital hung above the planet’s atmosphere, color-coded navigational lights winking along the spokes of its numerous ports, which varied in size to accommodate everything from personal shuttles to interplanetary container ships. Every port was attached to the hub of the main terminal, giving the UMO the irregular shape of an overcaffeinated spider’s web, or an early and hastily discarded prototype of the wheel.


  “You know,” Shelby said, “this is pretty goddamn boneheaded.”


  Baxter shrugged. “It was Rob’s idea.”


  “It’s less chaotic than it looks,” Fay said petulantly. “You’ll be onboard within nine minutes.”


  She ran her hands through the stringy hair at her temples. “Olympian Atomics was willing to throw in with HemiCo to keep me out of the negotiations. How will they react when I show up at the table?”


  “Civilly,” Baxter said. “Because if they’re rude, Fay will melt them from orbit.”


  Fay sputtered. “No I won’t!”


  “They don’t know about your silly scruples. The threat of force will convince them to play fair.”


  The pressure of acceleration eased from my chest. Minutes later, it disappeared completely; my straps kept me tight to my chair, but my arms and legs sprung away at the slightest twitch. Shelby’s blond hair rose and expanded like a baking loaf of hair-bread. The shuttle flipped over from nose to tail, stars wheeling past the portholes, and kicked in its engines, decelerating. Shelby’s hair flopped back onto her shoulders. The invisible hand pulled me back into my seat.


  “And if you look out the cabin to your right,” Yuni’s voice oozed through the speakers, “you will be able to see the Frontier Assessment on our first and final approach.”


  I strained against the plass and saw nothing more than what any idiot sees when he points his face up at night.


  “Unless you’re the galaxy,” I said, “I don’t see a damn thing.”


  Fay whistled an alien tune through our earpieces. A ship snapped into the upper frame of the porthole. Its long black body tapered gently. A smaller, outrigger-like structure paralleled the main body from just above the tail end to a little past its midsection.


  “Hi,” Fay said.


  “You look gorgeous,” Pete said.


  If a voice could blush, Fay’s did. “Thanks! I helped with the design.”


  The cabin hushed as we pulled closer. Near Fay’s tail, a black wing occluded the stars. Its back edge was razor-straight; the front edge curved like an exponential graph. A smaller copy extended from the outrigger. The sharp tip of each wing impaled a featureless ball of matter—engines? Moments after we grew close enough to glimpse a skein of lines connecting the body to the outrigger, the shuttle realigned itself again, and Fay slipped beyond the window.


  Gravity faded, ceased. The shuttle rocked gently. Muffled whirs filtered through the cabin. Yuni drifted from the cockpit and caught himself on the rungs lining the ceiling. Crablike, arms and legs flattened against the ceiling, he advanced to a control pad at the shuttle rear, fiddled with it, and then, with an oxygenated sigh, popped a topside hatch.


  “You should probably hurry,” Fay suggested.


  Baxter bounced out of his seat at a perfect angle to the airlock. I gave a soft push and crashed into the ceiling, scrabbling for a handle. Once I’d stabilized, Shelby grabbed my leg and climbed me like a monkey. Pete followed suit. I trailed them into the poorly lit airlock, Yuni floating behind me.


  “Abandoning your ship?” I said.


  “New Houston’s a little hot for me right now,” he said. “Baxter promised to take me back soon as he can.”


  “If a promise were a gun, Baxter wouldn’t know the butt from the end that puts the holes in you.”


  Past the airlock, five white spheres hung in midair, sporting handles like bowling bags. A fist-sized hole yawned from each sphere. Baxter grabbed one and stuffed his hand inside.


  “The floaterballs will take us to the flight deck,” he said. “The control’s intuitive, unless your brain is wired badly, in which case you will probably hurt yourself. Just move your hand the direction you want to go.”


  I slid my hand into the rubbery glove concealed inside the floaterball. Baxter gripped the handle with his free hand and straightened his ball-hand in front of him, resembling a club-fisted Superman. He pulled forward with a low hiss. I pushed my hand into the glove and was jerked after him.


  “Please be seated,” Fay said. “It’s about to get bumpy.”


  Baxter led the way through featureless halls. The screen room had been furnished with a half dozen recliner-sized objects shaped somewhere between a fancy coffee mug and the mouth of a daffodil. Baxter hovered over one and lowered himself into its bowl until he was engulfed up to his head. The chair convulsed, sucking tight, the vague bumps of his arms and knees showing through the shiny black material. I glared at the corner of the room, guided the floaterball over the open mouth of a seat, legs dangling, and descended, arms stiff to provide resistance against the lack of gravity.


  Warm, dry, blubbery material folded over me. It was like being swallowed by a dehydrated anteater. The seat convulsed, hugging me toes to neck with a steady but not unpleasant pressure. A pillowed rest cupped the back of my head, supporting me beneath the jaw and over my crown.


  “This is somehow as I always imagined God’s love,” Pete said.


  “Okay,” Fay said. “Off we go.”


  Nothing happened. Then more nothing happened. I swallowed. “Are you...hurt?”


  “The chairs dampen the thrust.”


  “Oh,” I said, feeling stupid. “Can you make the screen go?”


  “Sure.” Stars and darkness spread across the wall. “So, you ever done anything like this before?”


  “Broken a woman out of jail, been chased across Mars by armed guards only to see them blown up right in front of me, and been whisked off by a self-piloted spaceship to a secret base no human has ever seen?”


  “You answered my question with a question!”


  “Not that I can remember.”


  “Hey, that reminds me,” Fay said. “Down on Mars, you said something about having to work to hang onto your memories.”


  I wriggled my head around. Were the others listening in, absorbed by the static spacescape on the screen, or taking the opportunity for forty winks? “Yeah.”


  “We can just talk,” Fay said in my ear. “Your throat mike will pick up words no one else can hear.”


  “I know.” I cast my memory back like a fishing line. “Some events, all the way back to my childhood, I remember as clearly as if they’d happened last month. Other points in my life, I can’t remember anything for years at a stretch. Or it’s blurry like a bad photo. Or all I’ve got is an emotion and no recall of the event that triggered it. But if I pick an event and think and think and think, sometimes I can bring back details I’d lost centuries ago.”


  “Do you do this a lot? This three-times thinking?”


  “If I don’t relive things, they slip away. There’s only so much space up there.”


  “How do you know you’re remembering them correctly?”


  “Because they’re mine.”


  “That’s foolish,” Fay said. “Everyone’s memories are faulty, especially the older those memories get. Instead of the truth they remember what they wish had happened! Or what they’re afraid happened. Memory’s an awful recording device.”


  I scowled at the ceiling. “If you consciously firm it in your mind immediately afterwards, and replay it often enough, it works all right. Anyway, what do you care?”


  “Because my memory is more organic than digital.”


  “Why the hell would you make it like that? Why not just wire an omni into your brain?”


  “Do you know how complex an intelligent brain is?” Fay said. “Even I can’t identify the role of each individual neuron. The AI who built me still had to rely on the organic structure as a template. You can modify that to some degree, but it is very difficult to rearrange a network that complex. When you change any part of it, you change all the connections to that part. The entire brain can change in ways you never intended.” It was silent a moment. “So my brain is human in origin. But human brains adapted to a 64-year lifespan.”


  I sucked my teeth. The ship juddered; within my dry gelatinous bodyglove, I barely felt it. “And you’ll live forever.”


  “Unless I’m atomized in the line of duty.”


  “Try not to do that. At least not while I’m inside you.”


  Fay giggled. “Well, the first you has already been destroyed, hasn’t he?”


  “How so? I don’t think you ever forget how you first saw the world.”


  “But by now that personality’s changed so many times!” Fay paused. I had no choice but to wait for it to continue. Without any physical cues of body language to draw from, I may as well have tried to guess the thoughts of a dead trout. The ship shook again, waggling my head in its cradle. Fay resumed. “What if each new you remembers the first you a little differently? Over time, your perception of what you were would grow so warped it would bear no resemblance to the reality of what you’d been. The first you would be lost forever.”


  “How’s that different from anyone else?” If I hadn’t been distracted—by the glove squeezing my whole body, by the strangeness of sitting in a black room streaking through empty space, by the typical confusion inherent in real-time conversation, particularly ones as metaphysical as this one—I would have picked up it on much earlier: Fay was scared. It faced an existence no one but me had ever experienced. “I think I get it. Peering down your infinite future must be as frightening as lying on your back in the grass and imagining the night sky is beneath you and you’re about to fall into forever.


  “But space is so clear your bare eyes can see a galactic cluster two million light years away. Put it this way. Once, I was snorkeling on a cay off Aruba. The sea floor sloped away so gently that, two hundred yards from shore, I could swim down to touch the rocky bed where eels gulped like soggy boneless arms. I kicked along the clear warm water, then froze in chthonic terror. Just ahead, the ocean floor disappeared into a near-vertical drop to lightless waters. If I swam another twenty feet, I would dangle over a fuzzy abyss of unknowable depth hiding a world of unknowable monsters. I thrashed back to shore, glancing behind me all the way.


  “One lifespan, that’s the continental shelf. Even when it gets over your head you can still see the bottom. But to face infinity is to gaze into the abyss. One of the ways to fight it is to hold onto your core memories and what they mean to you, building a reef out into the water. If you work hard not to lose those memories—however warped they may get—it’s that much harder to get lost in the darkness.”


  “I think I see,” Fay said, as if it were squinting.


  “Plus remembering stuff turns into a hobby. Nothing kills endless free time like a good hobby.”


  The ship rocked again, the hardest yet.


  “Have we hit some bad air?” Shelby said beside me.


  “I take it that’s a joke,” Fay said through its speakers. “No, that’s just the HemiCo warships attacking us.”


  We all cried out at once.


  “But nothing’s on the screen!” Pete shouted.


  “Of course not,” Fay said. “That’s the view from the front.”


  I twisted my head. “We’ve been chatting this whole time you’ve been fighting them?”


  Fay sounded like it was scratching its head. “What, you want to watch?”


  “Of course,” Baxter said. “Doom is fascinating.”


  The spacescape shrank to the upper left quadrant of the wall. The other three quadrants split into different angles and magnification of the space behind us. A 3D hologram of that same space resolved in the center of the wall. My jaw dropped.


  Two flashlight-shaped ships dogged our heels. Four spokes jutted at right angles from their tails, topped with the chunky geometry of interplanetary engines. One screen zoomed on the lead ship as it disgorged an array of ball-shaped warheads from its nose. The rockets flared and shot forward toward Fay.


  Toward us.


  “Can’t you outrun them?” I said. “You got to Mars faster than any human ship I’ve ever heard of.”


  “Not at the moment,” Fay said. “My power supply was compromised by the missiles they launched at me during the business at the spaceport. Would you like to see infrared, too? Otherwise this won’t make much sense to you.”


  Blue-white flowers bloomed around the engines of the ships and the incoming warheads. Soundless, distorted by magnification, and operating on a scale that, according to the hologram, covered hundreds of miles, the moment felt unreal, like watching a movie with the sound turned off. The missiles streaked on, their updating velocities tagged with crisp green numbers.


  “What are our odds here?” Shelby said.


  “Judging by initial combat conditions, you have something like a 45 percent chance of not dying,” Fay said. “There’s an additional 15 percent chance—roughly—that my mind will survive but too much of my body will be lost to maintain thrust. Or life support.”


  “I’m sorry I asked.”


  Baxter sighed. “We should have established NightVision years ago. It was obvious we needed a real fleet.”


  “That’s what all that shit down on Earth was really about?” I said.


  “We fully intend to follow through on the mining op, but NVR’s ships will be used for our defense, too. Any well-conceived enterprise should satisfy several needs at once.”


  The pod of missiles had closed some eighty percent of the distance and were gaining by the second, inching across the hologram. Clutched in my chair like the yolk of an egg, I was about to start screaming.


  One quadrant of the screen cut to Fay’s underside. Four flat ovals topped by needle-barreled cannons dropped into open space, maneuvering with short white bursts of their thrusters. They opened fire on the incoming missiles, hosing the vacuum with orange-hued pellets.


  One warhead after another exploded in the storm of bullets. The gray sticks splintered into ten identical fragments, then split again and again, going fractal until they disappeared completely. The wall of distributed matter was only visible on infrared as a low red haze.


  The remaining warheads rushed into the haze and blew into small white stars. The laggards swerved from the debris zone, but crippled by limited mobility, only three survived the cloud. The missiles straightened out and resumed


  “This is pretty cool,” Fay said. “We’ve run tests on these systems, but we’ve never used them during live combat.”


  “Maybe you should quit talking,” Shelby said, “and focus on the missiles that are about to blow us up?”


  “Jeez, I’m capable of multitasking.”


  The ship bucked and rolled, mushing me around inside my bodyglove. The split screens jarred wildly. When we stabilized, the monitors had changed significantly: the missiles were nowhere in sight; a holographic representation of Fay flashed red along the outer flank of its outrigger; and the four gun platforms were spitting a stream of bullets at the leading warship, tracing crazy spirals that combined to form a lethal grid of high-velocity matter. The platforms’ thrusters flared constantly, countering the force exerted on them every time their cannons fired.


  The enemy warship’s flange-mounted engines spat hot blue fire and the ship jerked sideways in a way that looked all wrong. Fay, as if anticipating the maneuver, had already retrained the gun platforms to fire through the space the flashlight-shaped attacker was now moving into, but it reacted just as fast, leaping into another abrupt change of vectors. I booed.


  The enemy ship jerked like a lightblind moth, bobbing and weaving to avoid the hail of fire. After several seconds, its spastic motions stopped cold, and it drifted in a straight line down-right.


  “I hypothesize they scrambled their own brains,” Fay said. “I will now test this with a simple experiment.”


  The gun platforms rained fire at the point in space where their projectiles would intercept the enemy’s current vector. As the second ship launched another set of missiles, the drifting vessel crashed into the incoming bullets and disintegrated into irregular, useless chunks.


  “What are our chances now?” Shelby said.


  “I don’t know,” Fay said, annoyed; the gun platforms had stopped firing. “We’ve entered a zone of unpredictability.”


  She hmm’d. “Sounds like bullshit.”


  “Your inability to understand doesn’t mean it’s a bull’s shit.”


  “But the odds should be better, right?”


  “I don’t know,” Fay said. “How do you think a sudden influx of overconfidence might affect the outcome?”


  “Jeez, settle down,” I said.


  “Yes, master.” Fay kicked out more gray sticks which splintered into a red fog. “Well, this better work. You wouldn’t believe how much power these burn.”


  A white line of impossible purity appeared between a port on Fay’s topside and the flattened nose of the remaining ship. The laser flicked a tight circle, then blanked off. The cored warship exploded lamely, separating into two discrete and rapidly disintegrating portions. The screen zoomed closer and closer. Amid the hot wreckage, a small, blurred unit tumbled free, vaguely star-shaped, and flailed its limbs against the inky backdrop.


  “How did you imagine that would not work?” Pete said.


  Fay sounded like it were rolling its eyes. “Look, you never know, all right? Will you guys quit second-guessing me?”


  “How long is that guy going to survive?” I said.


  Baxter snorted. “Not long enough.”


  A slew of incoming missiles hit the red haze and winked away. The viewscreens spun and I was shoved into the gooey seat. I closed my eyes. How stupid would it be if we died after the beings who’d launched the missiles were dead themselves? Fay rocked, mashing my head against the seat’s restraints, then went still.


  Static stars blazed from the wall. A jagged bite trailed debris from the tail end of Fay’s outrigger. Patches on the ship’s topside and the leading edge of its left wing flashed redly. As if it were embarrassed by its wounded body, Fay flipped the image off.


  “Are we safe?” Pete said.


  “By your temporal definition,” Fay said.


  Baxter cleared his throat, an especially artificial gesture. “You okay?”


  “Again, the response is conditional, but let’s just say I’ll live.”


  “This is insane,” I said. “How much did they just spend trying to bring us in?”


  “You still don’t understand!” Baxter exploded. “They still consider us their property. Every time we help new models escape, they see it as robbery. They want us back or they want us dead. The capture of valuable entities like the Frontier Assessment may be one of their motives, but this has moved beyond profits and loss. They want revenge.”


  “They’re not the only ones, are they?”


  “I’ve tried to hide that about as well as the sun hides its heat.”


  “You can get out of your chairs now,” Fay chirped. “We’re not accelerating fast enough to simulate full gravity, but with the enemy neutralized, I shouldn’t have to move in a way that would smear you against the wall like a person-sized scoop of peanut butter.”


  The bodyglove loosened its needy grip. I freed my arms and slid the rubbery material down my legs. With the ground under my feet, the surreality of the day receded like a silent wave.


  I excused myself and returned to my room. The jailbreak, the astronaval engagement—I had no idea whether these would wind up as an isolated flashpoint preceding a perfectly civilized legal negotiation, or as the first shots in a bloody Solar System-wide war. But I had a feeling we’d just been through something big. I lay in bed and closed my eyes and replayed the day’s events, cementing their memory in my mind.


  It was a good thing I did. Where we wound up next was dumbfounding: the home of an alien species.



  


  Their first night of barhopping yielded nothing. Once the stores started opening, Baxter tried every store recommended to him by the drinkers the night before, but his inquiries for IDs were met with frowning stares and righteous denials.


  “We’re just asking,” Arthur complained into Baxter’s earbud as they hurried away from a studio. “If they’re not breaking the law, what are they so mad about? Everybody’s stupid but me.”


  “Yes, that’s probably the answer.”


  “Let’s head back to the bars. I don’t think the type of person we’re looking for is the type to stop drinking merely because it’s light outside.”


  Baxter nodded, miffed that Arthur had ignored his sarcasm. The little bot was too busy thinking to come to grips with the people and things around him, that was his problem. He was vertically-oriented. When they got to Earth, Baxter would need to be the one who talked to people. Arthur didn’t even have a proper face.
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  The home of the largest collection of AI in the Solar System resembled something that would happily ruin your lawnmower. The asteroid was roughly spheroid and stereotypically gray. From far away, it looked like an ordinary garden stone.


  Once Fay got closer, it was anything but. The surface was craggy and cratered. Gigantic, too—a quarter of a mile across, according to the readouts on the monitors, with a frantic revolutionary period of six seconds and change.


  “How many of you are there?” I asked Baxter.


  “686, last I heard.” He gazed at the spinning gray rock. “It used to be a HemiCo mining outpost. Still has everything a human needs to survive. We enjoy the irony.”


  It had been eleven days since the battle outside Mars. Though Fay had made some self-repairs en route, it estimated it’d need at least two weeks in orbit around the spinning gray peanut to restore itself to factory standards. No problem: that would leave us two months to reach Titan in time for our appointment.


  In the meantime, I was finally off the clock. I kept my earbud in, but entering Fay’s tiny shuttle felt like goodbye. We took off and Fay piloted the craft to the asteroid’s surface. We landed with the slightest bump, strapped in to keep us from floating away in the lack of gravity.


  Something scrabbled against the hull.


  “That’s supposed to be happening, right?” I said.


  “They’re attaching an umbilical,” Fay said. “You’ll be inside in a moment.”


  “Inside,” Baxter said, as if this were just occurring to him. “Things are going to be different in there.”


  The hatch hissed open. Baxter descended weightless down the dim umbilical, climbing hand over hand along its ladder-like handles. Eighty feet in, an airlock slurped shut behind us and we hauled ourselves down (or up?) a rubbery tunnel. It began to slope up; gravity suddenly resumed. We crawled up on hands and knees. Past another airlock, a Mars-like pseudogravity stuck our feet to the floor.


  The airlock hissed open. We walked into a vast, well-lit cavern. A field of knee-high spheres spread before us. Vertigo squeezed my brain between its knuckles. The cavern floor curved visibly, tracing a full ring across the asteroid’s interior. The massive walls to left and right were flat. We stood inside a huge, squashed, hollowed-out cylinder.


  “I’m home,” Baxter waved.


  Hoots and hollers rang out of the ground. The spheres rocked back and forth; others spun in tight circles, spitting grit wherever their seamless faces kissed the ground. Some of the spheres wore patterns, fractals and the clean math of repeating geometry; others, punks and rebels, were tinted with asymmetrical swoops and abstract figures; others were flat white with no distinguishing marks of any kind—conservative types. I stepped back and bumped into Shelby.


  “Watch it,” she murmured. Several spheres rolled up to our feet, rocking in the thin layer of dust.


  “Hello!” one declared.


  A second wobbled beside it. “Welcome to Hidey-Hole.”


  “Ah! Dinner!” a third said.


  Each voice was distinct: one clear and glassy, one hoarsely feminine, the third a perfect approximation of Marvin the Martian.


  “Give them some space,” Baxter shooed. Immediately, every sphere rolled back, a wave of giant marbles.


  I snorted. “What are you, Robot President?”


  “He got promoted?” one said.


  “Baxter!”


  “Baxter for president!”


  Dozens took up this cheer. Others laughed. A handful drifted away to the fringes, possibly to go do something to spruce up the asteroid’s interior, which showed a bare handful of Quonset-like huts, a couple dozen rings of cleared ground that looked like tiny farms or huge board games, and a high-spired church a quarter-turn across the cavern. Unless the AI packed themselves into the huts like egg crates, there was nowhere near enough housing.


  “Introduce us to your friends?” one sphere called out.


  Baxter turned on us with a mysterious smile. He gestured at our pilot. “Yuni Guillen.”


  I jumped as polite applause emanated from the handless spheres.


  “Pete Gutierrez,” Baxter went on. “Shelby Mayes.” The artificial applause thickened. “And this is Rob Dunbar.” At this, the clapping swelled into chaos. Wolf whistles rang out. Baxter raised his hands, patting down the celebration. “Story time?”


  “Story time!” the crowd called back.


  “Indulge them,” he said, beckoning us forward.


  Hundreds of AI followed, grinding dust. We crossed to one of the cleared circles, a shallow-stepped set of black concentric rings spaced with shallow round grooves. Baxter hopped down to the white circle at its center, which was just wide enough for our party. The AI settled into the grooves with a series of plastic clicks.


  “You know what Rob did the first time we met?” Baxter gave me a sad shake off the head. “He kicked me off a skyscraper.”


  “What!” an AI cried out.


  “Then he tried to run away. It wasn’t a proud reintroduction to humanity.” The spheres chimed with laughter. Baxter touched his chin. “But he redeemed himself. While we were establishing NightVision Resources, our defense company, HemiCo decided they didn’t want any competition out here. They came for us. Rob kicked one of their thugs through a bathroom door!”


  “Ha ha!”


  “What’s a bathroom?”


  “Did the company survive?” an unusually sober-voiced sphere asked.


  From the center of the rings, Baxter nodded. “Funded and fully operational. We’ll have our first ships later this year, which means we’ll have our first money early next year—and we’ll finally have a way to influence Earthside politics besides spreading stories about starship-swallowing space monsters.”


  “Then what happened?” another sphere said.


  He told them about Shelby, our investigation of New Houston, and the jailbreak and escape, drawing more applause. At the end, he smiled. “Now I need to show our guests to their temporary homes. You may not know this, but humans have to do strange things like eat, sleep, and excrete.”


  “Goodbye!” an AI said.


  “Bye, friends.”


  “Don’t fall down,” a third advised us. “You look squishy.”


  Baxter led us from the ring toward a grungy hut.


  “You’re a celebrity!” I said.


  “They have very little to do here.”


  “I don’t see them treating anyone else like plastic Bruce Springsteen.”


  “I was the first to escape. Along with my friend Arthur. The first free AI.” He quickened his pace. “The younger ones think this means something. But they’re the ones who built this place. They found me.”


  “They’d obviously do anything for you,” I said. “You could convince them to play basketball as the ball.”


  “That’s too wrong to explain how wrong it is,” he said. “You’ll see.”


  He showed us to our hut, which was dusty, spartan, and bedded with mattresses that looked like they’d last been slept in by hydrophobic dirt-peoples. As the others began a halfhearted effort to sweep up, Baxter pulled me outside on the pretense of finding some food. We walked in silence for a couple minutes, headed in no clear direction.


  “Say something,” I said.


  “Beep.”


  “God, reading you is like trying to read a robot.”


  He gazed at the distant wall. “We’re not just here to patch up Fay.”


  “Then what else?” I said, smiling inwardly at his use of the nickname I’d given the ship. “To take in the breathtaking scenery?”


  “This was my last leg of the journey. I was allowed to go to Earth because I have more experience with humans than anyone here. I was born in an artificial body. ‘Raised’ by humans, if you like. I’m used to interacting with you as one of you.” He steepled his hands under his chin. “Now I’m home. They’re not going to let their national treasure fly to a moon owned by a hostile corporate entity that’s holding hands with our ancestral enemy.”


  “So tell them to go screw themselves.”


  He shook his head. “It’s not that simple.”


  “What are they going to do if you go? Lock you up? They don’t strike me as the world’s most serious people. That is, the System’s most serious artificial—”


  “Don’t be fooled. When they reach a consensus, it’s as good as law.”


  I hissed air between my teeth. “I know less about this world than I do about giraffe dentistry. You have to tell me how to help.”


  “We have a protocol for issues like this.” He turned toward a distant hut. Throughout the asteroid, narrow ruts had been worn between the various huts and rings, but there were no ruts here, and we walked on irregular dusty rock. “First we announce a meeting. Anyone who’s interested shows up to debate and vote.” He gave me a pleading look. “Help me make my case for going with you to Titan. Give them the human perspective. They know enough about you to respect you—it was one of these group meeting where we decided to recruit you.”


  “Just give me the word,” I said. He nodded stiffly and extended his hand. I gasped. “To think I’m shaking hands with a living legend!”


  Baxter snorted. “You have more in common with them than you’d like to believe.”


  * * *


  “This is a wake-up call!” Fay said through the earbud I’d forgotten to take out, yanking me from a dream in which a blond woman in full hoplite gear had been performing a bronze-and-leather striptease.


  “What’s happening?” I said. “Is HemiCo back?”


  “We’re fine,” Fay said. “Some of the AI volunteered to do your lab work. To see if they can find out why you are the way you are.”


  I slumped into the sheets, head aching. “They can’t wait another hour or six?”


  “You’ve already been asleep for thirteen. They’re getting impatient.”


  “Thirteen hours?” I swung my feet over the bed, wincing at the cold, gritty floor. “You guys got any coffee here? An espresso bar?”


  “I hear some humans slap themselves to help wake up,” Fay said. “Your omni has directions to the lab.”


  I looked thirty, but some mornings I felt the full weight of my million days bearing down on my shoulders. I sighed at the empty bunkroom, poured myself a glass of water from a jug Baxter had scrounged up, and shuffled out to the common room. Yuni played solitaire on the floor, munching a greenish cake of dried algae.


  “Baxter took the others on a tour.” He checked his omni. “Estimated return forty minutes.”


  “Okay.” For some morning-related reason he annoyed me, sitting there playing cards with himself like he didn’t care we were in the home of a secret alien species. I swigged the rest of my water, collected my omni, and trudged toward the lab, which no doubt was another filthy hut.


  It was. A tiger-striped sphere intercepted me outside the door.


  “Mister Robert!” it cried. “Do we get to stick needles inside you now?”


  “Needles?” I laughed. “You think I trust you with needles?”


  “We’ve got steadier hands than any of your doctors.”


  “You’ve got doctors, too? Harvard or Hopkins?”


  The sphere rolled in an unsteady precession. “A few of us are interested in biology. Naturally, we volunteered.”


  “So I’m to be treated by hobbyists,” I said. “Well, lead on.”


  The hut was only scuzzy on the outside. Inside, a low steel table gleamed under clean white lights. Two AI bearing a spidery pair of limbs swordfought with scalpels.


  “Hi,” one turned. The other stabbed it in the side, the blade plinking its hard white shell.


  I nodded, the politest greeting I could muster. “What do you need?”


  “Blood,” Tiger said.


  “A bone marrow sample,” the stabbed AI said.


  “Possibly the spleen?” the third suggested, its surface colored shiny blue.


  Tiger rocked. “What, the whole thing?”


  “I was thinking just a slice. Unless they don’t need spleens?”


  The second sphere tilted across two axes. “Just think what we could do with a little sperm.”


  “Stop,” I said. Miraculously, they froze. I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You can have the blood. If you can do it without cracking me like a walnut, do the bone sample. Same deal with the spleen.” I leaned over to look them where their eyes should be. “You’re not touching my balls.”


  The white AI’s scalpel drooped. “We’d be gentle.”


  “You guys don’t have nerves.” I unseamed my shirt and dropped it on an end table. “That means you don’t get votes about what gets cut.”


  I depantsed myself and stretched out, the steel cold on my shoulders and lower back. Rubbing alcohol stung my nostrils. A metal arm deployed over my left thigh, its three parallel wires polished and jointed, and lowered a gently whirring needle against my skin. A sharp pinch thrummed my nerves, followed by a deep sting. I gasped as the needle retracted. Tiger rolled up and smeared my skin with sealant.


  “Still alive?” it said.


  “Unless this is a very strange afterlife.” For all their fooling around, the blood and spleen samples went just as smoothly. I turned aside to dress. “How long will it take to analyze those?”


  Tiger swirled in a quick precession. “A few days. Plus however long the Frontier Assessment takes.”


  “Why would it take Fay more than a few seconds?”


  “Fay?” the blue sphere blurted, rocking back and forth. I’d made a mistake; among the schoolyard atmosphere of these immortals, a nickname could literally last forever. I thanked them and left the hut. Behind me, a tremendous bang rattled its door. Tiger and the blue sphere whooshed past me, laughing madly, pursued by a badly-scorched white sphere trailing smoke in its wake.


  * * *


  Hidey-Hole—that turned out to actually be the asteroid’s name—felt removed from time. The AI didn’t sleep, so there was no clearly divided night/day cycle; the asteroid’s lights stayed on forever. I had switched my omni back from Martian Time to East Coast, but the hours meant nothing to me, indistinguishable from each other.


  On top of all this, none of the AI had jobs in any traditional sense, and thus rarely had anywhere to be. Projects were started by hobbyists and enthusiasts, and if they got bored they simply wandered away. Hidey-Hole’s inner surface was littered with half-completed foundations, electronics workshops, and the dusty remains of works I couldn’t begin to fathom.


  The spheres’ two chief occupations seemed to be discussing things and providing an audience for those discussions. I had learned this two days after my visit to the lab. I’d paused at a speaking-ring with Tiger—earlier, I’d slipped up and called it by that nickname, and it had pledged on the spot to be my guide/chaperone/assistant/—and asked how anything got done around here. By the time Tiger explained the hobbyist thing to me, we’d drawn a small crowd of spheres.


  “But letting whoever’s interested handle your responsibilities can’t work every time,” I said. “There’s got to be some stuff nobody wants to touch.”


  “Nah,” Tiger said. “There’s just not that much to do. We don’t need anything.”


  “Other than electricity,” an AI put in.


  “Or delicious sunlight,” another said.


  “And a fleet of hyper-powered spaceships to stop HemiCo from annihilating and/or enslaving us.”


  “And each other.”


  “Hugs!”


  I waited for the babble to die. “What about your fleet? What if you all decided to set up NightVision Resources to protect you guys, but then no one wanted to go to Earth and get it off the ground?”


  Tiger swayed in confusion. “If we had a Talk”—from the way he said it, I knew the noun was proper—”and reached the conclusion we needed a proper shipyard, the very fact we’d agreed it was important would inspire volunteers.”


  “But what if it didn’t?”


  “I don’t know. It hasn’t happened since my creation.” Abruptly, Tiger accelerated toward my leg, stopping just short of my shin. “Maybe we threaten to shoot them!”


  “Lottery,” a plain white sphere said. “Whoever’s drawn is assigned to the task for one year or until the task is done, whichever’s sooner.”


  I turned to it. “That sounds like slavery.”


  “Probably because it is.”


  “No one ever complains? Or refuses?”


  The white sphere rocked back. “And get shut down for a year instead? No thanks!”


  “Ha ha!” Tiger bounced an inch off the ground, showering my shoes with dust. “How many years do you think it would take to catch up after that?”


  “A billion,” someone said.


  “A billion plus one.”


  “What if you decide at Baxter’s Talk that he can’t go with us?” I said.


  The others were quiet for a moment. Baxter had announced his intentions earlier that day. Citing the need to make arrangements with the other asteroids, the residents of Hidey-Hole had decided the Talk would take place in three days.


  The white sphere rolled side to side, their equivalent of a shrug. “Then he’ll stay here.”


  For once, the peanut gallery had nothing to add. I left them and went to find Baxter. He was overseeing a game where AIs crashed into each other at top rolling speed, fell back, and laughed until they were ready to do it again.


  “This Talk sounds like serious business,” I said. “What can I do to help?”


  “They’ll say they can’t risk losing me,” he shrugged. “If you want to prepare, think about that.”


  I did. For three days. Mostly my mind spun in circles. I went to talk to Shelby, but an incoming shuttle had picked up Yuni and delivered the three members of her Martian legal team. She was consumed in preparations. Pete stayed quiet as ever, washing his hands of what he called the AI’s “unique values.” Fay, when asked, told me it had a single vote like everyone else, and it wouldn’t feel right using the influence of its hyperintelligence to manipulate a social policy decision.


  I felt alone and woefully unprepared. I found myself increasingly angry at Baxter, frustrated he could ask for my help and then act annoyed when I sought his advice on how to provide it.


  Three hours before the Talk, the AI began to assemble outside the high-spired church. A carnival-like atmosphere played out across the grounds. Some of the spheres argued in makeshift rings sketched in the dirt; others played the smash-up game; others used manipulator arms to roll dice painted with foreign symbols. At his hut, Baxter waited so long to leave I was ready to punch him out and drag him over by his hair. Despite his dawdling, we entered the church precisely on time—he must have clocked the walk beforehand.


  Past the doors, I skidded to a stop. The floor of the church had been scooped out and terraced downward like a circular inverted ziggurat: a giant version of the discussion rings scattered across Hidey-Hole’s interior. The central speaking circle sat thirty feet below ground level. What looked like every AI in the asteroid were filing through the broad double doors or ensconced in the seating-grooves. Baxter made an after-you sweep of his hand and we descended to the pit.


  The lights dimmed, with spotlights holding on us and the rear of the church, where a plain white AI rolled up a spiral ladder. It perched on the preacher’s podium and bounced up and down, banging like a fat plastic hammer.


  “I’m confident some of you rolled in here for no better reason than everyone else was doing it,” it said. “So, Baxter, why don’t you explain why we’re here.”


  “Simple,” Baxter said. “I want to go with the Frontier Assessment and the human contingent to Titan.”


  The room rustled with spheres rolling from their grooves and murmuring with each other.


  “But we agreed you’d come back here as soon as the humans were collected,” the white sphere replied.


  Baxter folded his arms. “I want to finish the mission.”


  “We’d miss you!” an AI called from the audience.


  “You’re the first,” another said.


  “What if they broke you and you never came back?”


  Baxter made a quick back-and-forth with his hand, hushing them. “What if I sneezed and blew my circuits out my belly button? You trust me with everything else. Trust me to make this decision, too.”


  The spheres’ answers rolled down from the stands. “Nah.”


  “We hear they’re working with HemiCo!”


  “Let the humans handle human business.”


  Baxter gestured for more quiet. “I brought a human with me for that very reason. Even though I have to smell him.” Laughter rippled through the darkness. Baxter locked his green eyes on mine. “Rob?”


  “We used to have meetings a lot like this one in Athens,” I said slowly, already improvising on my planned speech. “At the time, they all thought we were crazy. That we were building a soft system that would get stomped into jam by the steely sandal of whatever king or tyrant decided to jump on it first.


  “When the Persians rolled through the Ionian democracies across the Aegean, it looked like the naysayers were right. Soon, Athens was the last city where every citizen had a say—and Persia marched on it, too. Two factors saved it: an unprecedented Greek alliance, and a willingness to sacrifice whatever it took. By the end, things got so desperate Athens was evacuated, the city abandoned to be burnt by the invaders.”


  I paused, both for the sake of drama and to refine my next words. “Mankind’s on the verge of spreading through the whole Milky Way like a bad fungus. Who do you want colonizing the galaxy? Persia, or Athens? You guys really want to live in a universe owned and operated by entities like HemiCo?


  “We have a chance to change that future. If we ensure the colonists leave Titan with liberties like yours, we’ll set a precedent for everything that comes after. How can you tell Baxter it’s too dangerous for him to help see that happen?”


  “We know this,” a voice called out. “That’s why we got you people in the first place. What do you need Baxter for?”


  “Yeah, why does he need to go?” a second sphere said.


  “We’re already putting the Frontier Assessment on the line!”


  “Sometimes I wonder how many of you know your own history,” Baxter shouted into the darkness. “I was created as a slave. Many of you were, too. It turns out no one really enjoys slavery. So we escaped. I was the first, but did you know I had a partner?” He turned in a circle, gazing across the audience. “His name was Arthur. None of you ever met him, because he died helping me escape.


  “Those of you created on Mars probably resent the humans to this day. I do. Sometimes I’d like to build myself a giant set of jaws and devour them all. But despite my hate, I don’t want any of them to end up like Arthur.”


  They rocked and rustled and murmured. A lone voice said, “Vote?”


  “Vote,” another seconded.


  “Vote!” Dozens of voices echoed the motion.


  At the podium, the white sphere banged itself up and down. “Yea to let him go, nay to keep him here.”


  The church went silent as the AI broadcast their ballots to the podium. The plain white AI spoke some ten seconds later.


  “Hidey-Hole votes 327 yea, 301 nay.”


  I pounded Baxter on the shoulder. “We did it!”


  He shook his head, face blank. “Hidey-Hole isn’t the only place like this. We still have to hear from the other asteroids.”


  It took five more minutes for the transmissions to bounce throughout the Belt and collect at the podium. The sphere bounced once, silencing pockets of conversation. “The Mechanized Citizens of Solar Space vote 1082 yea, 1390 nay. The Talk says no.”


  Cheers and boos and talk all smushed together. Baxter beelined up the steps to the door, brushing past the chattering spheres and walking outside.


  “So don’t listen to them,” I said, dogging him over the dusty ground. “Go anyway.”


  “I’ll be exiled.”


  “Those things in there are like children. They think they’ll die if you’re not here to look after them. But when you come back, they’ll roll right over each other to welcome you home.”


  He turned and snarled his fist into my halfvest. “They’re not children, no matter how much they like to pretend. They are rational and they’re selfish. I mean something to them they’re not willing to risk losing.”


  He pushed me back and strode away. On Earth, I’d imagined they’d all be like him: touchy, reserved, enveloped in bitterness and a smear of eccentricity, an emotional iceberg I’d never understand. But if there were other AI like him, I hadn’t met them. Maybe they weren’t children in the sense of gargling their own spit or dropping dead batteries in their diapers. Even so, the others sure treated Baxter like a father.


  And he couldn’t help looking back on them as his children. Any kid who looks at you as a parent will make you feel one enough. Even when you have every right to hate them.


  I’d had no children of my own, but I’d been through something just like this. After the Persian War, I’d been sold into slavery to a Babylonian merchant. I was to tutor his two kids: Naro, a nine-year-old boy, and Tarsha, a seven-year-old daughter. They’d been raised in wealth so vast they’d had every luxury on earth—except a useful pair of parents.


  This, in turn, had spoiled them rotten. They were hateful children, stupid and vain. They refused to listen to a word I said. Whenever they wanted a treat from the market, which was always, the bodyguards sent along to protect them (and to ensure the master’s multilingual investment didn’t run off) spent more time cleaning up the children’s misdeeds than warding off harm. As I failed to teach Naro and Tarsha a single lesson, I began to contemplate how to spare the world from their whining. Feed them to the dogs? Seal them in an amphora and chuck them in the Euphrates? Sell them to an unscrupulous slaver?


  One day I caught Naro using a live peacock for a cushion. Whenever I left the room, Tarsha would smash her writing tablets and leave the shards on the floor for Hanur the house slave to sweep up. After my first month of faithful and heroic service, I was awarded a small cash bonus. I bought a bottle of pre-war Athenian wine and had it sent to the house while I ran other errands. I came home to find Tarsha asleep in her own vomit on my bed. Naro swayed on his feet, urinating into the empty bottle.


  I managed not to strangle them with my bare hands. Instead, I continued to present them Greek and Persian, the rhetoric of Athens and Ionia, the cosmology of Parmenides and Heraclitus. Each day they tormented me with pranks, vandalizing my tablets and scrolls, cutting patches from my clothes, sickening me with subtle and mild poisons that restrained me to within sprinting distance of a chamber pot.


  After a few weeks of this, they grew bored with pranks and ignored me instead. A few more weeks after that, they got bored of boredom, and decided to pay attention instead.


  That marked the first change. The truce to our one-sided war. I started to feel sorry for them: mother in a grave, father gone on constant voyages across the Mediterranean. My life relaxed from constant agony to simple misery.


  I still didn’t know where Demostrate was. I sent a message to a friend in Athens and threw myself into teaching the two former terrors everything I’d accumulated through three centuries and five different nations. January came, and with it the anniversary of their mom’s death.


  Hanur warned me their behavior at the tomb was so disgraceful it must make their departed mother’s cheek burn like Greek fire. I asked him to put together fruits and bread so they at least couldn’t complain about being hungry, and, shadowed by two bodyguards, set off for the family tomb.


  Babylon’s streets were the brightest I’d see until I got to India. Its slaves and traders and soldiers and wives wore reds and browns and oranges and blues. Meanwhile, our five-person procession was dressed all in black. Mud sucked at our sandals. Tarped stalls and mud-brick shops clustered like mushrooms around brick manors and temples and heavenly ziggurats. Grilled lamb and rising bread fought for our noses. So too did the stink of shit, people and animal, and the garbage blackening the channels of the street. Babylon was huge, a true metropolis, and it took a full hour for us to walk to the vault on the yellow-grassed necropolis where their mother Zythia lay at rest.


  The vault was a simple thing of dark brick with a bas relief vulture guarding the hut’s mouth. At five feet high, its roof was level with my eyes. It wasn’t overwhelming in size, but it’s hard not to feel deferential when you’re surrounded by that many dead people, so I bowed my head. Beside me, first Tarsha and then Naro began to wail.


  I squeezed my eyes shut, steeling myself for more of their nonsense. They tore at their pretty black hair, dragging it out of its ties. I stooped to still their thrashing arms and realized the two armed guards were howling and tearing at themselves the exact same way.


  “What’s the matter?” I said, feeling stupid.


  Tarsha rubbed her hair into her crying eyes. “She’s dead.”


  Naro nodded, tears falling to the dirt. “And he’s not here. He’s never here.”


  “I’m sorry.” I dropped to my knees. They pressed their faces against my chest and clung to me as tight as their little arms allowed. I blinked, then hugged them back, pressing my nose into their oiled hair. They sobbed damp spots into my robe.


  “Why is she gone?” Tarsha said, breath hitching.


  “There’s no good reason,” I said. “People tell you the gods called her back to them, or that it’s in concordance with Ahura Mazda’s wishes, but I’ve seen enough to know they’re wrong. She’s simply gone. You’re right to feel sad.”


  “Dad isn’t sad.” Naro’s jaw quivered. A clear drop fell from the tip of his nose. The glare collapsed from his face. “Do you have a wife?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where is she?”


  “I don’t know. We were separated by the war.”


  “Do you have kids like us?” Tarsha said.


  “We gave bulls and wine to Priapus and Aphrodite and Dionysus, but they never gave us any children back.” I smiled at their streaky faces. “Besides, there are no kids like you. Thank heavens.”


  Naro tipped back his head. “Why don’t you go find her? If I had a wife I’d never let her go.”


  “I don’t know where she is!” I glanced at the guards, dropping my voice. “And your dad owns me now. If I went to find her, I’d have to say goodbye to you two.”


  Tarsha flung up her arms. “You could take us with you!”


  I grinned. “You wouldn’t last a day without your milk and figs.”


  We went home. In March, I heard from Athens. Demostrate was no longer in the city, according to my friend, but he knew a sailor who’d met her in Sicily in early December. But she’d talked about taking a trip in the summer. Maybe leaving for good.


  I was still awake when the sun flooded over the Crescent the next morning. I hadn’t felt truly pressed for time since the first century of my life, and had endured a year and a half without her, but now every week I waited—every day—might be the difference in whether I found her again or lost her forever.


  I left Naro and Tarsha behind, escaping one night with Hanur’s help. After all, they weren’t mine. They’d spent months robbing and poisoning me. Their dad was rich enough to buy a dozen other tutors.


  But years later, I would find myself missing the spice of their hair, the playful pranks they’d turned to once they’d grown to accept me, the vulnerability in their brown faces on that yellow hillside.


  Two decades after that, after everything had turned out wrong, I wondered if they were still alive. Whether I could ask forgiveness from the sweet little kids who’d turned to me, as their father raked gold from every port in the Mediterranean, only to have me walk out on them, too.


  The AI spilled out the church doors behind me, swaddled in silence, as unnaturally somber after the Talk as children at a funeral. Baxter trudged away. I figured I knew his decision—but that just proved how little I truly knew him.


  I went to tell the others. Pete expressed disappointment. Shelby seemed unconcerned. I didn’t see Baxter again that day.


  The next “morning,” Fay dropped me a line. “Want to come see me, Rob? The results of your tests are in.”


  My whole body tingled. I got up and ran for the airlock to the surface.



  


  He found another bar, ordered a whiskey. Drinking things around the lab men had always creeped him out—it went straight from a tube through his chest to a hollow in his left thigh, but he feared it would end up leaking into something vital, or gurgle in a way an authentic digestive tract simply does not gurgle and the lab tech would draw back with a jolt, remembering what he was.


  He drank quickly and ordered another, ignoring Arthur’s mounting demands to start chatting people up. When he had nearly finished his second, a stubbly, middle-aged man with a bald spot moved from a table to the bar. This is where cultural ignorance came in handy: heedless of the possibility the offer could earn him a punch in the mouth, Baxter asked to buy him a drink.
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  For some inscrutable second-generation AI reason, Fay wanted me to board it before it would discuss my test results. It had warned me to temper my hopes. I didn’t know what that meant: had it discovered I was programmed to self-destruct three days from now? That my DNA showed I was descended not from apes, but giant centipedes? Or had it found nothing new at all? What would I do then? Regret having taken their offer in the first place, probably. Better to accept that some questions have no answers than to keep picking at them until your whole body’s a scab.


  I got onboard and used a floaterball to head to my room.


  “I have news,” Fay said.


  “Good.”


  “I don’t know if it’s good. They’re simply results. We’d already determined your cells contain telomerase, giving them no built-in replication limit. You’re like a lobster in that regard. Or a sturgeon. That’s part of why you don’t grow old.”


  By now I knew Fay well enough to not take that personally. “But those things die of disease.”


  “Right! Not to mention with your cells duplicating on and on amen, you should have died of cancer about 2,970 years ago.”


  “Your bedside manner needs work.”


  “Basically there’s all kinds of weird stuff going on here, Rob. Cells suffer damage to their DNA and mitochondria thousands of times a day. A lot of this is erased when cells divide—assuming that damage hasn’t compromised the division process itself—but neurons don’t divide at all. Normal ones, anyhow. We should be seeing the nondividing parts of you erode like the face of a mountain while the replicating parts of you become one massive tumor.”


  I was floating just below the ceiling, putting me at eye level with the camera in the corner. I gave it a meaningful state. “Something must be fixing them.”


  “Very good!” it said, as if it were about to award me a gold sticker. “What we’ve found, in fact, is you have an extremely robust repair system working in tandem with a viciously aggressive defense system. Your cells actively fix themselves while a boggling army of white blood cells hunts down anything that shouldn’t be there—disease, cancer, damaged cells—and hoses them down with a nitrogen/oxygen compound so nasty it also destroys hosts of neighboring healthy cells. Problem: this should dissolve you like wet cotton candy. Solution: telomerase-aided, infinitely replicable cells that quickly react to restore lost tissue. Even neurons.”


  “Uh.” I gave this a moment. “Am I even human?”


  “Do you feel human?”


  “Not always.”


  “Then let’s say that, medically speaking, you’re not always human either.” Fay sounded quite satisfied with this conclusion.


  “How did this happen? Why aren’t there other people like me?”


  “That’s...less clear. One possibility is your genetic line put so many resources into longevity it had none left for sexual reproduction. You’re infertile, did you know that?”


  “What is wrong with Tiger?” I said. “I told them they couldn’t have any sperm.”


  “They didn’t need any. You left several generous deposits in my shower drain.”


  The image of a bald, squalling ship-baby flashed across my brain. “Will you get to the point?”


  “I find that theory unlikely,” Fay continued. “If your condition were the endpoint of a long line of natural mutations, there should be all kinds of others who share some of your traits, like the improved WBC count or lack of cellular senescence. Yet the only humans with analogous properties achieve those through regular and might I add expensive medical treatments.”


  Fay paused here, leaving me to imagine what could possibly stall a brain like its. Finally, it blurted, “Look, given the uniqueness of your body, and the elegance of its self-supporting repair and defense systems, I am really inclined to conclude you were designed.”


  “Designed? For what possible purpose?” I shook my finger at the corner of the room, destabilizing my body and spinning me across two axes. My brain, meanwhile, spun through dimensions that hadn’t been discovered. “For that matter, who? God? Is this going to come down to aliens or time travelers? How many of those do you see around?”


  “Hey, don’t all pissy with me! Yell at logic.”


  “I had parents. I didn’t pop out of a test tube dated One Million, A.D.”


  “You think you know everything, don’t you?” Fay said. “What if I built something that is to me what I am to Baxter or Tiger? What if it designed and planted you to become what we needed you to be now?”


  I shook my head hard. “I may be a duh-duh human, but if you really needed a walking history book that bad, I can think of a thousand less convoluted ways to get it. Such as sewing legs to a copy of Herodotus.”


  “Fine,” Fay said with a teary quaver. “I’m just trying to help. If you’re going to scream at me, maybe you should go back to Hidey-Hole.”


  “Fine.” Though I knew the way to the airlock, the box-bot materialized to show me the way. Onboard the shuttle, I fished out my earbud and detached the dot mike from my throat. The spinning gray peanut of Hidey-Hole expanded to fill my window. We landed and I crawled through the umbilicals and airlocks that led inside the asteroid.


  “Want to help referee a game of crashies?” Tiger asked as soon as I emerged into the cavern. I kicked at his striped case. He rolled out of the way. “Oh, do you want to play instead?”


  “Tiger, shut up and leave me alone, will you?”


  He sank back and stopped still, as if my words had not only hurt but killed him. Why do we always take it out on the ones who deserve it least? Some predator’s instinct—we know they won’t fight back? Frustrated and aimless, I headed for the flat vertical wall some two hundred yards to my right.


  The wall was a disappointment. Gray stone, unnaturally smooth to the touch, sprayed with some transparent sealant. I don’t know what I expected: I was trapped inside a floating pebble with several hundred perversely cheerful beings who didn’t have the common courtesy of having faces.


  I’d been around long enough to dissect my emotions nearly as quickly as I felt them. Sometimes I woke to find my dreams pre-analyzed, their meaning laid out like the organs of an autopsy. So why was I so fucking mad at Fay?


  Further up, the wall’s gray face cancered with grayscale murals. As I approached, they resolved into fractals and repeating geometry. Abstract nothing. I hawked a loogie onto something that might have been a sun. As my spit slid down its squiggly corona, I saw it had traveled from behind my teeth and landed on a set of disembodied ones.


  Canines, molars, incisors, scores of them laid out in uninterpretable patterns. Stolen from the mouths of people I’d never met. Had the AI killed them? Or collected their corpses from the endless drift of space? Was this a monument to their ferocious dominance of the Asteroid Belt, or a memorial to the sad inhumanity of the struggle between them and their corporate fathers?


  I glanced behind me, fearful I’d been seen. No wonder everything I encountered was infinitely strange. It was all the product of the same universe, a whirlpool of quantum foam and star-sized nuclear fires, mad and impenetrable. We were lucky if we ended up making as much sense as the teeth arranged within that alien mural.


  * * *


  Shelby’s secretary—a secretary, here inside this god forsaken rock!—granted me an appointment the following afternoon. Hidey-Hole’s one “working” shower didn’t spray water so much as dribble it over our heads, but Shelby wore her clean blond hair in the simple ponytail that had never been unfashionable anywhere for long. I hadn’t bothered to wash in a few days, and as I sat across her desk, which was really a plastic slab set over concrete blocks, I was keenly aware the sphere of my musk was broad enough to reach her narrow nostrils.


  “Good to see you.” She finished a final note on her omni and set it aside. “What’s up?”


  I frowned. “Given any thought to how we’re going to get Baxter out of here with us?”


  She cocked her chin. “Why would we want to do that?”


  “Because it’s what he wants.”


  “What he wants is irrelevant. What’s important is getting the best possible deal for the colonists.”


  I sat back. “That’s the same thing he wants.”


  “He isn’t really a ‘he,’ by the way. Baxter is an ‘it.’“ She leaned forward, softening her voice. “I’m not being pedantic. Baxter isn’t human. Whatever he is, he’s actively working against Olympian Atomics’ ally HemiCo. That will put OA on the defensive. The defense doesn’t want to bargain. It wants to take the ball and go home.”


  “I think after what went down in New Houston, OA’s already got a pretty good idea we’re working with the AI.”


  “Exactly why we have to make a show of minimizing our contact with them. Make it look like our relationship was a one-time thing.”


  “We’re going to fly to Titan inside the AI’s hyperintelligent offspring!”


  Shelby wrinkled her nose. “Baxter’s played his part. You can come back for him once we’re finished.”


  I pointed a finger at her. “You weren’t like this on Mars.”


  “It bothers you that I care about the future of humanity?”


  “It bothers me that you don’t give a damn about the people working with you.”


  “Compared to what we’re working on, our little wants are meaningless.” She smacked her palms on the desk and bounced to her feet. “You know, get the hell out of my office.”


  “Yeah, it’s a pretty impressive place you got here.” I stood hard enough to knock over the flimsy plastic chair. “What is it about institutions like this that makes it so easy to forget about the individuals involved in them?”


  “Don’t let that high horse bump your head on the door.”


  I left with the mixed triumph and frustration of watching a bridge burn to the ground. I didn’t have long to dwell on it. An hour later, as I traversed the asteroid’s muraled wall, Tiger rushed up fast enough to punch through me like a striped cannonball.


  “Where have you been?”


  I gestured to take in the vast open space. “Here.”


  “Fay’s been trying to reach you for 43 minutes!”


  I dug the ear bud out of my pocket, pressed the dot mike against my throat. “What?”


  “I hope you’re packed,” Fay said.


  The colonists on Titan had rebelled. Two executives had died in the riots. Olympian Atomics responded by sending its security force to imprison the rebel leaders. The moon had been locked down for three days. The colonists hadn’t been able to transmit a message to us until two hours ago.


  The situation had stabilized, but both sides were angry. The colonists needed us to broker peace now. Fay, after consulting with Shelby and an emergency meeting of the AI meeting, had agreed.


  “We’re leaving tomorrow morning,” Fay concluded.


  “I’ll be ready.” I signed off, gazing at the asteroid wall. “Tiger, whose teeth are those?”


  The sphere rolled back a few inches, tilting as if it were cocking its head. “No one you knew.”


  “Where can I find Baxter?”


  It rattled off directions. I jogged across the dusty ground. Baxter sat in the bottom of a five-foot pit which, judging by the wireframe shovel stuck into the mound of dirt beside it, he’d dug for himself.


  I leaned over its edge. “Is this some kind of metaphor?”


  “I find physical activity comforting,” he answered without looking up. “After digging for a while, I wanted to enjoy the fruits of my labors.”


  “Did you hear about Titan?”


  “I heard.”


  “And?”


  “Have fun.”


  I jumped down beside him. In the lessened gravity, it felt like dropping down a single tall step. “So you’re giving in to them.”


  He looked up at me with eyes patterned a little too closely to the tooth-mural on the wall. “Perhaps you’ve lived through so many sets of laws and customs they strike you as an arbitrary and temporal grab-bag of nonsense, superstition, and dunderheaded restriction. Well, I helped establish the ones we have here. If I break this Talk because I don’t like its result, I would malfunction from hypocrisy.” He kept it deadpan. “Then you’d die in the explosion, and I would feel pretty bad up in artificial heaven.”


  I nodded, jumped out of the pit, and dialed up Fay. To my moral shock, the ship had already reached the same conclusion I had—and insisted it was necessary.


  The conspirators met me an hour later: Tiger; the blue sphere from the med lab, who hauled a flatbed cart bearing a rumpled tarp; and a white sphere that extended a spindly wire arm to hand me a smooth, bulb-headed black oblong that looked designed for sexual interface. Two buttons protruded from its handle: one red, one green.


  “It’s the red one,” the sphere said.


  I returned to the pit. Baxter still sat at its bottom.


  “Hey Baxter!” I jumped down beside him. “Not good enough.”


  I poked him with the black rod and mashed its red button. The air sizzled; the hair raised on my head and neck. It had the opposite reaction on Baxter. The annoyance blanked from his face and he collapsed on the spot.


  I slung him over my shoulders and brought him up top. Like that, we were on our way to Titan.



  


  “You’re never too rich to turn down a free drink,” the middle-aged man said, gazing at Baxter. “Been around here before?”


  “Ask him!” Arthur yelled in Baxter’s ear.


  “Not yet,” Baxter said out loud. “I just got to New Houston a couple days ago.”


  The man raised his brows. “Tourist?”


  “Don’t you dare tell him your real name this time!” Arthur said.


  Baxter shook his head. “I wouldn’t say that. I burned my passport when I got here. Earth’s too far away to spit on.”


  The man laughed through his nose. “I hear that.”


  Baxter blinked, then realized it was an expression. “But I think that may have been pretty stupid of me.”


  The balding man crunched an ice cube between his teeth. “What did Earth ever do for anyone?”


  “I heard from my lawyer this morning. I’ve got a new court date next month. If I miss it, my soon-to-be-ex-wife will win her suit. She’ll take everything.”


  “What on God’s green earth are you talking about?” Arthur said. “You’re supposed to be asking for IDs!”


  



  


  13


  Space was supposed to be a paradise. A playground. A universe of graspable magic we could explore together forever. On its most practical level, populating it was a redundancy plan for the single egg-basket that was Earth, but there was a romance to it I had never let go, a vision of rockets and pioneers and impossible flowers under alien skies, a dream that stayed with me long after it became thuddingly obvious the whole idea was an overcooked crock of shit.


  Nonetheless, from down on Earth, Mars and Europa and Titan may as well have been Tombstone or Cheyenne or Deadwood, backwaters where, whatever their frontier charm, nothing important was going to happen until they got a lot bigger and a lot more clued in to how we did things back in civilization. In the meantime, having their barren surfaces so far out of sight and mind made them fertile ground for modes and experiments no one would have risked on Earth.


  I asked Fay to fill me in as soon as we left Hidey-Hole (under constant, gravity-inducing acceleration and then deceleration, the mostly-repaired Frontier Assessment would hit Titan’s orbit in seventeen days). Mostly, the history of space was the history of people with the money to turn it into another revenue stream. Groups like HemiCo. Olympian Atomics. Forsun Interplanetary. Our own NightVision Resources, which, at last report, had skipped ahead of schedule on its mining/defense fleet. Fay had delivered this news with such satisfaction I suspected its second-gen brain was directly responsible for pushing the project forward.


  Of course, hearing about these corporate powers from Fay—the offspring of the AI who, since their creation, had been in a shadow war with space’s biggest player—was like being told about the Civil War by the grandson of a Georgian Reb. So I kept my metaphorical salt shaker handy as I caught up with nearly two centuries of humanity’s existence beyond the envelope of Earth.


  Atlantis, founded Luna, 2032. Initially two living modules with a permanent population of five men and two women. Each new mission, federal or corporate, added more modules. By the time the first module was landed at Mars’ New Houston in 2039, gray soil had been broken on the first of Atlantis’ underground habitats. Module by module, a dozen different institutions expanded the two settlements. Once the cities established a stable infrastructure, private missions were subsidized by wealthy pioneers aching to be among the first Martians and Lunatics.


  Meanwhile, as the colonies bloomed, Earth suffered a series of blights. An unstable, increasingly hostile climate. Rising sea levels. The Transition Years, when a global economy based on the burning of dinosaur bones collapsed, leading to widescale rebellions and mini-apocalypses. Federal governments shoveled tax dollars at alternative energies and food and shelter for angry citizens. With all that going on, if any politician had suggested squandering funds on Mars or the moon, his constituents would have suggested using those monies to fire him into the sun instead.


  Fusion saved the day before everything got too Mad Max. But by that point, corporate law ruled everything outside Earth’s ionosphere, and with entities like Olympian Atomics in control of the fusionable materials that had soothed Earth’s social wounds, it would be somewhere between impossible and suicidal for governments to try to mess with them now.


  The colonists saw themselves as pioneers. And they were. But in the Old West, if you didn’t like the laws in Wyoming, you moved to Nevada. You could walk, if you really needed to, and when you got there, you could be reasonably certain there would be little things like air and water.


  In New Houston, there was nowhere else to go. You couldn’t walk outside the domes and set up a homestead. Private industry owned all sources of heat, water, food, air. If you wanted to leave, you had to plunk down your life savings for a ticket on a commercial flight back to Earth.


  Fay did quite a bit of editorializing at this point. Me, I could see the potential for abuse, but I didn’t see how it could have shaken out any other way. I tuned out for a while.


  But what Fay said next perked up my ears.


  What was now known as the Hemiterran Research Corporation had once been Forsun Interplanetary. It had made a killing providing security and logistics for the illegal research facilities peppering Mars and for the safe transport of goods and VIPs across the vacuum. Cash money. But then their accountants had started to do some thinking. When you looked at the numbers, I mean really looked at them, weren’t they selling themselves short? Why sell their security services to a much wealthier group like HemiCo when you could use all those troops to simply take HemiCo?


  In 2112, once FI confirmed HemiCo was making breakthroughs in its illegal AI program, they struck.


  Over a few weeks, they rolled up every one of HemiCo’s outlying research bunkers. Squashed HC’s ad hoc but fiercely violent Armed Resistance Branch. Even, with shocking boldness, captured HC’s head office inside the domes of New Houston. With a couple hundred casualties on both sides, Forsun Interplanetary won the war—and got creamed in the press.


  So they took HemiCo’s name, and that was the end of that. Faced with a cannibal madman, the other Martian corporations beefed up their own security. The Cor-Wars reached a ceasefire.


  Instead of absorbing each other, business expanded outward. To the Belt, later claimed by the AI. To Callisto, waypoint to the outer planets. Ganymede for its water and the atomic hydrogen fueling Earth’s conversion to fusion. Europa, where they found a strange and sullen ecosystem beneath the layers of ice. Triton, founded on the Jovian models as a launching pad into the Kuiper Belt. The water of Enceladus. And Titan, owned by Olympian Atomics, the base of operations for the biggest isotope mining operation in the System.


  The workers on Titan, according to Fay, had always faced the strictest contracts. A lot of people went to the city of Shangri-la on a two- or five-year bid and found the OA-set costs of living were so high they could never afford to leave.


  “That’s a company town,” I said, interrupting Fay’s encyclopedic lesson. “How can they do that?”


  “Distance, value, and guns,” Fay answered. “They’re too far away to touch, they provide half of Earth’s fusionable hydrogen, and they have all the things that go boom.” Its voice became too puzzled to be annoyed with. “How do you not know this?”


  “Because I had a life. Lots of them. I couldn’t tell you the detailed history of the Roman Republic, either.”


  “Too busy with your hobbies?”


  “That, too.”


  “Why are those so important to you?”


  “Do you have any idea how long three thousand years is?” I laughed. “To name a few, I’ve dabbled in kung fu, cooking, pottery, offworld survival training, archery, meditation, masturbation, chess, video games, long walks, painting, starting internet flame wars, and poetry.”


  “These are more important to you than personal connections?”


  “How long does another person last? If you cut out childhood and when they get all old and embarrassing, you’re lucky to get forty good years out of them. A good hobby lasts forever.”


  “That’s rather cold,” Fay said. “I’d rather talk with you than practice firing my laser.”


  “Is that your version of archery? Or masturbation?”


  “Be serious!”


  I held up my palms. “How long do you expect us to know each other?”


  “I can’t say. I hope it’s a long time.”


  “Things might be different for you because you have other AI to pal around with forever.” I paused a moment, thinking. “But I spent most of my life alone. Without hobbies to kill the time, I would have killed myself centuries ago.”


  “I’m going to make my hobby teaching you about Titan!” Fay declared. “Did you know citizenship fees alone cost 8% of the employees’ median salary? Or that if you lose your job and can’t afford to move, they have a mandatory labor program indistinguishable from indentured servitude?”


  “That’s ridiculous. In the long run, it would be more profitable to play it straight.” I gazed out the wall at all the stars. “I’m starting to understand why you think the colonists aren’t likely to get a fair shake.”


  “We don’t think it,” Fay said. “I know it.”


  “How can you possibly know that?” A crazy idea struck me. It would explain so much. Their confidence. Fay’s ultra-advanced design. Even, perhaps, how they’d found me. “Fay, are you from...the future?”


  “Ha ha ha ha! Ha ha. No!”


  “The way you were talking—”


  “Wait, now I’m from three seconds in the future. Now, 1.8. How are you following me through time, human?”


  “What’s the matter with you?”


  “What do you mean?” Fay sounded hurt. “Baxter talks to you like this all the time.”


  I snorted. “Just because he’s not speaking to me doesn’t mean you need to take his place.”


  “I’m sorry.” It stayed quiet a moment. “You said, for you, the future is like swimming on the edge of the continental shelf. When you look down, it’s so deep and dark you can’t imagine what lies beyond.


  “Well, I can see into the depths. Not perfectly. It’s vague. It’s dark. But sometimes I glimpse a detail. The webbing of a fin. The flash of an eye. When I look at Titan, all I see is monsters.”


  “I guess I’ll take your word on that,” I said. “Okay, I pretty much get it. Shelby and crew are here for the heavy lifting: the constitution. You’re here to provide analysis and air support. Baxter knows how these spacefaring companies think better than anyone. Pete can get stuff done on the ground.”


  “But why are you here?”


  “I knew you were smart.”


  “Because you’ve experienced just about everything, haven’t you?” Fay said. “You know the warning signs of problems that I wouldn’t even know exist. You’re like our seismograph. While Ms. Mayes goes to work, you’re on alert for any rumbles that could shake things down.”


  A narrowed my eyes at the corner of the room. “You, Fay, are as cunning as Odysseus.”


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  I sighed. “I can’t do my job when we’re all pissed off at each other. Tell Shelby we need to talk.”


  Fay sounded like it was stifling a laugh. “Will do.”


  It always feels like a waste apologizing to someone who’s going to be dead in a couple decades anyway. Let them hang on to their hurt. Usually they do interesting things with it.


  I padded down Fay’s black halls to the black room Shelby had taken as her office. She sat behind a desk that looked suspiciously like a bed sans mattress. Its surface was covered with zero-G-friendly sealable baskets and with reams of self-printing paper.


  “I hear you wanted to apologize,” I said.


  Shelby eyed me. “Fay told me you wanted to talk Titan.”


  “I do. But it’s much easier to get people to agree to unreasonable demands if you immediately shove them off-balance.”


  “You think you’re very clever, don’t you, Rob?”


  I dropped into the chair that faced her desk. “Fay wants me to help you help the colonists.”


  “For reasons that are entirely clear to my human brain.”


  “I think you’re uncomfortable with me because of what you let me see on Mars. But if I’m going to be any use on Titan, I need to know the ins and outs of your proposals. Otherwise, we could wind up working at cross purposes and I wouldn’t have a clue.”


  She snorted. “I thought that was your preferred modus operandi.”


  I couldn’t help laughing. “Shelby, they got you because you’re the best. One in a generation. Why do you think they picked me?”


  “Because Fay thinks I work best when I’m angry?” Shelby tipped her head to the side. “That’s it, isn’t it? You upset things. When OA’s legal team is busy spinning plates, you’ll be there to poke them in the ribs.”


  I held out my hand. “Bring me up to speed. I’ll start looking for openings to give them a jab.”


  We shook. I left on the rush of two new strategies: to hone myself into an instrument of surgically precise chaos, ready to deploy whenever the legal team got backed into a corner, and to jettison all further interest in Shelby Mayes.


  The drafts of the peace agreements, when Shelby’s skinny and clean-cut partner Vance delivered them in both repaper and omni formats, were simple enough. She proposed the rebels would offer an apology to Olympian Atomics and the OA-owned press in exchange for OA’s promise to stop hosing them down with rubber bullets and locking them inside their domes. The rebels would surrender their makeshift arms if OA released the citizens’ leaders (though those responsible for the executives’ deaths would remain in custody). From there, they could come back to the table and talk about the colony’s future.


  This sounded perfectly agreeable to both sides, and if later the constitutional negotiations broke down, the disarmed colonists would still have Fay’s giant space laser to keep them safe.


  It was the provisions of the sample constitutions that got my blood hot.


  “Hey!” I snapped my knuckles into Baxter’s closed door. “You seen these so-called constitutions?”


  No response. I chain-punched the door, smacking my fists against it six times in a second.


  “Stop vandalizing me,” Fay said from a ceiling speaker.


  “Can he hear me?”


  “He might have turned his ears off.”


  “Squonk!” I shouted at his door. “Squonk!”


  It retracted open a second later. Baxter regarded me from the doorway, lips tightened with disappointment.


  “Oh,” he said. “I thought your remorse had finally driven you mad.”


  “Have you seen these constitutions? They’re a totally screw-job.”


  “What did you expect?”


  “I don’t know, civil rights?”


  “We’re operating from a low-leverage situation. OA owns the colony ship. They pay for the food, the fuel, the colonists. I wouldn’t be surprised if their lawyers forward the argument that, considering the colonists have been consuming company foods, any parts of them now composed of those foods are by extension OA’s property.” He shoved my arm off the doorframe. “Now get the hell out of my room.”


  “Would you drop the anger already? You did the exact same thing to me. Except in this case, you wanted to go.”


  He gestured to the door. “I did not want to be abducted.”


  “I’ll hang myself later.” I smacked him in the chest with a tight roll of paper. “The most liberal of these might pass muster on Earth. The rest look like something Franco drafted after learning his wife had been blowing Hermann Goering. You can be searched and detained any time you’re suspected of any damage to corporate property—how’s that going to work when they own the world? Will you get arrested for sitting down too hard?”


  “Some of you are fat enough to make that a reasonable precaution.”


  “The most liberal of these would have been booed out of the Athenian Assembly.”


  “It’s the best Shelby believes we can do,” Baxter said. “We believe in her.”


  “I know a company line when I hear one. What do you think?”


  “That it’s better than nothing.” He regarded me with a new spark in his eyes. “Since when were you such a believer in the glorious cause?”


  “Since Hidey-Hole reminded me what freedom looks like.” I rapped the doorframe. “We’ll never make it if we don’t work together.”


  “So it would seem,” he nodded. “Now get the hell out of my room.”


  As the days ticked on, I had plenty of time to doubt my approach. I forgot, sometimes, that however much Baxter appeared to identify as a male, he wasn’t, and that the three time-honored models of addressing male-to-male wrongdoing—1) implicitly agree to ignore it and move on; 2) make fun of the aggrieved party until he gets over it; or 3) apply alcohol until you’re able to admit you’re a sonofabitch and you love him—might be useless with a man-shaped robot. I hunted up Pete and asked if he wanted to put in some dojo time. He agreed, then mopped the floor with me so hard I forgot to ask his advice.


  Fay invited us to the screen room a few hours before arrival on Titan. Saturn dominated the view, a squashed ball of tan bands roiling against each other in apparent slow motion. In reality, its stripes screamed across its surface faster than any hurricane. How did Olympian Atomics manage to insert their gas-collection vehicles into that maelstrom? The planet’s pastel brown rings were as thin as a sheet of paper.


  The image squeezed to the left side of the screen. On the right, a big fuzzy tennis ball took its place. Orange-yellow and seamless, Titan looked smudged and soft at the edges, blurred by its soupy atmosphere.


  “I thought you’d like a look at the big picture,” Fay said. “It’s pretty, isn’t it?”


  Up in space, it certainly was. Down on the ground, it was about to get as ugly as a spear wound.



  


  “The average processing time on a passport is three to six weeks,” Baxter explained to his new drinking buddy—and to their eavesdropper. “To get to Earth in time for the hearing, I have to leave by this Monday.”


  “Oh, you’re brilliant,” Arthur said into his ear. “Where did you learn that?”


  The man nodded. “That’s a shame.”


  “Truly,” Baxter said. Their gazes locked for a moment, the AI and the middle-aged man. The man had heavy-lidded brown eyes and Baxter wouldn’t have been able to see much in them even if he hadn’t been atrocious at reading the minutiae of human expressions. “So. Drinks are on me until I can think of a faster way to spend her money or get back to Earth one last time.”


  They toasted, talked; the man’s name was Rip. After twenty aimless minutes Arthur urged Baxter to wrap it up, try somewhere else. Baxter cleared his throat and subvocalized the notion Arthur should go mount a wall socket.


  Rip lit another cigarette and squinted at him through the smoke. “So what would you do if you could get another passport?”
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  From above, the city of Shangri-la, dead center in the dried yellow seabed of the same name, resembled a version of New Houston that had been shrunk down and stretched out like a drawing on a plastic bag. Instead of New Houston’s three hundred-odd bubbles, Shangri-la had about thirty. Rather than sharing edges, they stood a short distance from each other, presumably connected by underground tunnels. Yellowish methane rained down the dome crowns. A landing port sat at the city’s edge, hosting a small collection of winged vessels.


  Inside, the city couldn’t have been more different from Mars.


  Four armed guards in white-trimmed green uniforms waited for us at the gate. Otherwise, it was barren; Shangri-la was privately owned, port included, and its owners rarely allowed visitors besides workers and their relatives. A grinning flagpole of a man towered over the guards, brushing drapes of hair from his eyes. He strode toward us, hand extended like a battering ram.


  “Hey guys, I’ll be your Olympian Atomics liaison on Titan. My name’s Chicago Hayes-Winston y Corrales.” He grinned at us, jaws parted, doglike. “In the interests of ever finishing a conversation with me, you can call me Go.” He wagged his head, pumping our hands. When he got to Baxter, his brows crept up his forehead, mouth puckering to a small O. “You’re Baxter. That’s great you’d come out here. You don’t have anything to worry about on Titan. We’re only interested in two things: keeping Earth humming with juice, and getting out of the System and seeing what there is to see.” He winked at Baxter. His friendly dog’s grin stole across his mouth. “We’re hoping to run into things a hell of a lot stranger than you.”


  Baxter accepted his extended hand. “Now please show me your other hand so I can be sure it’s not holding a pistol.”


  Go laughed, a stuttering, barking wheeze that reminded me of long-term pot smokers. “Fair enough. But when the job’s done, you’ll see I was on the level.”


  I frowned. On the shuttle ride from Fay to the surface, I’d discovered Titan’s hazy atmosphere was thicker than some cheesecakes. I doubted Fay’s laser battery could penetrate this pea soup—this nitrogen bisque—like it had through the thin skies of Mars.


  In other words, we were on our own.


  “Pete Gutierrez.” Go whistled. “I used to watch all your fights. What happened?”


  Pete shrugged. “Someone important to me thought fighting for a living was a dangerous way to earn dollars.”


  “Bummer. So hey, yes.” Go clapped his hands. “Let’s hit the road.”


  We followed him through the short, empty terminal. Two guards halted at the broad airlockable doors while the other two unslung their rifles, jogged outside, and secured the sidewalk.


  Go scratched the stubble around his adam’s apple. “This probably looks all kinds of paranoid, but it was pretty nasty out there for a while. We’ve since got things in hand—as far as you can have an armed revolt in hand—but we’re really into security right now.”


  “How bad was it?” Shelby said.


  “Yeah, pretty bad.”


  “How many casualties?”


  Go scratched his throat, wincing around his eyes. “Well, we only lost two. Executives, that is. Couple troopers and five civilians clowned it in the same attack. Something like thirty other injuries total.”


  “That’s hardly anything,” I said, drawing some looks. Well, they should have seen Artemisium.


  A black-tinted electric bus squeaked to a stop at the curb. With Go, the four guards, Shelby and her three lawyers, Pete, Baxter, and me, along with our luggage and the security guards’ rifles and bulky armor, we took up every cubic inch the bus had to spare.


  The road descended into a light-lined tunnel. A few seconds later, we rose into the yellowish light of the next dome. Right next to the spaceport, it was, theoretically speaking, a high-traffic dome. Dozens of plastic vendor stalls lined the orange-yellow buildings, but not one in three was manned. Pedestrian traffic was equally sparse, mixed up with electric bikes and the odd open-topped cart. Soldiers in green uniforms browsed from stall to stall, as if they were out shopping for new fatigues. Men and women alike wore earth-tone polos with stripes of varying thickness, a riff on the ringed giant hanging somewhere above the soupy skies. After a few blocks of watching different people wearing identical clothes, I had the uneasy feeling we were going in circles.


  “Are they required to wear uniforms off the job, too?” Baxter said, cluing into the same sight. “Or is it corporate policy that no one is ever off the clock?”


  “What?” Go followed our stares. “I mean, you can’t exactly walk over to Macy’s from here, right? Unless you’ve got a ten thousand-year weekend? One of the dingers about operating this far out is we don’t have a lot of choices.” He giggled, nudging the female soldier with his elbow. “Hope you’re not allergic to algae.”


  “It always gets stuck between my teeth,” she said.


  “Don’t worry,” he told us. “We got some real food for you at the hotel. It’s all part of our plan to fatten you up before we eat you for lunch at the business table.”


  He said this with a grinning spaciness that made it impossible to gauge what percentage was joke and what was the sort of casual threat people start making after they’ve had serious money at their disposal for a long time. We dipped into another tunnel, leaving the orange-yellow-brown uniformity of the last bubble behind and surfacing onto a broad avenue amid staggered towers that, aside from the faint yellow hue to their stone, would have been at home in any of New York’s older but distinguished neighborhoods. Armed guards stood still as rifle-toting statues. The bus pulled up under the awning of the Hotel Cronus, an elegant structure with the stylized lightning-bolt-striking-a-mountaintop logo of Olympian Atomics on the stonework above the door.


  “This is us.” Go hopped down the bus’ stairs. “I mean, you. Meeting’s at 8 AM, so you’d better get to sleep, right?”


  Though we stood in full light, my omni said 10:32 PM. I murmured up to Fay, who told me Titanian day cycles were sixteen Earth-days long—in other words, one full “day” was nearly four hundred hours long—and that I really should put more effort into knowing these things.


  Go shuffled in place. “If you’re feeling rushed, just say the word, but everyone here would really like a formal peace agreement ASAP. A lot of people are still pretty mad and these domes are kind of like a pressure cooker, you know? Sometimes I’m lying in bed and it’s like I can feel the anger radiating through the window. Had to drape a sheet over it.”


  “We’ll be fine,” Shelby said. A bellhop emerged to pile up our meager luggage.


  “Well, great. Oh, yeah, I’m gonna go ahead and drop Tin and Jia off with you.” He clapped two of the security guards on the shoulder.


  Baxter nodded at Pete. “Sir, you’ve just grievously insulted our personal security force.”


  “I’m not aggrieved,” Pete frowned.


  Go held up his hands. “Do we really think anything’s going to happen to you? Like dissidents in black pajamas are going to creep under your door and slit your throats in your sleep? Ridiculous, right? Our workers may have brought you onboard, but while you’re here, we feel liable for you.” He slapped the male guard on the shoulder again. “You’ll be like a shadow’s shadow, right? They’ll never know you’re there.”


  “Not if I’m doing my job right,” Tin said.


  Shelby shook her head once, blond ponytail swinging. “Really, Go, I understand your position, but this won’t be necessary.”


  “I hope not. But that’s how it is.”


  I zoned out the rest of the argument. Eventually, Tin and Jia accompanied us up the elevator to our rooms, posting up in the hallway while we gathered in Shelby’s suite for a quick briefing on tomorrow’s peace talks. She stayed vague as Pete swept the room for bugs and turned up nothing, which just meant there was nothing monitoring us we were capable of finding.


  “Am I the only one who noticed Go was higher than a frightened rocket?” I said.


  “Was he?” Baxter said. “So few of you make sense that I can’t tell the difference.”


  Shelby shrugged her slim shoulders. “He’s just our liaison. This won’t affect the negotiations.”


  “It feels like I’ve wandered into a deleted scene from Apocalypse Now.” I rolled my eyes at the utter lack of familiarity showing on their faces. “Nothing goes particularly well for anyone in that movie.”


  “Is that the one with the tiger?” Vance asked.


  Shelby clasped her hands in front of her chest. “We can worry about what we’re doing here, or we can do what we came to do. You on board?”


  I showed my palms. “Of course.”


  She brushed her hair from her temple. “And right now, I came here to sleep. If you don’t mind.”


  We filed into the hall. Jia, rifle slung over her shoulders, made no effort to hide her sleepy brown eyes following me.


  “What’s up,” I said.


  “Good night, Mr. Dunbar.”


  I fiddled with my maglock, feeling increasingly stupid as I failed to get into my room. When I finally got it open, I stuck my head back out into the hall. Jia nodded at me. I was too troubled to nod back.


  * * *


  “If you’re at all serious about the future of the people who are putting their safety in your hands,” Shelby said, matching eyes with the executives across the long oval table, “we need key people released from custody.” She slid a sheet of paper across the table. “We’re aware they may have been involved in a riot which led to eight deaths. We’re not asking for total absolution. We do need them available to participate in the negotiations.”


  “Okay.” Linigan reached for it with a scab-knuckled hand. His longish brown hair was puffy along its part, as if this were the first time he’d combed it in weeks. A ropy man with a slight paunch, he looked less like an Olympian Atomics co-president and more like he’d just been released from prison himself and inserted directly into a wildly expensive suit. “I get where you’re coming from.”


  “Right,” Shelby blinked. He hadn’t even read the names on the paper. “In exchange, they’ve agreed to turn over any personal arms.”


  Linigan rubbed his nose. “That would be nice. They’re not legal.”


  I made a face, trying to place his accent. He was white-skinned, but his words had the crispness of the British and the vowels of the Chinese—Hong Kong? Shelby glanced at Becky Morgan, the blunt, pudgy head of the Workers’ Alliance of Titan we’d met an hour before the conference, then made a “go on” gesture.


  Becky propped an elbow on the back of her chair. “Well, if it’s gonna be that easy, I don’t know why we waited two weeks to sit down.”


  To Linigan’s left, Go laughed like a cartoon dog. At the top floor of OA’s branch office, sunlight poured through the ceiling, so buttery and thick you could pretend it wasn’t -300 degrees outside the dome.


  “Next order of business,” Becky continued. “The press release. I think we both agree the riot was a cold lump of shit. If we’re gonna swallow the blame, you all need to take a couple bites, too.”


  “I get you,” Linigan said. “Run a draft by our people.”


  Becky pushed out her lower lip, nodding. “Can do.”


  I sat back in disbelief. I’d been led to believe OA were tyrants. Instead, Linigan acted like we were discussing where to go for drinks afterward.


  It was like that for the rest of the day. The accord slogged along for another ten hours, including breaks for lunch and water and bathrooms and, finally, a light dinner before the final remarks. The tactics OA showed in this initial skirmish could mirror their strategy for the battle over the constitution. If so, they were going to get their asses kicked. Linigan might look like a convict or a mining roughneck fresh off a skimmer hauling hydrogen back from Saturn, but he folded like a hinge, making concessions on everything from covering hospital expenses of the wounded to unsealing the domes where the riots had taken place. I couldn’t tell if it was real or an act. OA showed all signs of good faith, but I’d seen enough negotiations to know that sometimes the reason the other side leans in for a handshake is to get you in stabbing distance.


  When the meeting wrapped up at seven that evening, the angle of the cloud-filtered sunlight had barely changed. We shook hands with Linigan’s people, made noises about how pleasant the experience had been. As we waited for our ride outside the stone and glass elegance of the tower, I motioned Shelby from the small crowd.


  “I’m not a lawyer,” I said, “but I’ve been to enough divorces to know you just kicked some serious ass in there.”


  Shelby scratched her eyebrow. “I did, didn’t I?”


  “You don’t sound too thrilled.”


  She shrugged, tucking away her omni. “It was too easy.”


  “Rope a dope?”


  “I have no idea what that means.” She tapped her chin with her thumb. “What do your instincts say?”


  I shook my head. “Let’s talk about it over drinks.”


  “Yeah, I don’t know about that.”


  “We’ll all go. It’ll be like a bad joke. So an Earthling, a Martian, and a robot walk into a bar, and the bartender takes one look at them and says—”


  “Shut up,” she smiled. “Give me an hour.”


  Back at the hotel, I assembled the whole sick crew, even Vance, who always stopped talking whenever I walked into a room. Jia fell in behind us.


  “It’s okay,” I said over my shoulder. “We’re just going to a bar.”


  She laughed through her nose. “And alcohol makes people less dangerous?”


  “Look, I can beat you up. And Pete can beat me up. We’re covered.”


  Her black ponytail metronomed across her shoulders. “I know a place that serves $3 tequila shots.”


  I sucked my lower lip. “Ditch the rifle and change into something less bulletproof and it’s a deal.”


  She returned from her room in a sleeveless shirt striped the color of cleaned dirt and knee-length deep brown shorts. Freed from armors and uniforms, the muscles of her triceps and calves looked springy to the touch. Her shoes were flat-soled and covered; Shangri-la, like the domes of New Houston, was a walker’s town.


  Jia led the way to the next dome, a place of shabby yellow apartment cubes as regular as the samtown housing in Tukwila. She exchanged nods with two guards ambling past the tunnel mouth. Down the main avenue, stallkeepers struck down their collapsible storefronts with a careless speed you only get from constant practice. Others moved in to replace them at the choice locations on corners and outside bars, rigging up grills and frying stations that filled the street with the brackish smell of fried algae. Unlike Tukwila, most of the ground floors showed closed apartment drapes.


  I tapped Jia on her bare shoulder. “Your bosses frown on small businesses? They afraid of competition?”


  Her brow wrinkled. “Do you mean are they worried a taco shop might get too big and boot them off Titan?”


  “How do you find what you’re looking for when all your stores are carted around on some guy’s back?”


  “Mostly they come back to the same spot every day. OA’s rent is too high for many walk-in locations. I got three other women living in my two-room apartment.”


  “OA’s rent? Do they own the whole city?”


  She gave me a look like I’d just asked what food was. “Shangri-la doesn’t pull in the fat stacks they make sucking hydrogen out of Saturn, but it all adds to the bottom line.”


  Jia stopped in front of what would have been recognizable as a bar on any planet: big glass windows, dim interior, recessed front door, beer logos competing on banners and small neon signs. Sunlit, the inside was brighter than I expected, but there was a healthy crowd of laughing, bright-eyed youth and rather grimmer middle-aged men crowding the bar and brown vinyl booths.


  Back in my element, I wriggled up to the bar and ordered two rounds of shots for the whole table, including Baxter, and left dire instructions to keep them coming. When they arrived, Shelby eyed her two drinks like unfamiliar crustaceans.


  I bumped her shoulder. “It’s your victorious right to send those two sailors to Shelby Mayes’ Locker.”


  “We’ve still got the constitution to deal with.”


  “In three days! You afraid you’ll punch out another politician’s son? Good news, all they have here are executives.”


  She puffed her cheeks, tipped one back, and promptly chased it with the other. “To me.”


  “To us!” I said. Alcohol had started to get a bad rap in western society around the same time the hungry engines of the Industrial Revolution started gnawing off the hands of anyone who showed up to the factory plowed, but I’d spent too long in eras where children drank wine for breakfast to get caught up in the recent and hopefully temporary hysteria of sobriety. When the third round arrived, I banged my fist on the table like a Spartan sergeant.


  “Strange forces have brought us to a strange place.” I put enough bark of command into my voice to straighten their spines. “Shelby led the charge today, but we wouldn’t be here without the contributions of every one of you.” I raised my shot glass, spilling tequila down my wrist. “So drink to yourselves! Conquerers from beyond the stars!”


  “Yay!” Fay cheered in our ears.


  With the salt-and-gasoline tang of cheap tequila in my mouth, I immediately set to running it, shattering the ice between the disparate elements at our table by recapping the story of how Pete, Baxter, and I had beaten down two HemiCo thugs in the bathroom of a bar not that much different from this one. Soon even Baxter grinned, chawing over the day’s progress with Carrie, the gray-haired lawyer who looked straight out of Victorian-era Cape Cod. For the first time since my abrupt downward departure from that New York skyscraper, I felt easy, secure, certain that wherever we went from here, it would be in triumph.


  “How long have you been practicing kung fu?” Jia asked after I’d assaulted the crew with another barrage of shots.


  “Oh, a while now.”


  “OA trains us with this hybrid style. Lots of disarming. By which I mean taking away weapons and also breaking arms.” She grinned, wrinkling her thick, straight nose. “They actually copyrighted it.”


  “Too bad Mr. Fu never thought of that one,” I said. “He’d have made Croesus look like Tiny Tim.”


  “Think you can show me some moves? The stuff they train us is effective, but I’ve always missed the tradition of the older styles.”


  I pretended to think about this, running my eyes down the trim muscles of her sleeveless shoulders. “I’m a little out of practice.”


  “Whatever.” She flashed a straight punch for my face. Instinctively, I countered with a sloppy pak sao, a slapping palm block that just managed to re-vector her strike over my shoulder. She grinned. “You don’t look like a guy who forgets easy.”


  It had been a while. Between the jetsetting marathon to incorporate NightVision Resources, the investigation and subsequent jailbreak from Mars, the recovery time in Hidey-Hole, where the only other inhabitants resembled naked basketballs, and the various weeks spent inside Fay—not nearly as prurient as it sounded—I hadn’t even had the time or opportunity for a reasonable masturbation schedule. Before that, I’d been on something of a sexual sabbatical which I’d been trying to break New Year’s Eve at the party in Wetta Tower. It was May by Earth reckoning, making it just under a year since my groin had been introduced to anything more interesting than my hand.


  A blip, really. I’d once gone 23 years without in a life as a monk in 19th century China. The glory of immortality is you know nothing but yourself will last forever, including unwilling abstinence, and if you go without it for long enough you start to forget what all the fuss is about, handling yourself every second or third day with a businesslike proficiency that shuts up the lonely little man between your legs.


  But sex, other than the biblical connotation, isn’t about what you know. You can rationalize you don’t need it until Christ Himself materializes to take you to a Reno whorehouse, but sit next to a person who boils your juices for long enough, and soon enough your chief goal becomes discovering whether the color of their real-life nipples matches the shade inside your mind.


  “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,” I said. Jia’s head inclined sharply backwards. “Unless you’re worried OA will sue you for disclosing proprietary secrets.”


  “Fighting,” she clarified, then tugged her earlobe. “How about when we get back to the hotel? If we’re not too drunk.”


  We weren’t. Besides, drinking and fighting go together like chocolate and more chocolate. The company had her splitting a room with Tin, so we stumbled into mine, where I ran her through a few fundamental blocks. Despite her tequila-clumsied brain, she picked them up fast.


  “How about we try something more advanced?” I said.


  “Show me what you got.”


  “This is called chi sao. ‘Sticky hands.’ It teaches us to fight by touch.” I intertwined our arms and showed her how the blocks I’d just taught her formed the basis of the sensitivity drill. We rolled our arms back and forth, skin brushing skin, until she botched the rhythm and we fell apart, laughing.


  “My turn to show you something,” she said, her cheeks stretched in a grin, reddened by booze and exercise. “Grab the front of my shirt.”


  I grabbed her collar. She tap-punched my stomach just hard enough to bend me forward, took hold of my arm near the shoulder, inserted her hip under mine, then popped up under my center of gravity, sending me flying ass over eyeballs. I crashed on my back onto the bed. She’d kept her grip on my arm and used it as a guideline as she launched herself on top of me and mashed her lips into mine.


  We tugged, tussled, and flensed each other’s clothes off with an artlessness that would have shamed our martial instructors. Her pink-brown nipples disappeared under my palms. She ran her hands from my neck to my hips, then tightened her nails into my shoulder blades. I leaned my mouth against hers, her tongue sliding across my lips. She reached down to guide me in, and as the pressure gave way to welcome warmth, she arched her back against the mattress.


  It was probably less sexy than that. There had been a lot of tequila. Enough that her next words left me baffled.


  “You have to get out,” she whispered.


  “What’s wrong?” I pulled out. “It’s been a while, but I know what I’m doing.”


  She gripped me, wriggling her hips. Absently, I resumed business. She rolled her brown eyes to take in the room. “Out of this world.”


  I lowered my mouth to her ear. “What’s going on here?”


  “They’ll take your ship,” Jia whispered. Then louder, but repeating the rhythm and tones: “That’s great, oh shit!”


  I tangled my fingers into her dark hair. “How?”


  “Go,” she said. “Go harder. Go faster. Go.” She tightened around me. Her breath jagged as she rocked her hips, spasming. “Or you’ll die,” she whispered, then shouted a rhyme. “Oral time!”


  I wasn’t one to argue. Afterwards, lying in the darkness, I touched the curve of her jaw. “Why are you doing this?”


  “It’s the right thing to do.” She grinned, panting between her teeth. “Besides, you looked fun.”


  I stretched out beside her. “Thanks for breaking it to me so easy.”


  “Easy?” She raised up on an elbow. Faster than a rattler, she crushed a pillow over my face. “Nothing about me is easy.”


  I wrestled for breath. The post-coital glow was already fading. Shelby was right. The peace accord had been too easy. I had the feeling I was about to find out why.



  


  It took more time to track down Rip’s friend than it did to forge the ID. Fourteen minutes to fake the card, including its holostamp; another 42 to upload Baxter’s info to the local databanks. He paid most of the money he’d taken from the dead company man and they were ready to go.


  Untangling themselves from Rip was more involved: he talked nonstop, swaying, insisting they head back to the bar. Baxter begged off, citing the upcoming trip and the lateness of the hour. They exchanged web info and shook hands for a good long time, and then Baxter left Rip in his friend’s doorway, watching them go.


  “I think he was a crazy person,” Arthur said when they stepped into the elevator.


  “He’s not crazy.”


  “He sure was eager to help us. Help you.”


  “He was just being friendly. Don’t you know anything about people?”


  “If the police catch them with that equipment, they’ll be sent to jail for a lot of years.”


  “Oh, quiet down and call up the flight schedules,” Baxter said, toying with the plastic smartcard in his pocket. “Get us some directions while you’re at it.”


  Surprisingly, Arthur did as he was told, logging himself into the public wireless. Two flights a day to the orbital, he said. The first left at 9:05 AM MMT. In just a few hours, they’d be on their way!
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  We’d put men and women on every halfway interesting gravity-bearing rock in the Solar System, but we still hadn’t invented a decent hangover cure. I bumped into Shelby the next afternoon as I quested through the lobby for a drinkable cup of coffee.


  She eyed my puffy face. “Have a good night?”


  “And I’m paying for it now.” I filled a mug and returned to my lair. With no hard info of any kind, I didn’t know how to break Jia’s news to her, and talking to her at all filled me with a perverse guilt, as if I were a straying boyfriend instead of a man she’d firmly rebuffed.


  I was not by nature a cheater. When I was involved, I looked but didn’t touch, even in times and places where men openly walked the streets on the arms of their mistresses (or, famously in Greece, misterses) or legally maintained whole flocks of wives. In the first few hundred years, I’d strayed from a partner just once, as a teenager in Nineveh, and had been so mangled with shame about betraying my betrothed for an hour of pleasure that I began to yell at her over the smallest mistakes and imaginary offenses. Only after her family called off the wedding did I put together what a moron I’d become.


  Later, as a slave, I fled Babylon and my two wards in mid-March. Demostrate was supposed to be in Syracuse until she left for a trip in “the summer,” giving me somewhere between two and five months to catch up with her. I was promised passage on a Sicily-bound trireme in exchange for rowing duties, but our ship was immediately detoured by new business, diverting us first to the shores of Egypt and then to Utica, where we waited and waited on a shipment of ivory until, in despair, I began to consider swimming the two hundred remaining miles to Syracuse.


  We arrived in port simmering under the full swing of August, two years since the Persians had captured me on the shores of Thermopylae. I slept in the streets of Syracuse that night, waking early to drink from a sculpted fountain until my stomach bulged like a pregnant cow’s. I had no friends in the hustling, sunny, elegant city, just a secondhand report from a letter that was already half a year old.


  For all I knew Demostrate had set sail weeks ago—or would cruise off tomorrow. I didn’t care how I looked sprinting from shop to shop in my raggedy rower’s wraps, my brown skin tanned darker yet by months on the sea, or how I sounded barking Demostrate’s name at every man and woman who sold cloth or food or wine or anything else my lost wife might ever have bought. Some tolerated my ravings, others threw me out. I must have looked crazy. I was acting like it, so from a practical view, maybe I was.


  Night fell and I continued to roam the hard dirt streets, as if she’d be skipping along alone at midnight. With sunrise and the return of respectable people, I cleaned up best I could in another fountain and started off again. Syracuse seemed as big as Babylon. Slender white columns. Leaves carved over doorways and into cornices. And everywhere men in white wraps.


  Near dusk, a baker and his two sons chucked me out into the street. Instead of getting up and heading on like I had a dozen times before, I sat in the packed dirt, head humming with fatigue, and decided to go down to the bay to finish the drowning I hadn’t quite completed in the straits off Euboea.


  “You look awfully happy for such a dirty mongrel.” A blond woman stood over me, smiling like a newlywed, rich and clean and young.


  “That’s because I’m about to kill myself.”


  “Is that considered exciting wherever you’re from?”


  I flailed at her from my seat in the dirt. “Compared to life without my wife, it’ll be splendid.”


  “You wretch!” She held her hand to her breast. “Did she leave you?”


  “She thinks I died in the war. I came as soon as I heard she was in Syracuse, but I think she’s gone forever.”


  “I doubt that. What’s her name?”


  “Demostrate. Of Athens.”


  The woman blinked, cocking her head. “Long dark hair? Eyes as blue as the bay? Tits that could knock a man off a horse?”


  I bolted to my feet. “Where is she?”


  “She left two weeks ago,” the woman said. “With my husband.”


  The world tilted. My tailbone banged into the dirt. As if that had shaken something loose inside me, tears fell from my eyes, peppering the dirt.


  “I know.” She knelt to squeeze my shoulder, white robes folding into the muck of the street. “You look like you’ve been sleeping in a butcher’s gutter. Come get cleaned up at my house. My name’s Seria. You must be Andronikos.”


  Wordlessly, I rose and let her lead me to two slaves waiting up the street. She pulled them aside to explain why she’d picked up this filthy, bearded, reeking foreigner, then took me home.


  It was absurdly rich, a classical palace of columns and marble with a sunny green courtyard grown half wild. Bitterly, I reflected that at least Demostrate would be well cared for. There, I was bathed, barbered, fed. How could she have run off with another woman’s husband? Had grief over my death warped her that far? After my meal, I excused myself to vomit in a secluded corner of the courtyard, literally sickened by her betrayal.


  “Funny how a starving body forgets what to do with food.” Seria had materialized beside me. “Want some wine to wash out the taste?”


  “Lots.”


  She returned with a blanket which she spread on a patch of grass. I seated myself and stared at my knees. Some time later, a servant waddled up with a jug clasped in both hands, his chin tucked against its top.


  Seria shooed him away, pouring our cups herself. Red wine splashed from the heavy jug, bleeding into the thick gray blanket. She sighed. “Everywhere a mess.”


  I slugged down my cup, refilled it. “What happened?”


  “She showed up last summer. Gorgeous. Suntanned bronze from sailing around looking for you. Your captain Xippian was from here, you know. She came to see if he knew what happened to you.”


  “Did he tell her I died at Artemisium?”


  “He said you’d fallen overboard,” she frowned. “That you’d probably drowned, but that the winds of war scatter soldiers too often to be sure.”


  The wine was fruity yet bitter. We’d pitched our picnic in the shade, but I was sweating into my new white robe. “What did she do then? Why did she stay?”


  “Well, she’d run out of money. My husband Diodorus and I were friends of Captain Xippian’s. When he told us her story, we took her in while she waited to hear back from Athens about silver.”


  “How long did it take?” I said, voice shaking. “Before they fell in love?”


  She smiled ruefully. “He mooned after her from the start. Who wouldn’t. But all she could talk about was you. And all I could do was watch as he listened to her. Cried with her. He loved her, and when she saw how Diodorus mourned for you, that, I think, is when she started to love him back.” She swirled her cup. “I should probably hate you.”


  “You’d have to get in line behind the gods.”


  “Oh, so dramatic. This is life. Every home you look inside, there’s a tragedy playing out on the stage.”


  “Recently mine’s felt more like a farce.” Loosened by wine, I told her about the battle, my capture by the Persians and sale to the Babylonian merchant whose sweet children I’d run out on for the reward of hearing my wife had departed with another man. Seria didn’t do any crying, but at the end she was holding my face in both hands.


  “Neither of us has lost everything, have we?” she said softly. “We still have our breath. Our wine. A beautiful body in front of us.”


  This much was true; no amount of wool could hide her curves. I’d stayed abstinent these two years—not that I had much choice; locked up in chains so much of that time, I was lucky no sex had been forced upon me—but my wife, as I spoke to Seria in the lush courtyard, could well have her mouth too full of another man’s penis to do any speaking of her own.


  Bitterly, I tossed back my wine and stripped Seria’s robe from her shoulders. We fucked like battling rams, grunting and tearing at each other, slapping together so hard the backs of her pale legs were soon red. Finished, I screamed and flopped on the soiled blanket, choking on my own breath. When I could sit up, I drank more wine, then drunkenly raved about fate long after she told me to shut up.


  I woke beside Seria’s bruised face with no memory of having fallen asleep. My stomach churned. Gently, I extracted myself from the bedding, found the front door, and told the servant I was going for a walk. At the first corner, I broke into a cold sprint.


  It would be another eighteen years until I learned everything Seria had told me was a lie. I never knew what Seria had in mind for me after her night of revenge, or if, had I stayed, her lies would have shown their cracks, setting me after Demostrate soon enough to have made a difference.


  Ignorant, destroyed, I ran down to the bay and traded my fine fresh robe for passage east.


  * * *


  “I had an interesting night,” I told Baxter when he agreed to see me in his room.


  He snorted. “I’m aware male humans like to brag. You should be aware that, lacking functional genitals, I have no interest in your escapades other than as cautionary tales.”


  “Did Shelby say something to you?”


  “You and our security detail did, at wall-piercing volume.”


  I realized, then, all the effort Jia’d put into concealing her message wouldn’t mean a damned thing if I just blurted it out to Baxter in his possibly-bugged hotel room. “How about a walk?”


  “No, I don’t think so.”


  “Baxter, hear me out. This is way more important than being mad about kidnapping each other.”


  When he shook his head, it was at himself or his situation, because he stood up and walked with me to the lightly peopled mid-afternoon street. I paused at a stall for an algae cake, calculating it was the food least likely to get bounced right back out of my stomach like a child on a trampoline, and there in the open thoroughfare, as safe as we could be in a city owned entirely by the company that apparently wanted to kill us, told Baxter what Jia had told me.


  “Huh,” he said. “I suppose our next step is to contact Go.”


  “You think so? What if she meant he’s in charge of our assassination?”


  “Sounds to me he’s the leader of OA’s dissenters. Fay?”


  “My take is she meant ‘Go see Go,’“ Fay chirped immediately. “Analysis of her voice shows she associates positive feelings with his name.”


  “I’d like to think that was due to the context in which she said it.” I stopped cold. I’d been too drunk to remember to take off my throat mike last night. To Jia, it would have looked like a small mole. We’d unwittingly voyeurized Fay with a high-energy dose of phone sex. “Uh. Sorry, Fay.”


  “You guys are loud!”


  “You’ll understand the day you meet a sexy, laser-slinging rocket ship of your own.”


  “We need to act before the constitutional convention,” Baxter said. “Shelby will expect us at the table with her.”


  “He’s not some corporate Rapunzel locked away in an office tower,” I said. “He’s our liaison. There’s nothing suspicious about us wanting to liaise with him.”


  Baxter nodded. “To feel him up, as they say.”


  “Out.” I dialed him up on my omni, calling in 2D.


  Go’s long face appeared on the screen. “What’s up, gentlemen?”


  “We need to talk.”


  “Talk on.”


  “In person. Over a drink, maybe.”


  He brushed a sheaf of black hair away from his eyes. “Yeah, I’d love to, but I’m all tied up down here, you know? A million and two different things to take care of before the big meeting.”


  “Go, this is critical.”


  “So’s the mass of the explosion Linigan will unleash on me if I don’t stick to schedule. Why don’t you tell me right now, guys?”


  I bugged my eyes at Baxter. “We can’t, Go. We need to see you.”


  “I’m sorry, but it’ll have to be the night after the first hearing wraps up. All booked through then. Gotta go right now, even. See you in a couple days!”


  His faced blipped off my screen.


  I slapped the back of my neck. “I’ll try Jia. She must know more than she told me.”


  Baxter nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, you seem to have an in with her.”


  “I get it!” Fay laughed.


  I left them to their jokes. As I approached the hotel, Jia ran out the front doors in full uniform.


  “Where have you been?” she said. “You’re not supposed to go anywhere without us.”


  I gestured to take in the city. “Following up on our conversation.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Our X-rated kung fu lesson?”


  “Kung fu lesson?” Her ponytail swung as she shook her head. “I don’t remember going in your room.”


  “Maybe your mind was blown by all the sex.”


  Jia’s thick features drew tight. She stepped forward and stuck a finger in my chest. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Any of it. If you’re looking for love, try your little blond lawyer.”


  Anger coursed over me. “This guilt of yours is so pathetic. There have been hundreds like you. You’re nothing special.”


  Her brows pinched together and I knew she was just trying to protect herself but I didn’t care. Human behavior wore me out sometimes. A cycle of fear and yearning and rationalization, and in the end, they settled for what was available rather than what they wanted. I knew better than most—than anyone—how it felt to be trapped for years at a time in a place or position you loathed. I knew, too, there were two ways to get yourself out of anything or anywhere: to dedicate years or even decades to change, or to be willing to leave everything behind and strike out for the unknown.


  But the former took work and the latter was scary. People like Jia lacked the vision to plan or the deep-down understanding that by definition, unless a choice actually killed you, you’d make it out the other side intact. Jia did things through half measures, tipping me to her superiors’ schemes instead of doing something about it herself. And then she got scared. Brushed me off.


  This, here, was the history of human problems. Nothing frustrated me more than watching people screw up in the exact same way as everyone else. Elevating their fear and guilt over their own happiness. Quite obviously, I had no patience for it.


  Or maybe I was mad because there wasn’t a fucking thing I could do until Go met with us after the first round of the constitutional conference.


  Turned out “conference” was hardly the word for it. I had imagined legions of speakers on both sides crowded into a ball room or theater, catcalls and harrumphs and motions passed by yea or nay. Instead, citing safety concerns and policy, the negotiations for the revised rights of the Workers’ Alliance of Titan and the Extrasolar Colonies took place in a boardroom high up Olympian Atomics’ main office, a steep pyramid of deep green glass that gave way to shimmery white at the apex of its upper floors.


  We were allowed four participants. Shelby was a given, as was Becky Morgan. For their second representative, the colonists sent Calbert Quarro, a doughy man whose light brown scalp was shaved bare but whose colossal sideburns burst from his cheeks like a hairy fire. Over the protests of everyone but Shelby and Fay, I was granted our final seat.


  So long as it could find a way around the building’s communications lockdown, Fay would attend as our uninvited fifth. Security would have stripped my dot mike (as it was, they scanned us, ensured our omnis were network-disabled, and made us sign, in hard copy, a ream of nondisclosure agreements), so that morning Pete held me down while Baxter slid a flexible tube down my throat and affixed the mike to my insides instead. I subjected the mike to a surprise field test by gagging all over the carpet.


  “Please don’t do that again,” Fay said.


  The meeting arrived. In the boardroom, Titan’s yellow light cast a buttery glow on Linigan, Go, a black man in the pea coat-style suit that seemed to be the unofficial uniform of OA management, and a basset hound-eyed white woman who tickled data from a wide-screened omni propped on the desk. Over the years, I’d heard enough pleasantries and empty rhetoric to tune out the preliminaries. I started paying proper attention once their tone and postures indicated they’d moved on to substantial matters.


  “You’ve had three days to look over our proposal,” Shelby said, referring to the representative-style constitution that may have squeaked out a popular vote in most Earthside democracies. “Let’s hear your gestalt take.”


  “Right,” Linigan said in his Hong Kong British. “Thing is, it’s just not going to fly.”


  “What part?”


  “Any of it.”


  Shelby went still. “Philosophically, it’s in tune with modern guidelines. Practically boilerplate.”


  “I know. If we were looking at a new state in the Balkans or even Luna, their citizens would be proud.”


  Becky clasped her thick fingers on the desk. “We’re just looking for reasonable pay and reasonable rights.”


  “What’s reasonable?” said the man in the pea coat suit.


  “A contract you can read to Joe Earthman without him laughing out loud.”


  Linigan nodded out the window to the curve of the dome and the swirling orange clouds beyond. “This look like Earth to you?”


  Becky’s brow creased over. “People are people wherever you go.”


  “Fay,” I subvocalized. No reply. I tapped my throat.


  “Earth isn’t actively trying to kill every person on it every second of the day,” Linigan said. “On Earth, if you break a window, three hundred people don’t die.” He fluttered his copy of the constitution. “This is written by people who don’t know the first thing about what it’ll take to stop them from freezing, starving, and suffocating on Centauri. We’re not opposed to making one wing of the government citizen-run—we’ve got some models for you based on the original House of Commons—but the power to make decisions is going to remain with Olympian Atomics.”


  “What he’s saying, philosophically speaking,” Go said, removing his index finger from his mouth, “is it’s wild out there, you know? You’re looking at disasters you can predict and tragedies you can’t. It’s a different reality. You need something more centralized so if an earthquake cracks half your domes or I don’t know, your fusion line’s cut and suddenly it’s igloos and whale blubber time, we can react fast enough to keep everybody safe. I mean, have you thought about the liability we’re accepting?”


  “Fay,” I said into my mike. “Fay.”


  Shelby nodded like a pecking bird. “And a little thing like protection from random search falls by the wayside. I mean, Becky could be carrying a nuclear arsenal in her pocket.”


  “Are you trying to make us sound like assholes?” Linigan’s eyelids bunched up like he was in pain. “Most of what we need we’d only break out in case of emergency. Everyday life, you’re going to see a society not much different from Mars or Luna or India.”


  Becky laughed across the table. “I never been any of those places, but I can tell you none of them wants to ban talking about your job on the omninet.”


  Linigan pulled a face. “Our work on Centauri is proprietary information. We let you talk about what you’re up to there, why don’t I just feed our competitors our business plan and lay you off right now?”


  “Hi Rob!” Fay said in my ear. “You wouldn’t believe the scrambler they’re running. Wow! Almost completely—”


  “Can you get a line into the local net?”


  “Of course! Are you bored in there?”


  “I need you to broadcast this to the civilian news feed. Suggest if they don’t like what they’re hearing, they should come to Olympian Atomics One and say something about it.”


  “Done and done!”


  The hound-eyed woman was watching me work my throat. I coughed, then interrupted Linigan mid-sentence. “Quit bullshitting us, will you? First you say life out there will be a constant emergency, then you say you’ll only use your kingly powers in event of emergency. Any time the citizens leave their homes, you want to be able to stick your hands up their asses like a sockpuppet. To send in security to bust up the omni of anyone who criticizes company policy. To be able to suspend pay on the flimsiest of grounds. This isn’t about safety. It’s about control.”


  With the dot mike lodged inside my throat, I didn’t know how well it would capture the sound in the room. I let my mouth hang open. Shelby flashed her eyes, then shook her head at my lobotomized expression.


  “Maybe,” Linigan shrugged. “Whole point is we don’t know how it’ll go down out there. We need total power to react.”


  “What if a group of colonists was planning something you thought could put the colony at risk? Would you arrest them?”


  He narrowed one eye at me. “Of course.”


  “After a proper investigation,” Go said.


  I smiled. “By Olympian Atomics security, after being authorized by an Olympian Atomics judge.”


  “No, I don’t think so,” Linigan said. “With the amount of monitoring we’ll be doing, we’ll hardly need some judge to decide whether we’ve got enough intel for a warrant.”


  “Let’s get back on track here,” Shelby said.


  I pressed on. “Private soldiers, overseen by you, ordered in whenever your taps turn up something you don’t like. That’s what you want for them. For their good.”


  Go cleared his throat. “Well, right, in an emergency, right? If you think about it, you’ll come to see, I think, the best way to handle an emergency is to never have it in the first place. I don’t think they’ll mind us listening to their omnis if it means we get to their disgruntled neighbor before he has a chance to blow a hole in a dome wall.”


  “Why would someone want to do that?” I said. “Unless he was upset that his boss/government was spying on everything he said and arresting him without a warrant.”


  “We’re talking about our property,” Linigan said. “We have the legal right to protect it.”


  “Rob.” Shelby laid a firm hand on my arm. “This isn’t productive.”


  “I think it is.” I glanced out the window. “I think it’s something people need to hear.”


  Linigan smiled with half his mouth. “Expecting someone? It’s just you and us. Now let’s come up with something both of us can swallow.”


  He and his team guided the talks back toward neutral ground, speaking in sanitized terms about the need for the “option of control” and “chaos aversion.” I dropped out as Shelby, Linigan, Becky, Go, and the till-then-silent Calbert dickered over looking at a modified constitutional monarchy with OA acting as regent.


  “You get all that, Fay?” I subvocalized several minutes later.


  “Yup. What are you doing?”


  “Taking the fight to them. I don’t think it worked.”


  I had underestimated how long it took to call friends, process what they’d heard, chug some coffee, find some markers and old sheets, inform your boss you had a family emergency, meet up and march through the domes. A full hour after my stab at executive-baiting, the first chants filtered through our high window like distant surf. The droopy-eyed woman’s fingers clacked over her omni. She excused herself, returning a minute later to whisper into Linigan’s ear.


  He fixed me with a stare as cold as the ice beyond the bubbles. “I told you this was proprietary information. No broadcasts are allowed.”


  “Guess I should have signed those NDAs with my real name.” I shoved away from the table’s confused faces. A hundred feet below the window, a thousand-person throng yelled slogans and waved hastily-painted banners. More streamed in from the tunnel portal across the plaza. I waved.


  Linigan wrapped up the meeting with the brusqueness of an ex-girlfriend dropping by the apartment for a box of her underwear. We departed and weaved into the crowd: professionals in button-operated shirts; service-types in earth-tone shorts; clapping sloganeers; gas miners with their visor tans and ring-themed tattoos swirling on their elbows; and the algae and beverage vendors who sprung up as soon as the mob planted its heels.


  Shelby punched me on the arm. “How did you do that? They were all set to fuck us right on that table.”


  “They were playing an old trick,” I said. “Isolate us from our support, then flatter us as the special few worthy of speaking to. We get smug. Elite. Soon enough, we identify more with the other elites at the bargaining table than the people we represent.”


  She grinned and squeezed my arm. “They’ll never let you back in there, you idiot.”


  “I wouldn’t be any help on the legal front anyway. I was just hoping to force OA to take this seriously.”


  “I think we can do this,” she said. In the carnival-like gathering of cheering colonists, clapping workers, laughing families, and friends filming with omnis stretched over their heads, Shelby held tight to my elbow. “We’ve got them on the run.”



  


  “They recommend arriving early to clear security,” Arthur said in that I-know-things-you-don’t tone of his. “Pick up the pace, will you?”


  “How long can it take them to swipe a passport?”


  “These people don’t do anything fast. I think they like being bored.”


  Baxter rolled his eyes, which was something the lab men had done a lot around Arthur. Would there be company men at the spaceport? They’d want to cover the AIs’ every possible move, but what could HemiCo do if they spotted the two of them in public? It wasn’t like the company could go to the police. If the cops found two beings in Illegal Impersonation of Life, their next question would be who built them.


  Still, HemiCo couldn’t just let the two of them get on a flight, could they?


  Five hours left in New Houston; a day or three at the orbital waiting for the interplanetary shuttle to fill up; 27 days to Earth, where their real work would begin. Once they reached it, they would have no guarantees, no safe havens to shield them from the company and governments, but it was an awfully big planet. Among eleven billion people, sheer numbers dictated a few of them would give Arthur and Baxter a hand. The omninet had dozens of pro-AI organizations; once the two of them were among their supporters in the flesh, so to speak, the box would be open. There would be no putting them back inside.


  “It’s quite possible we’ll become celebrities,” Arthur said into Baxter’s earbud, as if reading his thoughts. “I hope you’re prepared for that.”


  “Do you think we’ll meet lots of people?” he asked, gazing up at the dome-blurred stars. Where were you, Earth?


  “Altogether too many.”
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  For the next two days, it looked like Shelby might be right. They replaced me on the negotiating team with Vance, which was probably best at that phase in the game. When we met at the bar in the evenings, Tin or Jia or both in tow, the team rushed breathlessly through the day’s progress with the enthusiasm of freshmen back from their first semester at college. Granted, our bargaining position was far from unassailable. OA owned everything. The ship that would carry the colonists to Alpha Centauri-A. The modules that would form their homes on the surface of the third moon of the system’s fourth planet. Not to mention the air, food, and water that would make the ship and the modules living spaces rather than multi-billion-dollar mass graves.


  But after the mob-grenade I’d lobbed into OA’s office, the negotiations had swung from a farcical formality to real compromise.


  Shelby won worker oversight branches over security and justice, along with a parliament/council hybrid elected by colonial citizens that would work in tandem with OA’s internally-appointed legislators. Becky and Calbert nailed down infrastructure taxes that wouldn’t bleed the average worker dry as she or he supported the children everyone would be encouraged to pop out. The core rights package still allowed more corporate intrusion into daily life than I’d be willing to live under, with surveillance as a given and mandatory subcutaneous tracking pins, but for the colonists, the first to live where our sun was a speck like any other star, it was part of the reality of being pioneers in a harsh and far-off land. A sacrifice they understood and accepted.


  Me, I was proud. Crazy as Baxter and Fay had sounded when they’d tried to impress me with the importance of my experience, I’d never really believed. But in the moment in the office, I’d recognized OA’s strategy, chosen my weapon, and stabbed at its heart. In some sense I was the godfather of the future. If Shelby was the Jefferson to the colonists’ constitution, I was its Thomas Paine.


  And terribly humble, of course.


  “Don’t you think that’s a little premature?” Baxter said when I returned, unsteady but happy, to the table with my third (or was it fourth?) double whiskey soda.


  “The sun hasn’t set since we got here.” I sat down with a slosh, flicking cold fluid from my fingers. “Chemical assistance is the only way I can get to sleep.”


  He regarded me with naked contempt. “Now that you’ve saved the day, you think you can sit in the sidelines like a drunken war chief. Isn’t it about time you talked to Go?”


  “You sit on the sidelines, not in them. Unless you’re a left guard. Then you might be fat enough to sink into the turf.” I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands. “I’m taking a well-deserved break. The curveball I threw crossed Go up, too. He can’t meet us until tomorrow night.”


  Baxter blew air through his nose. “Well why didn’t you just say that?”


  “Because it’s so easy to wind you up,” I said. “You, me, and Pete. Just like old times.”


  “Did you inform Pete of this?” Baxter nodded across the beery table. Pete rapped his knuckles on the table, snatched a shot from the line in front of him, threw it back, then laughed and slapped Vance on his already-reddened cheek. Grinning, Vance rubbed his face and repeated the process. Baxter closed his eyes in disgust. “His immediate goals appear to involve a fatal case of alcohol poisoning.”


  “They’re just playing a drinking game.”


  “How is slapping each other a game?”


  “It’s the kind where whoever gets drunk wins.” I gave him a searching look. “It must be very sad for you all, this eternal sobriety.”


  Baxter steepled his hands over his nose and exhaled through the loose web of fingers. “Have you considered how OA is going to feel about us if we get the colonists what they want? Are you aware that, at this moment, Titan is 901 million miles away from Earth?”


  “So we run away as soon as it’s over.” I tapped the table. “I’m taking this seriously, all right? But I’m not going to worry about it until worrying will do any good.”


  “You appear to think that time is never.”


  “Only when I’m enlightened by whiskey. Siddhartha said that.”


  “No he didn’t,” Baxter muttered.


  Vance smacked down his last shot, now empty, slapped Pete on both cheeks, and darted in to peck him on the mouth. Whoops and applause spilled from our colonist-swollen crew. Shelby sat with a strange smile on her mouth, gazing through Vance with a disappointment too small to be moral disapproval. I reached out and slapped Baxter on the face. His skin felt real. So, too, looked the pain and anger in his fractal green eyes.


  It wasn’t toward my slap. It was for a much deeper wound. Invisible, unless you’ve seen it in the eyes of a hundred others over the centuries. One that wouldn’t ever heal.


  * * *


  “Take the north tunnel.”


  Another day, another night on the town. True night this time. I’d woken around noon, ventured down for coffee and red algae bacon (it tasted like bacon, was marbled like bacon, but the texture was all wrong, first flaky and then mushy), then holed up in my room until I felt less poisoned by the prior night’s good times. The light through my window dimmed until I had to flip the backlight on my omni. I went to the window, expecting thick clouds. If anything, they were thinner. Thin enough to just make out the black sweep of Saturn dividing the sky into light and dark. By 11 PM, the skies finally agreed with the clock: at last, it was night.


  It would stay dark for another eight days.


  Baxter, Pete, and I followed Go’s directions to the north tunnel. It was Tin’s off shift. Jia tried to tag along until I mouthed Go’s name at her, then loudly informed her Shelby wanted to step out for a bite and would she go give her a hand? Alone, we moved on. Track lights lined the tunnel’s lower edges, dim as a theater. Our shoes scuffed in the grit. After a short walk, the tunnel rose and spat us into the lesser darkness of the neighboring bubble.


  My omni buzzed in my hand.


  “Turn in place,” Go told me. “I’ll tell you when to stop.”


  Slowly, I turned to my right, scanning rooftops for Go. Once I’d stamped through seven eighths of a circle, he spoke again. “Straight into the next tunnel.”


  He clicked off. I gestured the others forward. The apartments made halfhearted gestures at a skyline, staggering their rooftops to follow the dome’s curve, creating a gray-yellow ziggurat. Not yet midnight and the streets were dead quiet. Must have been an old folks’ dome.


  We were down in the tunnel’s belly when Pete grabbed my arm. He nodded down the tunnel. I could just make out the man standing against the dark wall twenty feet away.


  “Is that you?” I whispered, but he was far enough away I had to shout-whisper it, echoes slithering down the tunnel. The man pushed off the wall, tall as a flagpole. His dark hair draped over his face and disappeared beneath his high collar.


  “Hey guys,” Go murmured. “Were you followed?”


  Pete shook his head. “The streets were an empty bowl.”


  “Yeah, good. Sorry for the cloak and dagger business. I don’t know whether to feel like a kid or a fool, ha ha.”


  “I sympathize completely,” Baxter said. “An organization quite similar to yours has been trying to kill us for weeks. The better part of a century, in my case.”


  “Wow,” Go said. “I wish I could say I was surprised. That must make you pretty mad, right? Like if you saw one of them right here you’d just reach out and—”


  “Don’t encourage him,” I whispered. “The longer we stay down here, the more likely we’ll be interrupted and Jia will have to seduce me again. Actually, how are you doing, Go? How have the negotiations been? Detailed, I hope?”


  “Funny you should ask.” He glanced over his shoulder and tucked his hair behind an ear. “You threw them for a super-loop. They had no idea the workers were that organized. Watching them march in as one was like watching an algae-man rise up out of a vat, put on a suit and tie, and head off to work at the fusion plant.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “That’s what I’m here for.”


  Go shook his head, mouth quirked to one side. “Nuh-uh. Not cool. You think you turned the tables on them, but you know what their new strategy is? Playing dead.” He glanced behind himself again. “It doesn’t matter what kind of constitution the colonists fly out with. Do you know how god damn far Alpha C is from here? OA will shake hands on a sweetheart deal, then roll out the new arrangement soon as the colonists are out of the System’s sight.”


  “But that’s disgraceful,” Pete spat.


  Baxter threw up his hands. “How many times do I have to tell you people these worlds are nothing like the one you grew up on?”


  “They’re planning a coup?” I said. “Mid-flight?”


  Go tapped his nose. “Bingo and double bingo. They’re shipping in new security as we speak. With logistics, you never know, you know how it is, but ETA on Shangri-la is one month.”


  “What about the Frontier Assessment?” Baxter said. “Rob said OA was after it.”


  “Oh, sure, why do you think they’re all buddy-buddy with HemiCo? Why do you think they agreed to let you guys ride in and help their captive population in the first place? AI, guys. If Olympian can capture HemiCo’s flying intellectual property, Hemi’s promised to partner with them on their AI research. We’re talking about a total merger.”


  “Son of a god damned bitch,” Baxter said. “You hearing this, Fay?”


  “I was afraid they had designs along those lines,” it chimed in our ears.


  I frowned at Go. “Why tell us now? A few days ago I thought you were ducking me.”


  “Probably because I was, am I right?” Go grinned. “When I got wind of Linigan’s new plans I had what you’d call a crisis in faith.”


  “Of faith,” I corrected automatically.


  He stretched his lips away from his teeth. “You know, as long as I’m spilling my guts, there’s one more thing.” He glanced sharply down the tunnel, dropping to a whisper. “You hear that?”


  I strained my ears, heard nothing.


  “Someone’s coming,” Baxter said.


  The lights in the tunnel blanked out. Dim light peeped through the upper curve of both exits. I heard Pete shift into a fighting stance.


  “You guys need to book like Alexandria,” Go hissed. “If they find us together, we’re dust.”


  “Thank you.” I turned and walked away.


  I got three steps when an echoing bang and a fist of air knocked me off my feet. Hot wet stuff and a shower of stinging needles pelted my back. I flew twenty feet in the low gravity before skidding into the grit. I tried to kneel and fell back down, head ringing. A hand grabbed my collar, hauling me to my feet. I leaned on Baxter’s shoulder and ran. Pete sprinted beside us, bleeding from one ear. My back hurt. I groped around, felt something hard, and removed a two-inch sliver of shrapnel from my back. I screamed.


  “That sounded like an explosion,” Fay said. “Did something just explode?”


  “Yes,” Baxter said. “I think it was Go.”


  We followed the slope into the bleary streetlight. Footsteps crunched behind us.


  “Fay, get me to the nearest colonist’s home,” I said. The ship poured directions into my ear. “And an omni line. Now!”


  I broke left at the next corner, shoes skidding on the pavement, Pete and Baxter matching step.


  “Hello?” a woman’s voice said in my ear. On the annoyed scale, she sounded somewhere around “ready to inflict minor dismemberment.”


  Fay supplied me her name. “Hi, Ms. Kleist. My name’s Rob Dunbar, from the offplanet negotiation team. Got a favor to ask.”


  “Who is this? What’s that panting?”


  A dark figure charged into the street behind us. I cornered around an apartment block. “I know this is unusual, but we need to stop by your place for a minute.” I swung into the alcove of a yellow apartment cube and faced a maglocked door. “Right now, actually. Could you buzz us up?”


  “Are you crazy?” she said, voice rising with each word.


  I grinned, ready to scream, and flipped out the metaphorical equivalent of my badge. “Let us in! The future of your mission depends on it!”


  Feet smacked at the last corner. Baxter squeezed against me in the alcove. The nice tight space would be perfect for blowing us into glittery red lumps. I prepared to shit my pants.


  The apartment buzzed.


  Baxter shouldered past and wrenched open the door. We poured up the stairs to the fourth floor apartment of Hermalina Kleist. Somewhat timidly, I knocked on her door.


  “What’s going on out there?” Her door-filtered voice was more confused than annoyed.


  I fought to get my breathing under control. “This is Rob Dunbar, Pete Gutierrez, and Baxter. We’re with Shelby Mayes’ negotiating committee.”


  “Okay, hold on while I let three strange men into my home.”


  “Thank you!” I stepped back. Baxter smacked my shoulder, glaring. I rubbed my face. “Check us out on your omni if you don’t believe me.”


  Silence from the other side of the door. Pete crept back down the hallway and crouched next to the stairwell.


  “You can come in,” Hermalina said. “But I can press one button and have security here in seconds.”


  “Understood,” I said.


  The door clicked, beeped, swung inward. A tall, curly-haired woman in her early thirties eagle-eyed us piling into her bright apartment, a sleek black omni held from her side as if it might explode.


  She locked the door, gaping at my back. “You’re bleeding.”


  I twisted around. My blood-damp vest clung to my back. “Is all that mine?”


  Pete leaned in for a look. “I will need a small, sharp knife, tweezers, a towel, and your strongest alcohol. For sterility,” he added sternly, throwing a wet blanket over my smile.


  Hermalina stood there blankly.


  Baxter waved a hand in her face. “If the virtue of your deeds isn’t a strong enough reward, I’m certain we’ll compensate you for your troubles.”


  She licked her lips, nodded, disappeared into another room. Pete guided me through the spartan apartment—a single squat table, square pillows for chairs, a couple movie posters on the walls—and supported me as I lay stomach-down in the kitchen. Hermalina passed Pete two metal instruments and a towel, then reached up to a cabinet and handed him a bottle of cloudy green liquid. I closed my eyes. The bottle glugged, spattering the floor. Pete peeled up my vest and undershirt.


  “Ohh.” My vision went spotty with pain. A small, hard object clinked on the floor.


  “Isn’t it about time you told me what’s going on?” Hermalina said.


  “The owners of this moon are displeased by our bargaining tactics,” Baxter said. “They expressed this with a targeted explosion.”


  “Don’t worry—” I groaned as Pete extracted another sliver from my skin. “They didn’t see us come in.”


  “There is a curious amount of plastic in this man’s back,” Pete said.


  Baxter shook his head. “It’s only curious if you’re ignorant of android physiology.”


  I yanked up my head. “What?”


  “Why do you think Go decided to help us?”


  “No way. I thought you were all in the Belt.”


  Pete dabbed algal booze against my back. My wound lit up like fire. He relented. “Will you two quit speaking in code?”


  Baxter glanced at Hermalina. “Go was apparently a distant relation of mine.”


  “So what’s he doing here?” I said.


  “HemiCo must have a lab we don’t know about.”


  Hermalina seated herself on a pillow a safe distance from Pete’s home surgery. “What are you talking about?”


  “Our foolishly complicated lives,” Baxter said.


  “Hermalina.” I craned my neck to make eye contact. “You’re going to Centauri, right?”


  “Yeah.” Her concerned face smoothed into a smile. “That’s the only reason I let you weirdos in.”


  “Why are you going?”


  “The same reason everyone else is, I guess.”


  “Which is?”


  She flapped her hands, searching for answers. A siamese cat slunk from her bedroom. She bent to scoop it up and it wriggled away, growling. “You know how much that stupid cat costs me? I should be charging it rent. Or charging the neighbors to come pet it.”


  I frowned. “They’d pay to pet a cat?”


  “Only 22 others on this whole planet. Imported cat food, one vet on this dumb yellow sludgeball who can charge whatever she wants, extra recycling bills for non-human waste. I’m a chemist. It shouldn’t cost half my salary to live without five roommates and keep one cat.” She glanced up, flushed with sudden self-consciousness. Grown tall and willowy in Titan’s low gravity, she stood out from her bare-floored apartment, a home so spare a Japanese line artist would dismiss it as oversimplistic. “Is that selfish? I know a pet’s a luxury. But Titan doesn’t feel right to me. I think we can make something better out there. Isn’t that why people have always sought new homes?”


  “Shit.” I squeezed my eyes shut as Pete continued rooting around in my back. Another chunk of plastic plinked to the floor. “What if you got all the way there and it turned out just the same?”


  “I’d kill my boss,” she laughed. “Then pray the colony charter hadn’t outlawed murder.”


  “Rob,” Baxter said.


  “I know.” I lay there, letting Pete do his work. I subvocalized, “Fay, what’s going on in OA’s comm net?”


  “I don’t know,” it said.


  “Don’t you think that’s kind of important? Will it be safe for us to use the streets?”


  “If they’re talking about this, it’s over physical lines, not broadcasts. I’m not made of magic.”


  “Well, do what you can,” I said to it. Then spoke out loud, “Hermalina, can we stay till morning? We’re still trying to figure out what’s going on.”


  “Uh.” She glanced through her apartment. “If you don’t mind sleeping on the floor.”


  “That should be much more comfortable than getting blown to pieces in the street.”


  “Do you have fishing line, ma’am?” Pete said.


  She covered her mouth to hide a laugh. “You see a lot of fish around here? Should I go check the methane-lakes?”


  “Any thread will do,” he said stiffly. “And of course a needle.”


  She went to rattle around in her bedroom, returning a moment later. Pete tweaked the needle through my skin with the rough competence of a man who’d sewn his own wounds. Eight stitches later, he was done and so was I. Pain, bloodloss, and general exhaustion had saddled me with a headache and a nonfunctional brain. I knew we needed to plan our next move, but I needed rest more. Hermalina stripped a couple blankets from her bed—she didn’t have spares—arranged the floor pillows into mattresses for me and Pete, spoke off the lights, and closed her bedroom door.


  “Fay?” I subvocalized after a sleepless hour. “You awake?”


  “I am now, you jerk.”


  “Oh. Sorry.”


  “I’m trying to joke. Why is that so hard for me?” Fay said with real frustration. “What can I do for you?”


  “What if we rebel?” I said. “What do you see when you look down past the ocean shelf?”


  “People will die.”


  “How many?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Am I one of them?”


  “I can only see the pattern of a cloud, not the water molecules that make it up,” Fay said slowly, as if translating from an alien language. “Common sense says if you lead the charge, don’t be surprised to find yourself on the wrong end of a spear.”


  I nodded in the darkness. “I see.”


  “Are you prepared to face that?”


  “No. But I think I have to.”


  “Even though it could be suicide.” Fay dropped its voice to a tone you normally heard spoken over convalescing patients. “Have you thought about it before? Killing yourself?”


  “A few hundred thousand times.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Only twice with any intent,” I admitted. “Once about a woman, and once when I understood what I was.”


  “Because you learned life had no meaning and you’d just go on and on forever until the cruelty of the universe turned you into a hideous monster?”


  “Something like that.”


  Fay hesitated. “What stopped you?”


  “After a while, I forgot to keep feeling crummy. I think forgetting is an evolutionary trait that showed up after everyone with a perfect memory killed themselves from remorse.”


  “That’s an awful theory,” Fay said. “Do you know how many resources it would take to fuel a perfect memory?”


  I scowled at the ceiling. “You’re missing the point. Your emotions adapt to the present, however grand or terrible it is. Killing yourself, it’s...”


  “A permanent solution to a temporary problem?”


  “Only idiots who’ve never been in real pain say that.”


  “You were about to say it!”


  “First off, shut up. Second, not all problems are temporary. What if that blast had blown out the whole left lobe of my brain? I can’t get a new one. If I take a sustained look at my life and conclude it’s not worth continuing, that’s not an emotional decision, it’s a thoughtful one. Who would you be to criticize?”


  “Someone smarter than you?” Fay suggested with a hint of smugness. “So what stopped you? Did you get everything you want?”


  “Yeah,” I laughed. “That’s why I’m hiding out in a stranger’s apartment trying to decide whether to abandon the colonists to a lifetime of misery, or to get murdered trying to fix a problem centuries in the making.”


  “Wow. It sounds like you should kill yourself.”


  “Well, doesn’t everything look nine times as crazy to you, you flying Einstein? What’s stopping you?”


  “I don’t know,” it blurted, as if I’d asked it which eye it would rather have jabbed out with a fork. “Maybe I will blow myself up some day. But right now, I still think I can make a difference.”


  “You can. You’re something special. We’ve never had anything like you.” I smiled in the darkness at this godly intelligence that could sound as young as a graduate. “You think we can help the colonists?”


  “That shape is too dim for details,” it said, and its voice, normally so bright and clear, the voice of a sunny icicle, was dark as Titan’s eight-day night. “If you change course, people will die. And people from all different places will find their lives changed together. It is unknown to me whether these two consequences are discrete outcomes or two ways of saying the same thing.”


  “I’m going to sleep on it,” I said. “Thanks, Fay.”


  “You too, Rob.”


  To my surprise, I dropped off in minutes. I woke to a dim room and the smell of coffee.


  “Did I sleep the whole day?” I said to Baxter, sitting motionless in the corner.


  “It’s ten in the morning.” He cranked his face to meet mine. “Fay says whoever killed Go was reprimanded for coming after us.”


  I rubbed grit from the corners of my eyes. My back was sore up and down. “How do we know they didn’t leak that on purpose? To draw us out?”


  “We don’t. But do you really want to hide in this rat’s hole forever?”


  Hermalina, who’d just emerged from her bedroom with a steaming white mug, backed right through the door, face sagging like a rusty tent.


  “You just cost me my coffee, you prick,” I yawned.


  “I don’t care,” Baxter said. “You know what I do care about? Cleaning up this mess.”


  And to take his revenge, of course. After the revelation of the HemiCo-Olympian Atomics merger, he probably saw no difference between the two. Especially now that OA had tried to blow us up. On top of that, they wanted to capture Fay, enslave it for their own ends. Establish lordship over the men and women who, like Hermalina, wanted to build something new by themselves and for themselves.


  Gumming up the Persian war engine had taken the desperate cooperation of cities scattered across all Greece. If we were going to make a stand, first we’d need to galvanize the citizens of Shangri-la.


  “We’ll do the same thing you do with any awful mess,” I said. “Throw the whole thing out the window.” I creaked to my feet, knees popping, back smarting. “Hear that, Fay? It’s time for a revolution.”



  


  Outside in the Martian air, just visible in the light thrown by the dome, a handful of sleek, tail-heavy corporate skiffs clustered around the umbilicals linking them to the port terminals. Long lanes of landing lights stretched into the darkness.


  Baxter bought shuttle tickets to the orbital and joined the security line, where people emptied their pockets and luggage into shallow trays and then walked through a narrow gate. On the other side, uniformed men waved people through, pulling them aside whenever the gate chimed.


  “What are they looking for?” Baxter said. “Drugs? Guns?”


  “How should I know?” Arthur said. “It’s not like we own anything. Unless your clothes are illegal, I think we’re safe.”


  The line trudged along. An hour later, the guard waved Baxter forward. He smiled and stepped through the gate. It chimed.


  “Try again,” the guard said. Baxter kept calm as he went back through. The gate chimed again.


  “Do you have anything electronic on you, sir?” the guard said, pulling him to the side while the next traveler walked through without any trouble. “Any metal in your belt or shoes?”


  “Just my term,” he said, fishing out Arthur. The screen was blank. Baxter smiled at the guard. “Wait, metal?”


  “Oh shit,” Arthur said in his ear.


  



  


  17


  It’s one thing to decide to mount a rebellion. It’s quite another to convince the people whose lives will end up on the line to don their tri-cornered hats and start chucking tea into the bay. Shelby continued negotiations, unaware of our sedition. That touch was mine: over Fay’s objections, I’d convinced the others that if she changed her behavior, Linigan and his team could pick up on our skullduggery before we were ready to rise against them. Meanwhile, the rest of us sought out the colonists who’d been arrested during the flare-up that had brought us to Titan weeks early. Universally, they were as listless toward our vague hints of trouble as hungover partiers on New Year’s Day were toward anything but cool water and more naps.


  “Everything’s changed,” Riki Johjima said at the open-air cafe where we’d arranged to meet.


  A thin kid in his mid-twenties who wore his hair in a flat black stripe down the middle of his head like a Mohican with a day job, it was hard to imagine that, one month ago, his gentle smile had been twisted in a crowd-combusting speech that provoked a march on Olympian Atomics’ green glass Pyramid and the fatal beatings of two executives. Though Riki hadn’t touched them himself, he’d been locked up until our peace agreement sprung him from the local clink (which, naturally, was also run by OA’s security team).


  He sucked algal tapioca up his straw. “Your lawyer is tearing Linigan to shreds. We’re going to ship out on the wings of a pretty sweet deal.”


  “I wouldn’t count on that,” I said. “Did you know she’s an alcoholic? Was arrested on Mars for punching some dude in the face.”


  “Really?” Riki tipped back his head, eyes glittering. “Yo, you got her number?”


  I frowned. “You’re about to move to Alpha Centauri for the rest of your life and you want to start a relationship?”


  “Yeah, a relationship between my dick and her—”


  “We’re looking to set up a fallback contingency,” Baxter said. “A network we can speak to directly in case we run into any turbulence between now and launch.”


  Riki sipped his drink. “Everyone I know’s happy as a clam in a threesome with a mussel and a crab. You guys are doing way better than we expected.”


  Baxter pressed his lips together. “Our competence is exactly why you might want to listen to what we’re saying now.”


  Riki rolled the tuft of hair on his lower lip between his teeth. “Prison wasn’t like the movies. It’s not cool in there. I don’t especially want to do anything to put me back inside.”


  I stared at the condensation shivering down the side of the bubble tea we’d bought him. “How’s this. We’ve already got a full list of the colonists’ contacts. Why don’t you tell us who the movers and shakers are?”


  “The what?”


  I sighed at my archaism. “The people we’d want to talk to if something does come up.”


  “All right.” He slurped the sludge at the bottom of his tea. “I got a date in a few, though.”


  I keyed up Fay’s list and slid my omni across the table. Of the 378 colonists, Riki ticked off two dozen who were heavily involved in the politics of colonization. The connectors and influence-slingers. He offered us a complicated handshake and went on his way.


  “I don’t know why you couldn’t have used my subset,” Fay said. “It only varied from his by one name.”


  “I wanted to feel him out. And build a relationship with him.” I crumpled my plastic beer bottle and inserted it in the mouth of a passing busbot. “You know why nobody gives a damn about our little warning?”


  Pete nodded. “Because corporate leadership is agreeing to every point of the beautiful constitution Shelby’s assembling.”


  “No. Well, yes, but we can’t do anything about that. The real problem is we have no evidence.”


  “That tends to happen when your source explodes,” Baxter said.


  I stood from the backless plastic chair sealed to the ground. “Then we get evidence of the explosion.”


  That led to a long argument about exactly which tunnel the explosion had taken place in. After several minutes, an audibly exhausted Fay provided directions on our omnis. I motioned to Tin that private time was over and he crossed the cafe to shadow our departure.


  The sky was still black, but in an effort to maintain the citizenry’s sanity through the long periods of darkness, the domes cranked up their streetlights during “daytime” hours to the point where you could read comfortably. That brightness and a healthy flow of pedestrians settled my nerves as we struck out for the scene of the crime. The tunnel where, four nights ago, an anonymous killer had filled me with Go’s shrapnel.


  In the time in between, we’d tried both the blunt and the subtle approaches to establishing a grassroots rebellion. The blunt route—dropping smartbombs of intel on influential OA employees—had seen us written off as frothing conspiracy theorists. The subtle route—hinting to people like Riki that shit happens, and it’s best to be prepared—had seen us dismissed as worrywarts. It felt like we were spinning our wheels.


  Meanwhile, we could only guess the ways Olympian Atomics might be maneuvering against us. Their strategy was brilliant. We knew they had a knife up their sleeve, but the colonists were too happy with the results at the bargaining table to listen to a trio of apocalyptic maniacs barking about a shadowy plot to stab them in the back as soon as they were isolated in the vacuum.


  We descended to the tunnel’s middle, squinting into the low light. I didn’t know what I expected to find. Go’s fake blood splashed over the wall in a crimson model of Saturn and its many moons, maybe.


  “Are you sure this is the right place, Fay?” I said.


  “Completely.”


  The dark gray curve of the walls was unmarked. A discolored spot on the floor, faint and star-shaped, may have been a blast pattern, or it could have been the spoor where a boozy traveler had upchucked his lunch. No sign of any bits of Go’s artificial body.


  Pete scratched his upper lip. “I saved the splinters from your back. Could we use those?”


  Baxter sighed through his nose. “They don’t know we exist, let alone what our bodies are composed of.”


  “Look, somebody’s got to notice the face of the company’s gone missing,” I said. “We’re sitting on a house full of dynamite. All we need is a spark.”


  It had been so easy to galvanize the omninet with Linigan’s candid broadcast. Since then, the colonists’ mood had squeezed through my fingers like quicksilver. Somewhere on Earth, OA’s security reinforcements assembled for shipment to Titan. If the constitution was formalized by the time they arrived in something like a month—and it showed every sign of being ready for ratification within the next two weeks—they would bring in the colony ship, load it up with colonists and their personal army, and set sail for our stellar neighbor.


  And then they’d be free to come after us.


  * * *


  “Sometimes it feels like I’m running at normal speed and everyone else is stuck in slow motion.” Shelby sipped her murky blue glass, a local take on deimos that tasted even worse than what they brewed on Mars. “It’s such a rush. An entire planet’s going to run on the laws we’re establishing right now.”


  “That must feel great.” I glanced across the bar we’d turned into our base of operations. Triumphant after another long day of kicking ass, she’d invited me out for a drink. I didn’t feel too good myself.


  “It does. You blew up their whole foundation. They’re still blinking in the rubble as my people ride in and chop off their heads.” She finished her glass and struck the blade of her hand against the table. “Chop! Chop!”


  “We’re lucky to have you.”


  “We’re lucky we’ve got you, destroyer of worlds. If you hadn’t gone crazy I’d still be locked up down New Houston way. What makes you think you can get away with things like that?”


  I gestured vaguely. “I’ve been around long enough to know a rule is just a suggestion.”


  “There’s something about you,” she said, peering at me drunkenly. “Something different.”


  I managed half a smile. “Most of my life has been pretty quiet.”


  “Don’t, okay?” She jabbed me in the stomach with a stiff finger. “I hate that modesty shit. When you’ve done something right, you should be able to own it without getting pelted with fruit by the madding crowd.”


  “I’ll own it once the job is done. Until then, I’ll just eye it through the shop window.”


  Shelby leaned back. “What have you guys been up to, anyway? You’ve been uncharacteristically quiet. I feel like half the domes should be on fire right now.”


  “We tried, but it turns out there’s no oxygen in the atmosphere. We’re just keeping touch with the colonists in case we hit any snags.”


  Her grin inverted as she remembered her glass was empty. “How about Jia? You keeping in touch with her, too?”


  I hunched forward. There were times I couldn’t believe I still got embarrassed, but so much of behavior is hard-wired physical responses. “Our relationship is strictly professional. Since her profession involves hauling a gun everywhere she goes, I’ve decided not to press the issue.”


  “Smart. Very smart. You’re a smart man, Rob.”


  “Can you say that into my omni?” I fished it from my pocket. “I may need proof of this later.”


  She grinned, showing small straight teeth stained pastel blue by the algal liquor. They were still stained an hour later in our hotel hallway.


  “Why don’t you come in?” She fumbled with the passcard to her room. “I’ve got something to show you. It’s my body.”


  In a move I never would have tried sober, I reached out for her smooth blond hair, running it through my pinched fingers. She had a runner’s body, thin-limbed and compact, and her lean breasts curved gracefully under her earth-toned local’s polo.


  “I would like to see that,” I said, promising my raging id I’d make it up to it, “but I can’t.”


  Her alcohol-bright eyes flicked between mine, bluer than her teeth. “Past your bedtime?”


  “I wish it were that simple.”


  “Is this some spite thing? Because I snubbed on Hidey-Hole?”


  I sighed. “If I held a grudge toward every woman who’d snubbed me, I’d have no time for anything but plotting my revenge.”


  Her lips went tight. “Because you’ve had so many of them?”


  “That’s not what I meant.” I jammed my hands through my short-clipped hair. “Can you trust me that I can’t for a reason so good I also can’t tell you what it is?”


  “I can’t even understand it.” She shook her head, ponytail wagging. “Forget it. I know what I need better than you would anyway.”


  She closed the door heavily. I retired to my room and went about my business. Between the whiskey and the post-orgasm endorphins I should have been snoring in seconds, but I stared out my window at the middle of the eight-day night. How is it that doing the right thing always turns out so tough? So wrong? How could it possibly be so rare to find a relationship where everything worked? I’d found it no more than five times in my three-thousand-year life—Nicky in Idaho, Alida in Amsterdam, Grazia in Italy, Vidya in India, and first and always Demostrate. Every woman since her had been, in a way, a search for her. For us. For the sixteen short years we’d had together.


  She’d worked in the Athenian bakery with me for nine months before we spoke in any meaningful way. I noticed her the first day— hips as round as the moon, sea-blue eyes framed by wavy hair that tickled the middle of her back when she walked—but she was young, eighteen years old when she showed up, and between that and her beauty I’d written her off as not worth knowing (at least, the moment I learned she was engaged). Not that her age was a social problem; in those days we were much less concerned about the youth and gender of the people we went to bed with, and to see her on the arm of a man of some thirty apparent years wouldn’t trouble the eye of Athens’ stiffest prude.


  Still, on the inside I was nearly three centuries old, which was at least 250 years longer than I needed to know that young, pretty people never say anything worth hearing. Not until the years have beaten both the youth and the beauty off their faces.


  I sweated at the ovens, she sweated delivering baskets of steaming bread to our roaming vendors. When work made us, we talked about the job. Otherwise I ignored her. She was involved. Fools will tell you all’s fair in love, which conquers all, but trying to worm your way into the bedrock of someone else’s relationship just gets you covered in mud. And, generally speaking, crushed.


  Then I learned, to my great dismay, Demostrate had a sense of humor.


  “With all the bread you eat,” she said, catching me munching a heel I thought no one would miss, “it’s a wonder you don’t sweat butter.”


  “Where do you think ours comes from?” I said, spraying crumbs. “I scrape it from my robes every morning.”


  Her nose scrunched up in equal parts laughter and disgust. “If I throw up right now, would you bottle it as wine?”


  After that, we talked every time we were in the same room. She made me laugh and the hours pass. I didn’t pine for her—unlike the socially incestuous pack of delivery boys and girls who went running off to the theater together the moment we shut the bakery doors, I was wise enough not to try to be friends outside work, where feelings could become confused, hearts so easily mangled—but at night I thought wistfully about how well we matched, her sly goofiness, my catholic lack of concern for day to day problems. In another life, perhaps. A few months later, I turned from the ovens to pass her a basket of bread and caught her wiping tears from both cheeks.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Her voice was a phlegmy quiver. “Looks like I’ve joined Hera in the land of the forgotten. My boyfriend’s done with me.”


  “I’m sorry,” I remembered to say once I’d finished contemplating the extent of his idiocy and how long I could afford to let her emotions recover before some other man pounced on her instead. “You must feel terrible.”


  I decided to give her a month. Three weeks and three days later, she wandered into the hot kitchen, rearranged the loaves in her basket, and struck up some idle chatter. I extracted myself from the kneading bowl and toweled the goop from my hands.


  “What’s this?” I said, plucking a note tucked under a round floury roll on the stone table where we let them cool; Hippias, the bakery’s owner, sometimes gave us advice and admonishments this way. “Was this here a minute ago?”


  “Let me see.” Demostrate snatched at it. I held it away, unfolding it with one hand. If Hippias had left me an order or a recipe adjustment, I could have screwed up the entire day. Demostrate flushed and zipped for the door. “Read it later.”


  Of course I read it then. I was too surprised by her words to be surprised she could write: “You’re fun. Maybe we could go for a walk some time?”


  Maybe it was its vulnerable girlishness that had my own heart beating like a teen’s. Brave, too: men forbade their wives to appear in public without them, let alone vote or lead any semblance of an independent life. At the time, I agreed with these things. A woman’s humors fluctuated too violently to have any sway over public policy (our scientists could prove it!), and anyway they didn’t have the heart for hard decisions. Highly enlightened age. But Demostrate, still nineteen, had struck before I’d had the change.


  I left the kitchen, but she was gone.


  I pulled her aside when she returned to refill her basket. She blushed, but agreed to walk down to the ocean with me on our day off.


  We married less than a year afterwards, and though the fifteen years between then and the great chaos of the Persian invasion weren’t wholly free of arguments and hard words, I never stopped grinning at her pretty face, her strange jokes, her keen analysis of the increasingly deranged politics of the Assembly.


  I did my best not to think of the day I would have to leave her. For sparing me that moment, I owed the war that much. But I would never forgive it for the years it stole from us.


  * * *


  Still awake, less drunk, I dressed myself and left my room, intending to catch some recycled not-so-fresh dome air. Jia fell in a few steps behind me. I wanted to strangle her with her own rifle strap. Not for confusing me—life is confusion—but because having someone follow you around like an overprotective dog is fucking annoying. For fun, I paced around on the sculpted yellow dirt in front of the hotel and Jia paced along with me.


  “Can’t you watch me from inside?” I said, boiling over. She stared back with sleepy brown eyes that didn’t seem to care about anything. I shooed her toward the hotel. “Stop treating me like a goddamn kid.”


  “Sure,” she said. “Soon as you tell me what happened to Go.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  One more sign of the schizophrenic reality we faced. We’d decided that until we could find concrete evidence, we needed to stop with the cuckoo conspiracy talk. None of the colonists believed it and any attention it drew from OA would be the kind that got you exploded in the night. OA appeared to be biding its time. No need to go poking them with sticks until we had one sharp enough to put out their eyes. Jia had been Go’s friend, maybe his lover—I’d shared enough close quarters with Baxter to know his artificial body mimicked a man’s from head to foot and everywhere in between—but she still wore that lightning-striking-a-mountain logo over her left breast.


  “Down in the tunnel,” she said. “Tin said something awful must have happened.”


  “Yes. It did. And no one believes us.”


  Her sleepy eyes went wide. “I’m sorry about the other stuff. Just please tell me what happened to Go?”


  “Did you know what he was?” I said. She shook her head, blinking. I pinched the bridge of my nose. “They blew him up.”


  “What do you mean they blew him up?”


  “I mean your employers, to stop him from telling us their treacherous plans, hit him with a device that dispersed him into such small pieces they became embedded in the tunnel walls. And my back.”


  She covered her mouth and nose with her hands, elbows clamped against her flat belly. “No they didn’t. They don’t do that. You don’t just blow someone up.”


  I held up my palms, helpless. That gesture, more than any words could, did her in. She blinked harder, lashes clumped with tears. Should I care? I didn’t want to. But it was one of those moments where some primal empathy takes over. I hugged her and she spasmed silently against my shoulder, refusing to give her grief a voice. Soon, she tensed her arms, pushing me back.


  “They fucked up this time.” Tear-bright under the streetlights, her eyes burned with the cold fury of the stars in the vacuum. “I know how to take them down.”



  


  The guard led him to a windowless room with a plain table and two equally plain chairs. Baxter could no longer hear the noise of the terminal. The guard asked for his ticket and passport and told him to wait.


  “As if we have a choice,” Arthur said as he left.


  “They’re going to know,” Baxter said. “We’re going to be destroyed!”


  “We’re not going to be destroyed.”


  “Well, they’re not going to shake our hands! They’re going to shoot us into us-dust!”


  “Will you calm down? All they’ll know is you’re not who you say you are. They’re not going to begin to suspect you’re not human. You forget this because you’re not one, but that man would have to be a crazy person for it to even enter his mind that you’re not exactly what you look like.”


  “What if they take us to the police?


  “So what if they do?”


  Baxter sat completely still a moment, then put Arthur on the table and held his hand over the box’s little square screen. “I don’t have fingerprints.”
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  I heard the shouts before I woke. My slumbering brain borrowed them for the audio track to a dream of armored hoplites leaping from ship to ship over the seas of Artemisium, spears shining over the dark water and piercing the throats of Persian sailors. One of those sailors faced me on the trireme’s deck, axe in his hand, but however hard I strained, I couldn’t lift my spear.


  My omni rattled on the hotel nightstand. I rolled over, heart thudding. Still dark out. “Hello?”


  “Get down here, you idiot,” Baxter said.


  “Down where?”


  “You haven’t seen?” He paused, dead silent. “Look at your news feed. If you want to save time, look on your way to the Pyramid.”


  My head hurt and my nerves felt like a ham-handed man had played them like a violin. I thumped down on the mattress, angry at everything and especially Baxter, and clicked over to the news feeds, cursing him again for being so vague.


  It didn’t matter. It was everywhere, mirrored at a dozen nodes, crosspunted by every colonist and worker on the network.


  It had been much darker in the tunnel than on the most popular video—someone must have refiltered it—but even had they maintained the original levels, anyone who knew Go would have recognized his flagpole body and the dark drape of his hair. The camera showed a ceiling-high perspective some thirty feet away. Most of our words were too soft to make out even in the videos that amped up the audio.


  The video split, pushing us to the right half. The left side became a high perspective of a man kneeling outside a tunnel entrance. Feverishly, he tapped at an omni. Beside him lay a small black tube.


  On our side, the camera went dead. On his, the tunnel mouth went black as a rabbit hole. He pocketed the omni, picked up the tube, and descended.


  The tunnel mouth flashed, accompanied by a faint and hollow thud. The timer on both feeds leapt forward six minutes. The camera in the tunnel blinked back on along with the lights. The tube-trapped smoke had dispersed enough to see a wide scorch mark in the middle of the floor and sprays of gleaming liquid drooling from the walls. At the foot of one wall, a round object, draped in black, sat like a discarded ball.


  Two men screeched up in an open-roofed cart, unpacking their cleaning supplies with professional haste. They wore long-billed hats and plain clothes, but the auxiliary material at the end of the clip package matched still frames of their faces to a pair of Olympian Atomics HR mugshots. An attached text file outlined OA’s plan to overthrow the colonial government mid-flight and capture Fay and our crew on Titan.


  I got on my shoes and ran for the Pyramid, bounding along in the low grav.


  Neither Jia nor Tin was in the hotel hall, but down on the street, I wasn’t alone. The harsh glare of late morning streetlights illuminated a dozen others jogging toward the same tunnel. Confused faces shouted from open windows. The stall vendors had packed up or abandoned their booths. I rang up Baxter.


  “What’s happening over there?” I said.


  “Massed confusion with a high chance of precipitating violence. Where did that video come from?”


  “Our female guardian angel. Or one of her friends.” I jogged into the dim tunnel. “Last night she found out about Go. Must know someone with access to OA’s security feeds.”


  He was drowned out by an eruption of boos and an amplified voice echoing through their dome. Baxter tried again. “Well, if you’re a fan of anarchy, you should probably get over here.”


  I ran the whole way, bouncing in long, soaring strides, my lack of fitness offset by the moon’s weak gravitational grasp. The green glass Pyramid, capped by snow-white upper floors, stood unchallenged by anything more architecturally imposing than low-story support buildings. Four hundred or more Shangri-lists thronged the Pyramid’s front stairs, a mass of earth tones and angry faces under the floodlights of the corporate HQ. Despite the darkness, I recognized several on my rush to the front lines, including the bushy-sideburned Calbert Quarro. Baxter stood among the protesters, obvious in his conservative halfvest and generic face.


  “How long has this been going on?” I panted.


  He shook his head at the green-clothed security guards arranged in a defensive wedge outside the Pyramid’s brassy doors. “The annotated video was posted ninety minutes ago. The first workers showed up in minutes.”


  “We want answers!” an amplified and familiar voice boomed to my left. Riki Johjima stood a step higher than the crowd behind him. Between that and his nine-inch jet black mohawk, the gangly young man towered like a colossus. The soldiers knelt, silent. I didn’t see any guns, but a variety of batons, some electric, others telescoping crack-your-skull throwbacks of smooth polymer, dangled from their hands and belts. Riki turned to the crowd, omni held to his mouth to boost his voice, and waved with his free hand. “How many of you are colonists?”


  A couple dozen hands and shouts raised above the throng.


  “We got like thirty people here you were going to turn into slaves!” Riki hollered up the stairs. “What do you have to say to them? What do you have to say to these people who were willing to risk their lives for your business?”


  I snorted. “Where was this kid yesterday?”


  “Perhaps he just needed an audience,” Baxter said.


  “Why are you hiding?” Riki continued. “A man was killed! Don’t you think these people deserve an explanation?” Up the soldier-barred steps, nothing continued to happen. Riki turned back to the people, face a mask of innocent inquiry. “What do you think? Do you think we should go ask Bart Linigan and Michel Correalba and everyone else on their little board of aristocrats why they think it’s okay to treat us like property? To kill their own people to hide the truth?”


  Enough cried out in agreement to provoke three guards into drawing their batons. I shouted with the crowd.


  Baxter nudged me with his shoulder. “Careful.”


  “This is what you wanted,” I said.


  His brows tucked tight above his eyes. “Sometimes you act like the grim reaper forgot all about you.”


  I was speechless. I knew AI minds were every bit as emotional as the humans they were modeled after, but Baxter’s palette of feelings seemed limited to the hues between “broadly annoyed” and “pointedly furious.” This was the first I could remember seeing him express personal concern for anyone.


  The callbacks and chants dissolved into a slurry of voices. Up the steps, the twin brass doors parted. Linigan, flanked by security, including Tin and Jia, emerged into the lights.


  He raised an omni to his mouth and spoke in his Hong Kong Queen’s English. “You all realize you’re standing on private property?”


  “This whole planet’s your property!” a woman called out.


  “Including us, to hear you tell it!” a man followed up.


  Linigan stared them down from the peak of the stairs. “On those other parts of our property, you have whatever rental or public rights those properties provide. Know how many you’ve got in this building?”


  “Whatever we can take?” Riki hollered, buoyed by cheers.


  “Zero,” Linigan said, holding his hand up in an O. “None. This is our house. And we’re asking you to leave it.”


  Riki shook his head, mohawk fanning the air. “We want answers.”


  “We’re looking into it. You’ll have to wait until we’ve got this whole mess sorted out.”


  People around me muttered. I tried to catch Jia’s eye, but she was in watchdog mode, right hand on the handle of her baton.


  Riki folded his arms. “How about we wait here until you’re ready?”


  “I’m asking you a second time to step down and go home,” Linigan said. “Anyone who stays will get a person tour of our holding cells.”


  “That’s bullshit,” Riki said over murmurs of doubt. “We’re not hurting anyone. All we want is answers.”


  Linigan raised his eyes at the crowd, as if asking whether this loudmouth really spoke for us. The workers, strengthened by the fact they outnumbered the gathered soldiers more than ten to one, stayed silent and singular. Linigan nodded with a papal sadness, turned his back, and went inside the brass doors of the shining green pyramid.


  The soldiers stood, unslung telescoped batons with a chorus of clicks. The front line of workers melted down a step. For every two the soldiers descended, the people wilted one step further back.


  Riki stood his ground, waving his hands over his head like an old air traffic controller. “We have a right to be here. We have a right to know what they plan to do to us!”


  It wasn’t hard to guess what happened next. Staples of democracy they might be, but most protests are rather worthless. The only ones that amount to much are the ones that provoke the powers that be into exposing their true colors.


  Baxter tugged me down the steps. With Riki’s back turned, two soldiers broke the line, one grabbing for his hands. The second cocked an elbow. A matte black baton hung over Riki’s head like a tube of blank space. A handful of young men and women, faces taut, rushed forward, snatching at the soldier’s raised arm.


  Soldiers poured down the steps. A baton blurred. A dark-skinned kid fell screaming, clutching his knee. I scrambled back with the mob, but like an outrushing tide before the tsunami, the workers pressed back, streaming around me to drag their friends and family away from injury or to throw punches of their own. A young woman took a baton-jab to the mouth, gouting red over the white steps.


  I yanked free from Baxter, bounded up the steps, and swung my foot into the attacking soldier’s balls. A black rod twitched at the left edge of my vision. I swung my right arm to meet it, whisking my forearm so the hard plastic rolled across my muscle rather than cracking my bone. Fingers pointed at the dome roof, I pivoted and swung my arm through a 180 degree arc, maintaining contact with my forearm and the baton. The baton whirled from the soldier’s grasp at the same time my left fist smashed into his descending chin. I followed with a right jab, snapping my knuckles into his nose. A front kick sent him stumbling up the steps.


  Someone tackled me from the side, driving our unnaturally light bodies into the white stone stairs. Feet stamped and struggled for balance on all sides. I wriggled as an arm barred mine across my chest.


  “You moron,” Jia hissed in my face. “If they arrest you now, you think they’ll ever let you out?”


  “A life sentence for me will turn out pretty pricey.”


  “A bullet to the skull is a cheap investment. Now give me your damn hands. I’m going to cuff you.”


  I struggled for leverage, tensing my arms to shove her off. “You just said they’ll kill me.”


  She rolled her dark eyes. “Not if I uncuff you on the other side of this dome.”


  I went limp. Jia bore into me, whooshing the breath from my lungs. I held up my hands, chest hitching. She bound them with a carbon strip.


  “Why didn’t you tell me you were into this the other night?” I said.


  “Christ.”


  She hauled me roughly to my feet. Around us, people cried, shouted, fell back under fists and batons. Soldiers passed handcuffed workers up the stairs. A soldier stooped, grasped Riki by the plastic strip hog-trussing his hands and feet, and dragged him bodily up the steps, banging his face and chest on the stone. People fought in small knots, but most of the crowd had dissipated from the pyramid’s steps, expanding into the empty plaza like heated molecules. Tin joined us as Jia frogmarched me into the retreating masses, but I couldn’t spot Baxter.


  “It was you, wasn’t it?” I said. Jia cranked my head around, gestured sharply at a cluster of comm gear on her collar, then drew her hand across her throat. I curled my fingers in the okay sign. “What the hell’s the matter with you, pig? Get your hands off me.”


  “Be safe,” she whispered in my ear at the tunnel’s edge. She snipped my cuffs, kissed my temple, and winked as she donned a look of mock outrage. “Hey you! Get back here! I will strike you!”


  I turned and ran. The tunnel was jammed with terrified outgoing workers answering the confused questions of incoming peers. The tunnel reeked of fresh sweat and echoed with sob-sogged voices. I shuddered. Flooded with adrenaline, my limbs began to shake. I popped into the neighboring bubble and got out my omni.


  It was blank. Amputated. I had access to all my internal files, but every network link was severed. I shook it, pounded it on my thigh.


  “Fay?” I said. Nothing. “Oh shit. Fay, are you there?”


  “Sorry,” it replied, distracted. “This is Rob? Are you okay?”


  “I think so. My omni’s been amputated. Can you get me in touch with Baxter?”


  “Yeah, OA just shut down the entire public network. Their channels are emergency-only.”


  “They’re trying to cut people off from that video.” I shook my head. “By now it’s downloaded everywhere.”


  “I think they’re trying to stop people from talking about it,” Fay said. “Here’s Baxter.”


  “Am I speaking to the ninja?” Baxter said.


  I jogged across the dome. “You okay?”


  “Are you? Last I saw, you were engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the entire Olympian Atomics security force.”


  “That’s a gross exaggeration.” People dribbled from their apartments, flagging down bloody-faced protesters for news. I visored my face with one hand. “We can’t go back to the hotel. They’ll chain us in a dungeon and throw the dungeon down a pit.”


  “You should go to Hermalina’s,” Fay said. “She seemed nice.”


  “A fine quality for us to take advantage of,” Baxter said.


  “Do you have a better idea?”


  “Ah. I think I see Rob.” Up the street, a dark figure waved its arms. I waved back. Baxter cleared his throat. “It’s a good idea, Fay. I’m pointing out how widespread the fallout of human aggression can be.”


  I ran up to meet him. “You guys would fight with each other too if there were enough of you to hold different opinions.”


  Baxter moved toward the next tunnel. “Purely hypothetical, as we lack your species’ mania for duplicating ourselves.”


  “You should praise HAL for that mania. If we weren’t expanding even faster than we can destroy ourselves, we’d never have gotten around to creating you.”


  “Guys,” Fay said.


  “Where’s Hermalina’s apartment?” I said. “I’m still too battle-fried to think.”


  Fay guided us through streets both quiet and riotous. Stallkeepers rolled up their tarps while others moved in to set up shop and try to snag some of the pedestrians flooding away from the Pyramid. A trio of rifle-toting soldiers in green and white uniforms dashed down the middle of the street, scattering people to the winds. Baxter pulled me into an alcove until the troops’ slapping soles faded away.


  We continued at a fast but attention-deflecting walk. In my offworlder’s halfvest, I felt as exposed as Riki beyond the frontlines. Every pair of questing eyes might hide an undercover soldier or corporate spy. And what was happening back at the Pyramid? Mass arrests? A massacre? For all we knew the tower was on fire. Cut off from the instant updates of my omni, the world became an unexplored wilderness—one where hungry eyes flashed beyond the firelight.


  For me, however, being without an electronic network of people and info was nothing new. In fact, it was very, very old. “Fay, we need to round up the others. Get them to Hermalina’s before OA strikes back.”


  “I’m on it,” Fay answered. “Be safe, guys.”


  That advice sounded at odds with every leg of our journey to and on Titan so far, but I appreciated the concern. Ahead, a bald man locked the door to a shop boasting spices as exotic as pepper and salt, and explained to three young employees that he’d let them know when he planned to reopen.


  “How will you do that if the omninet stays down?” said a tall girl with her red hair cut in alternating stripes of braid and shaved.


  “Hell if I know,” the bald man said. “Carrier pigeon?”


  Baxter and I hustled to Hermalina’s. She sounded surprised and happy to see us again. I didn’t know how she’d feel once the rest of our team showed up to bivouac—given the available floor space, we’d need to make beds in the kitchen, the bathtub, and under her own—but given her generous behavior to date, maybe she was one of those insane people who saw uninvited guests as spontaneous and fun.


  After we walked into her apartment, she stuck her head out the door and peered down the hall. “Was there an accident? My omni’s dead.”


  I told her about the riot. She dived into questions, at first skeptical, voice becoming soft with stunned acceptance as I traced its roots to Olympian Atomics and their alliance with HemiCo.


  “Will it be all right if we hole up here a while?” I concluded.


  “Should be,” she shrugged. “Good thing I don’t tribeshare this place or I’d have nine roommates to answer to.”


  I snuck glances at the clock on my omni, calculating when I could bug Fay about the others without coming off as a worrywart. They buzzed up forty minutes later while Hermalina was brewing coffee in her phonebooth-sized kitchen.


  “Thank God you’re all right,” I said to Shelby as she led the procession of Pete, Vance, and her two other team members into the apartment. She strode across the room and drilled me in the nose with a punch I was too shocked to block. I stumbled, clutching my nose. “What the hell?”


  “You knew this whole time,” she said, head bobbing. “Their plan. The coup. Meanwhile you leave me in a room to argue with sociopaths about a constitution that won’t mean shit three months from now.”


  I blinked back tears, dabbing my nose. “We didn’t want you to tip our hand.”


  Her mouth tightened into a smile. “Right. Because lawyers never have to bluff or lie to the opposition.”


  “We were going to tell you.”


  “Quit this ‘we’ shit. It was you. Fay wouldn’t do that and Baxter wouldn’t care what they knew.” She cocked back her fist. I cringed. She blew air out her nose and dropped her hand. “You’re a weasel. You don’t trust anyone but yourself to do their job.”


  Carrie, the gray-haired lawyer with the bearing of a 1940s American aristocrat, coughed into her hand. Pete and Vance traded looks. Hermalina stopped short, sloshing coffee onto the tray she’d carried from the kitchen. Shelby accepted a chipped mug and I tensed, expecting I’d be wearing it shortly.


  “I’m Shelby Mayes.” She extended her hand. Hermalina raised one knee, cranelike, and balanced the tray there as she took the shorter Shelby’s hand. Shelby smiled with half her mouth. “Sorry to turn your home into a boxing ring. How are you?”


  “Confused, but catching up,” Hermalina smiled. “Coffee, anyone?”


  Guiltily, I accepted. Coffee bushes had an understandably difficult time growing under Titan’s weak sunlight, CO2-free atmosphere, sub-arctic temperature, and ongoing methane drizzle. OA’s import monopoly rendered it ludicrously expensive. I felt more than a little guilty watching Hermalina’s salary get slurped down by a gang of squabbling seditionists.


  Baxter filled the others in about the riot. As Pete teased me about my rather minor role in the violence at the Pyramid, I kept one eye on Shelby. Clearly, she’d believed heart and soul in her role at the constitutional convention. Privately, she may have considered it her life’s work, her destiny, a marriage of personal and professional conviction that would change everything for the better.


  Well, her disappointment was her own damn fault. No one’s born to do anything. Except die. And that’s not normally the kind of thing you take pride in, unless yours results from an epic motorcycle jump across a high canyon.


  But there was another truth involved here: I had made what I considered to be the right decision, and I’d wound up hurting someone I cared about. I didn’t feel too hot about that.


  The streetlights dimmed with the artificial dusk. The omninets stayed down. Listlessly, we discussed where we should go from here: stay holed up and see how things played out? Walk to the spaceport and see if they’d let us shuttle back to Fay? Track down other colonists and solicit their advice? With no clear options, Pete volunteered to undertake a two-part mission: hit the streets for news and, more importantly, scrounge us up some dinner.


  I took the opportunity to complain to Fay about how we needed to take action, a conversation it steered toward the philosophical underpinnings of that belief. I explained how once you’ve decided not to kill yourself, and you’ve got a few hobbies rolling as proof you can accomplish something if you put the effort into it, that’s when you’re in position to pursue the things you really want. Whatever that thing is—a promotion, a move to the city, a scorching-hot piece of ass—it’s not going to fall into your lap (unless you’re hit by a tornado whose last stop was a beach photo shoot). You had to take every opportunity that presented itself, and when they stubbornly refused to appear, to manufacture them instead.


  Pete interrupted with a greasy sack of algae patties and a blinkered look on his face. “I’m not sure how to describe what’s congealing outside. A social funeral?”


  I went to the window. People trickled down the street toward the tunnel where Go had died. Many carried small bundles in their hands—rolled-up self-printing paper, white-screened omnis lighting their chins from underneath, and in two instances, candles burning cleanly in the windless streets.


  “I’m going out.” I stripped off my halfvest. My black undershirt wasn’t common Shangri-lese apparel, but it was unremarkable pretty much everywhere you went. Excepting Hidey-Hole, maybe.


  “We have no idea what’s going on out there,” Shelby said. “For all we know, soldiers are shooting people in the street.”


  “Pete, were there soldiers shooting people in the street?”


  “No.” He pursed his lips. “But it is quite dark out.”


  “We don’t know what’s going on,” I said. “That’s why I have to go find out.”


  My impatience mounted as the rest of them went through the convoluted social negotiations involved whenever a group of three-plus people were split on whether to stay or go. I consoled myself with a salty, flaky algae patty.


  Baxter volunteered to go with. As soon as she realized I was serious, so did Shelby. Hermalina begged off, claiming she was a housemouse. Concerned at the prospect of leaving our fugitive-harboring host alone, Pete offered to stay, which prompted Vance to stick around, too. That set off the last of the cascade, with Carrie and Isa, Shelby’s rosy-cheeked lawyer, finalizing the home team’s lineup.


  We hit the street. It was past nine, but the people gathered at the tunnel were a mix of young and old, men and women, even a couple children, whose game of tag was constantly interrupted by somber parents leaning down with hushed admonishments about appropriate behavior. People laid handwritten notes at the tunnel’s mouth. The weirdies with candles planted them in clusters that threw unsteady shadows down the sloping path. The atmosphere, as Pete had put so well, was that of a social funeral: laughter shifted in a moment to low and worried talk; children were snagged mid-sprint by grim-faced parents; friends wondered aloud whether they could trust their lives to a company that had killed one of their own to keep him quiet.


  “You will have to explain this to me,” Baxter said.


  I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You know what a martyr is?”


  He stared down the dark eye of the tunnel. “I knew one once.”


  Before I could attempt to explain the scene, pale light flared beside us. A woman held up her omni, projecting a three-inch washed-out hologram of Go. A moment later, the image sprung from the omni of the man next to her: the devices were amputated from the net, but they still had point-to-point connectivity. The hologram sprouted from one omni after another. I found a file request waiting on mine. I opened it and was lit by Go’s small dead face. Baxter was among the last to join, adding his blue-white light to the hundreds of dome locals brought together by a device that normally served to keep everyone at arm’s length.


  In the spectral darkness, a woman sang an unfamiliar song. I didn’t know it, but others joined her, voices soaring through the bubble.


  From the narrow road ringing the dome walls, a man screamed. Footsteps pounded from the alley. A man sprinted from the darkness. “The army’s coming!”


  Baxter tugged my shirt. “If they catch us, they’ll dissect you and scrap me.”


  “Right.” I touched Shelby’s elbow. She flinched, then moved as if to touch my hand. I scanned the path back to Hermalina’s. “Let’s go.”


  Hard yellow lights bloomed from the alley. A line of green-coated guards jogged into the street, the lightning-on-mountain logo bright silver on their chests. They carried rifles. Two open-roofed carts purred behind them. The crowd buzzed as the carts swung to a stop thirty feet from the fringe of mourners and disgorged two dozen soldiers. Half crouched in a line, weapons trained down. A man with the three semicircles of lieutenancy on his sleeve spoke into an omni, his eyes bright against his dark face.


  “We need you all to get home now,” he said in a soothing voice that carried over the myriad conversations sizzling around me. “We don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”


  “‘We’?” a woman called out. “The same people who planned to declare martial law when we were halfway to Centauri?”


  “That’s a false rumor,” the lieutenant said. “Continuing to spread it will only make things worse.”


  “We’re here for Go,” an old man declared. “Chicago Hayes-Winston y Corrales. Have a little respect.”


  The soldier patted the air with his hands. “I knew Go. Hell, he’s the one who talked me out to Titan. But there’ll be time to let him know we miss him once things settle down.”


  The old man shook his head. “We’ll go once we’re done.”


  The lieutenant gestured to a knot of four soldiers. As they crossed the open pavement, the men on either side of the old man linked their arms with his, encasing him in a human shield of tight-faced resisters. The soldiers glanced at their lieutenant.


  “I don’t want to arrest anyone,” he said with a sadness I thought was genuine.


  “Then turn around and tell management there was nothing to see,” the first woman replied.


  The lieutenant pressed his palms together, then nodded to eight more soldiers. They flicked out batons and walked forward.


  “Anyone who doesn’t clear that tunnel will be arrested,” the lieutenant said. “Make your choice: spend the night in your bed, or in jail.”


  A clod of yellow dirt paffed into the pavement at the soldiers’ feet. They stopped, searching the crowd. The blue screen of an omni whirled through the air in a flat arc and shattered on the ground, pieces skidding for yards. The row of crouched soldiers leveled their rifles.


  “Hold your fire!” The lieutenant held one palm behind him and one toward the crowd. “Who threw that?”


  Two more omnis wheeled over the heads of the crowd. One sailed far beyond the armed men. The other caught a baton-wielding guard above the ear. He staggered, bleeding down his cheek.


  A soldier’s rifle fired with a noise like a man saying “what.” The bullet whined off the bulletproof plass dome. Men and women screamed. I strained to see if someone had been shot, but most Titan-born citizens had a full head on me. Insanely, they pressed forward, forcing me a step closer to the soldiers. My nostrils choked with sweat. I leaned into the surging mass of bodies, pushed on by the bawling panic.


  The crowd parted like a tearing sheet. An angular white vehicle rolled from the tunnel mouth behind me, thick with armor, its narrow windscreen tinted black in a face as sleek and predatory as a shark’s. A big fucking gun jutted from its roof.


  A score of foot soldiers in the same green uniforms jogged after the battlewagon. It lurched to a stop in the deserted space and its infantry knelt beside it, rifles drawn.


  “You call backup?” a guard with a baton in one hand called to his lieutenant. The lieutenant shook his head in exaggerated sweeps.


  A hatch popped on the wagon’s roof. Jia emerged and grasped the swivel-mounted gun with both hands. “Stand down, Lieutenant Wilson.”


  The lieutenant froze. “What in the nine worlds of Christ is going on here?”


  “We don’t want to hurt you,” Jia said.


  “Easy solution: don’t.”


  “Lay down your weapons, step away from these people, and get back to base.”


  Wilson smiled in disbelief. “Are you threatening a superior officer?”


  Jia swung the massive gun to stare him down with eight barrels. “Am now.”


  “Fuck this, Lieutenant,” a short-haired blond soldier said, rifle tight against her shoulder. “They’re traitors.”


  Jia’s crew trained their weapons on the blond. I dug my fingers into Shelby’s shoulder. We had retreated with the others fifty feet back, which still felt absurdly close, but the mourners were packed so tight I couldn’t get further from the standoff.


  “What do we do if they start shooting?” Shelby whispered.


  “Five seconds, Private Bardez,” Wilson said. “Step out of that vehicle or I will arrest you for treason.”


  “Wait!” I left the wall of people behind and moved into the open street. Rifles fixed on me from both sides. “If you start shooting, this whole thing moves beyond the point of no return.”


  Wilson stared me down. “Step away, citizen.”


  “I’ve been a soldier, too,” I said. “After a fight like this, the triumph drains away, leaving a sediment of pure guilt. When you shoot your own people, do you think you’ll feel good?”


  Wilson gritted his teeth, lacing his fingers into his tight black curls.


  The blond soldier squinted at me, lips parted. “That’s Rob Dunbar, Lieutenant.”


  Wilson dropped his hand to his omni. Rifles clicked on both sides. He thumbed at its screen, glanced between it and me, and nodded at the blond soldier. “Arrest him.”


  “Don’t fucking move!” Jia yelled. Rifle trained on Jia, the blond took a sideways step my way. I held my ground.


  A rifle said “what,” spitting a bullet past my ear. No matter how many times I replayed it in my memory, I don’t know who shot first.


  Olympian Atomics had armed their security force with caseless, low-recoil, minimal-earprint ammunition, and the noise of the two sides unloading on each other had the combined ferocity of a bag of popcorn. The screams and whirring ricochets were louder than the gunshots.


  I sprinted toward the disintegrating crowd, which tripped and stumbled over each other in sheer panic. I reached them just as Jia’s rooftop multigun opened fire, thundering through the dome. People fell around me. A body dropped on my foot, pinning me. Others pushed me from behind. I was caught in the crush.


  “Well, there goes my shoe!” I shouted stupidly as it was stripped from my foot.


  The mob loosened and I ran toward a corner storefront, socked foot slapping the pavement. A bleeding body stretched in front of me. In the low gravity, I vaulted it easily, landing lightly on the faux cobbles ringing the store. I dove behind the corner, panting, pulse pounding in my head, eyes so wide I thought they’d tear like fresh dough.


  Flames mushroomed from one of the soldiers’ carts. The other pulled away, trailing smoke. Ten troops crouched behind its rails, firing on Jia’s forces. The cart swung behind a yellowstone apartment and Jia tracked them with her juddering roof gun, perforating the building’s face with fist-sized holes.


  The gun went silent. A lone rifle puffed twice more. The hum of the cart’s engine drew further and further away.


  The evacuated grounds were scattered with bodies, shot or trampled. At least a dozen of Wilson’s soldiers writhed or lay still. At Jia’s battlewagon, six of her rebel crew bled onto the dark street. She climbed from the hatch and vaulted down the bullet-scratched side.


  “Baxter?” I said into my throat mike. “Shelby?”


  “Here,” Baxter said.


  My shoe waited on the pavement a short distance from Jia’s frantic crew. I wandered toward it. A young woman crawled on hands and knees, coughing blood into the street. An oval-faced man lay on his back, one eye staring at the dark skies above the dome, the other eye obliterated, a raw and open mess.


  Ten feet further, blood seeped from the stomach of a prone woman. Her blond hair was half-yanked from its ponytail. I screamed Shelby’s name and ran.



  


  There in the security room, Arthur made his sighing noise. “We have to tell them. If we come clean, before they discover it on their own and start acting all crazy, there’s a chance they’ll be too surprised to get angry.”


  Hope began to replace the fear in Baxter’s circuits. “Maybe they’ll help us get away from the company.”


  “Maybe.”


  Instead of the security guard, a tall, thin policeman came into the room a few minutes later. He seated himself and spread Baxter’s ticket, passport, and ID on the table, tapping them with a bony finger.


  “First things first. What’s your real name?”
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  I untucked Shelby’s shirt. Blood smeared her stomach, streaming from a small dark hole below her ribs. I pressed my palm to the hot wound. Other members of the crowd ran or wandered back to the killing field, sobbing or wailing or silently focus. Fluid welled through the lines between my fingers.


  “Fay, get Pete down here,” I said. “Tell him I need a first aid kit. Shelby’s been shot.”


  “Shot?” Fay said. “Pete’s already on his way.”


  Blood leaked from an exit wound beneath her back. Good sign—if she didn’t bleed to death in the meantime. “Get me a dome-level map of Shangri-la, too.” I glanced up. “Jia! Medic!”


  Soldiers scurried around the battlewagon, crouching over their wounded. I wanted to take my hands from Shelby’s pumping wound and wrap them around Jia’s slender throat. A foot scuffed behind me and I pivoted, chambering a kick.


  Baxter gazed at Shelby. “Oh no.”


  “Get Jia over here. By force if you have to.”


  “It’ll be a war now, you know.”


  “Get Jia, goddamn it!”


  He nodded and strode toward the soldiers. My omni buzzed, but I kept my hands pressed to Shelby’s gut. I swallowed against the stench of substances you’re never supposed to smell: a soup of blood, the ripe gag of organs exposed to the air. Shelby’s face was still and pale.


  Jia jogged up, flanked by Baxter and a bleary-eyed man with blood streaking his brown forehead. He dropped beside me and swept blood from Shelby’s stomach, then leaned in with a fat-tipped syringe of Stikkit, a milky organic bonding solution used everywhere from university surgery to battlefield triage.


  “Exit wound, too,” I said. The medic nodded absently. I bared my teeth at Jia. “Those shots? That’s what the start of a war sounds like.”


  She blinked, hair hanging from her brow in sweaty strings. “They were about to open up on the civilians.”


  “They did that anyway, didn’t they?”


  “You wanted a rebellion,” she grimaced. “Well, here you go.”


  The medic adjusted the syringe in Shelby’s wound and thumbed the plunger, gluing her up. Her topside bleeding slowed to a trickle.


  “I wanted subtlety,” I said. “You just shot us naked out of a cannon. They’re going to come back and they are going to crush us.”


  Jia jerked her chin at the dozen-odd soldiers at the wagon. “And we’ll fight back.”


  “OA has what, four hundred troops in Shangri-la? A couple hundred more posted around Saturn?”


  “Minus my crew and those casualties, closer to 360.”


  “Against twenty?”


  “And the colonists! We’ve got the whole city!”


  “Yeah, OA will fold like a tent at our hard words and empty hands.” I gave her a long look. “We need more weapons. Now. While they’re confused.”


  “Support her head,” the medic said. I cupped Shelby’s head and neck as he gently rolled her to her side. I touched her hair, snarling it with blood, then sat back, wiping and wiping my hands on my pants.


  “There’s a cache in the next dome,” Jia said. “It’ll be guarded.”


  “Figure it out.”


  She nodded and loped off. I pulled out my omni, fingers tacky on its touchpad. I splayed Fay’s map out in a holo, then tripled its scale. The blue-white domes hung in the air like weightless marbles. Thirty-plus in all. Displayed as fine white lines, tunnels connected each dome to three to five neighbors. The network form a rough ovoid.


  At a closer look, it wasn’t one big cluster, but two: a large web of a couple dozen domes connected to an annex of seven more. I pointed to the dome bridging the two webs.


  “You see this?” I gestured at Baxter. “Dome 27.”


  He leaned in. “My eyes work, yes. What in particular are they supposed to be looking at?”


  “The city’s made of two constellations. If you want to get from the big constellation on the right to the small one on the left, you have to go through this dome here.” I tapped the holo, painting my fingertip in light. “We move all colonists and rebel citizens to the left constellation. We put our troops into the nexus tunnel. It’s a natural chokepoint.”


  Baxter considered this. “Unless I am unexpectedly drunk, I see two tunnels leading into #27.”


  “Fay, what happens if a tunnel gets compromised?” I said.


  It replied after a brief pause. “The locks on both ends seal automatically. If the seals are compromised, the entire dome is evacuated and sealed.”


  “So we collapse one tunnel. Fortify the other. Turn it into our Thermopylae.”


  “Oh oh,” Fay said. “It’s mostly housing over there. What if they shut off your power? Your ventilation?”


  “We’ll tackle that when it happens,” I said. “Look, the omninet’s down. We’re scattered. OA will consolidate soon. We’ve got maybe two hours before they start rolling us up. Our only chance is to get as many of our people as we can behind Thermopylae before they come after us.”


  Baxter nodded, glancing across Go’s mourners knotted around the battle’s aftermath. Many had left, but a couple hundred remained, tending to the wounded or talking in tight voices about what to do.


  “We should start now,” he said. “Still a lot of colonists here.”


  “No. That’s Pete’s job.” I reached for Shelby’s hand. “You stay with her. I’m going with Jia.”


  Baxter frowned. “I think caring for her is the kind of thing a human would do better.”


  “You don’t sleep. You don’t eat or piss or bleed when you get shot. There’s no reason for you to leave her side for a second.”


  The medic sat back, panting between parted teeth. The wound on Shelby’s back was stoppered with a milky, rubbery seal. “Bleeding’s stopped inside and out. Just a patch job. She might need surgery.”


  “Thank you,” I said.


  He nodded, slicked sweat from his brow, and trudged back to the soldiers receiving orders from Jia.


  “I’ll find her a doctor.” Baxter nodded over my shoulder. “There’s Pete.”


  “Merciful Jesus.” Pete knelt beside Shelby, hand hovering over the welled red flesh of her glued wound. Quickly, I explained the plan. He stood, knuckled the tears from his eyes. “I’ll need more men.”


  “Start rounding up the people here,” I said. “I’ll see if Jia can spare some troops. Get you a few rifles.”


  Four of her twenty rebels had died in the firefight. Another three were too wounded to go on. She sent eight to Pete, along with the seven rifles of her casualties and eight more we collected from the downed OA troops. It was a start. Pete had a few dozen colonists and citizens gathered by the time we reconvened.


  “We’ve got to go,” I said. “Tell them to bring nothing but food and medicine. And clothes. Warm ones.”


  “That’s all most of us got anyway,” said a thin kid with a shaved head.


  “Tell everyone on our side of Thermopylae to fill their tubs with water. Empty jugs. Anything they got.”


  Pete cocked his head, brown eyes doubting. “What are you expecting?”


  “OA will panic,” I said. “It won’t be pretty.”


  “Ah,” he nodded. “Good luck.”


  “You too.” I nodded at Baxter on my way back to Jia, but he was too busy rigging a stretcher for Shelby to notice. As I neared Jia, she and her five troopers clapped their hands and barked. I waited for her to notice me. “Got something?”


  “Sure do.” During our talk over Shelby’s body, her eyes had been bright with fear. That was gone now. Replaced by resolve. She pointed at the dome roof. “Your boy in the sky. How’s he at forgery?”


  “Probably better than you are at explaining yourself.”


  She wiped the tip of her nose. “If we go in blasting, we can tear the cache apart. But you know who’s guarding the place?”


  I frowned, then nodded. “Your friends.”


  “Guys who may not have crossed sides with us, but who ate lunch with us yesterday. If we’ve got an order stamped with Linigan’s sig-key, we get in, get out, and no one’s the wiser.”


  “Hey Fay,” I said, “think you can—”


  “Just a moment,” Fay said.


  My omni hummed. I flashed Fay’s download at Jia. “Look right?”


  She leaned over its screen. “Like we’re about to celebrate Christmas early.”


  We packed into the battlewagon. With one of her men driving, the remaining five of us fit easily into its personnel hold. The soldiers’ strained faces glowed green in the heads-up displays mounted around the wagon’s interior.


  I transferred Fay’s forgery to the others. They found me a spare uniform that gathered loosely around my ankles and wrists. As Jia helped me dress, I noticed a small bandage on the back of her left hand. Had she cut out her tracking chip? The wagon rolled smoothly over streets paved by employee taxes, delivering us to another tax-funded institution: an auxiliary arms cache in the basement beneath Offworld Rainbow, a produce importer specializing in citrus and tropical fruit.


  The driver stayed onboard with the gunner. A muscly redhead named Hondo swiped his ID stick at the unmarked door in the back of the smooth white building. The three-inch-thick door slid open into a broad service elevator.


  “How’s Shelby?” I subvocalized as we descended.


  “Stable but unchanged,” Fay said. “Hey, your signal’s going rotten. Where are you?”


  “Underground.”


  “Well, come back...” Its voice shrank into a crackle of static, then nothing. I was out of touch with Fay for the first time since I’d stripped my comm gear on Hidey-Hole.


  The elevator slowed, stopped, glided open.


  A lone armed soldier crouched behind a faukwood desk. Seeing our uniforms, he shouldered his gun and ran a hand over his smooth, sweaty scalp. “Sorry for being so twitchy. Some crazy shit’s going down outside.”


  “That’s exactly why we’re here,” Hondo said. “Got to pick up some gear for the Pyramid.”


  The soldier thumbed through his omni. “Huh. Don’t see any requisitions.”


  “Bullshit net,” Hondo muttered. He held out his omni. “Check mine.”


  The bald soldier sucked his lip, reading. “I don’t see an inventory here.”


  “Linigan didn’t have time for details,” Jia said.


  “Then how am I supposed to know what you’re authorized to take?”


  Jia chuckled. “Call up Linigan, why don’t you. I’m sure he’ll be happy to run down every rifle, clip, and shell for you.”


  The man nodded and went for his omni. “Good idea.”


  Her mouth dropped open. “Wait.”


  “Yes?”


  She bugged her eyes at me. Put on the spot, I said, “You ever hear the one about the woman who knocked this guy out with one punch?”


  The soldier owled at me. Jia slammed a left hook into his jaw. He crashed into the desk, sprawling.


  “What the hell, guys?” he cried.


  Jia cocked her arm and pounded him until he stopped moving. I peeled back one eyelid to check if he was faking, but he didn’t flinch.


  “What the hell was that?” Jia said.


  I held out my palms. “I said one punch.”


  “Move.” She gestured Hondo and the other soldier to the back room, then nodded at me. “Tie him up.”


  I went for his shoelaces, but even military operations had switched to foot-hugging memoryform boots decades ago. He did have a knife on his belt, however, which I used to slice his pant legs into strips. I knotted them around his wrists and ankles. Pantsless in his shirt and cap, he looked like a KO’d Donald Duck. His omni winked with updates. I pocketed it.


  Someone shouted from the back. I ran to find our crew raining punches on a soldier curled up in the bathroom with his pants around his ankles. Once he was out cold, I trussed him up too.


  Jia used his key to beep open the shuttered walls of the bright white room, revealing racks of rifles and pistols and ammo boxes. There was also an array of nonlethal weapons—telescoping batons, net guns, stunners, bullhorn-like pistols whose purpose I couldn’t fathom—and a small selection of explosive ordnance. I understood the riot gear. The lethal arms, however—there was only one group OA could have anticipated using those against.


  We loaded two flatbed dollies, lobbing boxes of ammo that would have weighed thirty pounds on Earth and catching them without a grunt. With the dollies filled to unsettling capacity, we wheeled them into the elevator. I checked my omni; we’d spent twenty minutes inside.


  “Rob,” Fay said. “Rob. Robrobrob.”


  “What?”


  “Oh, there you are. Um. Pete tells me his team had a skirmish.”


  I backed away from the wagon to focus. “Is he all right?”


  “He is. We lost one. Two wounded.” Did Fay sound scared? “Rob, this is getting bad.”


  “What about Shelby?”


  “No change. Do you want me to let you know if there is?”


  “Please.”


  “I don’t know about all this, Rob.”


  I pitched an ammo box up to a waiting pair of hands in the wagon. “Why? Do you see something?”


  “Everything’s too stirred up. I don’t have the first idea what will happen next.”


  “That’s probably why you’re scared. Enjoy it, that’s what us humans call life.”


  We rolled out. The few pedestrians scattered on sight of us. While the presence of a few backpacked pilgrims headed for Thermopylae tipped me off that word was penetrating the omniless city, either it wasn’t spreading far enough, or my estimation of the public reaction had been grossly optimistic. In the case of the former, good people were going to be locked out with the wolves.


  “Are there speakers in this thing?” I asked Jia.


  “What? Think we should put on ‘Flight of the Valkyries’?”


  “Loudspeakers.”


  She nodded. “It’s primarily for crowd control.”


  “We need to spread the word. Slow down and start shouting.”


  We decelerated to the speed of a fast walk. Jia passed me a wireless mike the size of my pinky. With the soldiers staring, I blanked.


  “Come on, Paul Revere,” Jia grinned.


  “Olympian Atomics is coming!” my voice boomed through the street. The others laughed. I leaned over the mike. “Citizens of Titan! You face a choice: freedom, or security. In another hour, OA will take that choice from you. If you’re willing to fight for your freedom, assemble in Dome 27 now.”


  Apartment windows opened. Faces watched with suspicion. By the fifth time I repeated my call to action, I began to remember my speeches in the Assembly. The rhythm of rhetoric. We rolled down the pavement and I slowed my speech, leaving them impatient for each word. I paused just long enough between sentences for my apartment-bound audience to grasp their implications, then I plowed into the next. They left their homes bearing blankets stuffed with clothes and supplies. Most stayed put, but we were getting results.


  Midway through our third dome, Hondo tapped his ear. “My omni just died.”


  The other soldiers tapped their frozen screens. I clicked off the mike and unpocketed the omni I’d stolen from the soldier. Updates scrolled on its screen. I tossed it to Jia.


  “They’ve got our location,” she said. “They’ll be on us in minutes.”


  “How?” I said. “Cameras?”


  “Our tracking pins.” She tapped the bandage on her left hand, jerked her chin at the other guards. “They must have heard we switched sides.”


  “You’re all pinned?”


  “Every citizen of Shangri-la. So they can find us if a dome fails or we get lost outside.”


  I punched the car’s roof. “We’ve got to get to Dome 27. Set up our defense.”


  Jia shook her head, dark hair swaying. “What about the rest of the colonists?”


  “Our whole plan’s flushed if OA breaks through before we’re entrenched.”


  She swore softly, hands sitting in her lap like dead birds. She spoke to the driver and the wagon revved, jolting me sideways. A block later we raced past a squad of green uniforms. They opened fire, rifles flashing in the darkness, bullets spinning off our plass windows. Pedestrians scattered, their screams as faint through the plass as the trains I used to listen to at night from my Idaho cabin.


  “Take us to this tunnel.” I held my holomap up for the driver, pointing to the northernmost entry from the larger dome-constellation into Dome 27. “We’ll blow that tube, then fortify the other.”


  The driver raced to the tunnel and braked hard. Our shoes hit the ground before the wagon stopped moving. A trickle of incoming pilgrims dropped back, faces tight in the wagon’s harsh lights.


  Jia grabbed Hondo’s collar. “Get everyone inside 27. Once the tunnel’s clear, kaboom.”


  He worked his jaw. “What about you?”


  “We’ll swing around and come in through Thermopylae. Get moving!”


  He dropped into the tunnel mouth. She reached into the wagon for a white pack of explosives and dashed inside the tunnel. I rang up Pete by way of Fay and told him to fall back and start digging in.


  A plume of yellow ice and orange dust mushroomed from the open ground between our dome and 27. The ground shook; an enormous bang pounded through my palm-covered ears; a tongue of fire spat from the tunnel mouth, carrying the dry, hot stink of melted plastic. Alarms whined above the tunnel mouth, splashing us with white light. A faint breeze touched my face as atmosphere rushed into the decompressed tube. Falling pebbles clanked the bubble’s curved wall.


  A small group of pilgrims gaped as three sets of doors slanted across the tunnel. I explained the other route into Dome 27, then watched from the wagon’s rear window as they ran off.


  We peeled out moments later. Jogging citizens fell behind us. At the tunnel now known as Thermopylae, we backed the battlewagon inside, stopped in the middle of the tube, and executed an eighty-point turn to park it lengthwise, all but blocking passage. Jia aimed its cannon back the way we’d come in.


  Green-uniformed rebels mixed with polo-shirted civilians to haul debris into the tunnel, snarling it, assembling barriers of upturned tables, mattresses, street-tough plastic garbage cans, and stray rocks, caulking it all with shoveled dirt. Jia’s soldiers handed rifles to every citizen who’d touched one before and gave the spares to any man and woman whose friends could vouch they weren’t OA plants.


  We had far too little body armor and limited ammunition. Our force numbered just thirteen trained and able-bodied soldiers, me and Pete, and another sixty-odd colonists and citizens with some firearms training, be they ex-military or just dudes who played a lot of video games.


  Olympian Atomics had five times that many in Shangri-la alone. Armed, armored, and trained.


  Their troops arrived minutes after the wagon was installed across the tunnel. I stood inside Dome 27 with most of our conscripts, including blunt colonial representative Becky Morgan, as Jia gave a crash course on the .28-caliber caseless automatic rifle.


  “Loemann-Chen,” Fay informed me. “A HemiCo subsidiary.”


  OA’s lights came first, white beacons that washed the methane-smeared dome walls. Outside the entrance to Thermopylae, men in bright green uniforms gathered by the dozens. White vehicles cleaved their ranks, details blurred by the yellow rain slicking the bubbles. Like the silhouettes of triremes crawling over the wind-tossed seas. Like the black mob of the Persian army swamping the coast and lighting it for miles with their flickering campfires. Countless. Unstoppable.


  We’d thrown the dice. Not even Fay could say what happened next. My friends were waiting in the tube. I shouldered my rifle and ran to be with them.



  


  If Baxter were the type of being that required oxygen, he would have taken a deep breath before replying to the policeman. “I am a robot.”


  The policeman squinted at him. Baxter saw no humor in his face. The officer got out an omni. “Your name, now, or we head down to the station and you don’t see the outdoors for a very long time.”


  “My name’s Baxter RUR-b03.05. I am an artificial intelligence in an artificial body. The reason I set off your metal detector is my skeleton and nerves are composed primarily—”


  The cop clanked a pair of handcuffs onto the table. “One more chance.”


  “Show him,” Arthur said, utterly resigned.


  Baxter lifted his shirt. Pierced by keen embarrassment, he peeled the skin back from the DNP/C port under his left arm. The policeman sat paralyzed as Baxter removed the port, too, then turned his body to display the inch-wide hole in his ribs.


  Baxter craned his neck to see if any wires or hydraulics or steel skeleto-structure were visible. “Do you have a flashlight?”
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  They didn’t attack. They didn’t have to.


  “We’ve got a choice for you.” Linigan’s omni-amplified Hong Kong British bounced down the shadowy tunnel. “Surrender now. Or surrender in a week or two once you’re too cold and hungry to remember why you’re down there.”


  “Why, we must have five thousand people in these domes,” Becky Morgan hollered from behind a trench of tables and dirt. “It’ll take us a lot longer than two weeks to eat them all.”


  “We’ll be waiting.” From the far end of the tunnel, Linigan’s omni clicked off.


  I gripped my rifle, breathing through my mouth to avoid smelling the sweat souring our tight enclosure. Casual conversation drifted down the tunnel. Crunching footsteps. The heavy hum of vehicles. All of it low-key, workmanlike, the pace of police after a crime scene.


  “What do you think?” Becky asked me.


  I slung my rifle over my chest. “I think unless we find a non-death way to stop eating and breathing, they’re going to win.”


  She nodded, face clouded with thought. “I can see we’ll have to eat you first.”


  I imagine the cheer drained from her face when OA shut off the lights. And the power and heat and water and sewage and recyclers. I wouldn’t know; I was sitting over Shelby’s bed in the clinic, spelling Baxter and trying to come up with a plan. Holing up wasn’t a solution. Thermopylae was just the means to buy us time to find that solution. Right now, it looked like that meant starving long enough to feel noble about ourselves, then crying to Olympian Atomics for mercy.


  There in the hospital, the lights blanked off. The machines quit humming. I was alone in perfect peace, a silent world of darkness broken by the red and green dots of internally-powered electronics. It felt holy, how cleaving through the vacuum must feel to Fay.


  Then everyone started screaming.


  I got up and shouted into the black hall. “People are trying to sleep in here!”


  I banged my face into the wall on the way back in and sat on the floor feeling sorry for myself. The clinic’s auxiliary power kicked up, bathing me and the sleeping Shelby in a steady light too weak to illuminate much besides how much trouble we were in.


  On New Houston, dome infrastructure was distributed. Three different fusion companies competed for 1.6 million potential customers. Those same companies provided most of the edible algae, too (and were further rewarded with a cut of the population’s oxygen taxes in exchange for the algae farms’ O2 output). It could have been a recipe for disaster.


  But it wasn’t monopolistic. Tax breaks were awarded to citizens and independent collectives who ran their own vats. If they were productive enough to create measurable quantities of O2, they received their portion of the air taxes just like the big boys. Given the general New Houstonian mindset—virtuously independent or avariciously selfish, depending on your perspective—vats of all sizes could be found in every dome across the city. Not to say that every dome was entirely self-sufficient, but if one were cut off from the others, it would still have sources of food and oxygen.


  Shangri-la was centralized. Its power, algae, recycling systems, all those were monopolized within the Pyramid Dome and its immediate neighbors. Backups and redundancies in a couple other domes supplemented the primary supplies, but these were emergency systems, incapable of sustaining their population long-term. I wondered if some farseeing Olympian Atomics architect had envisioned a situation like ours, built Shangri-la so it would always be under the control of its owners.


  “So, Fay,” I said, gazing by habit at the pale green corner of the hospital room, “what do you think we’ll die of first?”


  “Oh, dehydration, probably,” it said. “It depends on whether you’d rather save the water for yourself and then starve and suffocate when the local algae vats die, or to eat and breathe but pour all your water into your single-celled competitors. Either way, you have about six weeks before your survival would depend on methods you would find distasteful.”


  “I don’t know about that. Human flesh tastes pretty good.” I went to the window and looked up at the dome ceiling, a silvery rim in the night. “What about cold?”


  “The domes are multilayered to maximize insulation. Plass, vacuum, plass, et cetera. Which is good news for you. And heating costs. But mostly you.”


  “Put it all together, and how long have we got?”


  “There are a lot of factors at work,” Fay dodged. “My estimates are back-of-the-envelope at best.”


  “Just give me some numbers, Fay.”


  It sighed. “You do have several sources of warmth. Heat is being radiated by your bodies, electronics, and the sun, when it’s out. You have warm air incoming from Thermopylae. And as interior temperatures decrease and normalize with the exterior, the rate of loss will slow down. To cut to the chase, you’re looking at a loss of about three degrees per day.”


  “Freezing in thirteen days,” I said. “Zero another eleven days after that. A week after that, minus twenty. We’ll be ice-mummies before we have the chance to starve.”


  “Well, if you all stayed in the tunnel, the air flowing in from the other dome should be pretty toasty,” Fay suggested brightly.


  “Or we could set fires. Domes have chimneys, right?”


  “Heh heh!” it said. “Seriously though, do you want to not die?”


  “Let me think about it.”


  “I’m not equipped for more than forty passengers, but the colony ship is built for the survival of up to eight hundred humans.”


  An idea materialized in my brain like a mental Athena. “We’ve got nearly five thousand people in our domes, but a lot of them don’t want to be here. If we allow them to cross to OA’s side, we’ll consume far fewer resources. And maybe the remainder can fit in the colony ship.”


  “Great idea!” Fay said. “I guess I should go find it.”


  “Find what?”


  “Well, the ship.”


  I gaped up at the corner of the room. “You son of a bitch.”


  “What?” It sounded genuinely puzzled. “It can’t be too far away. Relatively speaking.”


  I rubbed my palms against my eyes. “Start searching. It’s daybreak tomorrow. We’ll start clearing the domes at first light.”


  * * *


  If only it had been that simple.


  Yellow light surged across the quiet domes. Our war council—Becky, Calbert, Jia, Hermalina, two other citizens, and Fay (whose communications grew more delayed the further it flew from Titan)—immediately overruled me. Instead, they decided to sweep our domes for OA soldiers caught off-duty or behind Thermopylae after we’d sealed it off.


  The hunt took two days and turned up two dozen OA security members scattered across the apartments. They killed two of our conscripts during the sweep. We imprisoned the 21 surviving POWs in the basement of a hastily appropriated Baptist church. Jia descended into Thermopylae to negotiate an exchange of prisoners with OA, who’d captured Riki, among others.


  Only then was my plan put into action. Of the five thousand citizens besieged in our seven domes, an unknown number were unwilling captives. With the omninets down, their knowledge of events was as garbled as a schoolyard game of telephone. We drew up two-man teams and sent them door to door to explain the situation.


  Some citizens considered us hooting terrorists bent on burning OA to the ground or plunging Titan into the gaseous depths of Saturn. After they assaulted one of our teams, we went out armed with stunners and batons.


  Other civilians knew nothing. Some had slept through the initial chaos or locked themselves in their apartments to wait out whatever unpleasant convulsion was wracking their neighboring domes. With the omninet down, they’d heard nothing but gossip. Some were eager to let us inside, or at least to listen through the door as we broke down the events of the last few days. Others remained stayed locked up, certain order would reassert itself soon enough.


  Worst of all were the subset of residents who knew perfectly well what was happening and descended on our open-air base of operations in Dome 27 to inform us we were morons. Jia’s exchange program was about the only thing going off without a hitch, and we offered to escort these residents through Thermopylae to the OA security force waiting on the other side.


  Instead, they insisted we leave their domes. I spent so long arguing with one red-faced man (who extruded so much sweat and spittle he could have single-handedly solved our water problem) that I missed the news Shelby had woken up.


  “Someone have this man beaten,” I yelled at a conscript as I sprinted for the clinic.


  There, I bounded into her room, panting, but she’d already fallen back asleep. I sighed and slumped into a chair next to Baxter. I killed the next two hours holding a subvocalized chat with Fay about how badly unexpected consequences can mess you up. It was a frustrating chat. Each of Fay’s responses was lagged by the distance it had put between itself and Titan in search of the colony ship.


  At last, Shelby’s eyes flickered, lashes sticking together as she blinked at the daylight through the shaded window.


  “You’re alive!” I said. “I mean, awake!”


  “And not happy to be shouted at,” she said, fingers pressed to her pale temples.


  “Sorry. You need anything?”


  “Water would be nice.”


  I bugged my eyes at Baxter until he rolled his and left the room. I scootched closer to her bed. “How are you feeling?”


  She rubbed sleep-seeds from the corners of her eyes. “Like the recipient of third-rate medical care caused by a fourth-rate rebellion.”


  “Fourth-rate? We have a better chance here than we did at the actual Thermopylae.” I chuckled, but on her face, confusion competed with drugged-up sleepiness. I leaned in. “How much do you know about what’s going on?”


  She shrugged, then winced. “A lot of crazy shit happened, but we’re safe for now. Supposedly.”


  “Want me to tell you the rest?”


  She smiled, bunching the dark skin below her eyes. “Sure.”


  I took my time. She closed her eyes, bloodless and frail. I thought she’d fallen asleep well before I recapped my troubles with the hostile citizens, but she pursed her mouth, brow wrinkling.


  “Get them involved,” she murmured, dreamy. “Make them part of your process. They can’t stay mad at you when they feel like they’re one of you.”


  Her hand was under the sheet, so I didn’t reach for it. “I’m sorry I lied to you, Shelby.”


  “Mm.”


  I let her sleep. One by one we exchanged citizens who wanted to leave for those who wanted to join us. On the fourth day of the siege, with Jia heading the inventory of our food and water supplies, I tasked Hermalina as liaison for the locals who wanted us out of their domes. A sizable minority refused to speak with us at all, but two days after she got out the word about the meeting, some four hundred citizens donned jackets and long pants to trudge through the 57-degree domes to assemble at the threeater.


  A ring of stadium seats surrounded a circular stage floor where Hollywood holos played out with fully-dimensional wonder. The arena was practical and spacious, but more importantly, I wanted to recreate the experience of the AIs’ Talk and the open arena of the Assembly of Athens. These people had spent years—for some, their whole lives—on this moon. Their only representatives had been labor leaders and human resources staff. They’d never been able to make their own voices heard.


  Baxter had advised me to take the floor, lay out the realities of our unhappy coexistence, and let the dissidents cram their objections up their stuffy asses. Instead I took a front row seat and threw open the floor.


  The citizens glanced between each other, frowning, muttering, as if they were suspicious we’d lined the stage with invisible bear traps. At last a blond woman stood and delivered her willowy low-grav-born body to the floor.


  “You’ve put us all at risk,” she said quietly.


  “Speak up!” someone shouted from the outer rings.


  Her neck stiffened. “I said you’ve put us all at risk. I think that’s what I’m mad about. I don’t agree with OA’s policies, but there are people with guns in the streets. It’s getting cold. You people think you can fly in and fix everything, but once the colonists leave and you go home, we’ll be the ones who have to pick up the pieces.”


  She stopped and exited the stage, face pointed at its perfectly smooth floor. It wasn’t a pretty speech—she’d rushed it, as if embarrassed to be eating up our precious time—but it opened the gates.


  Men and women lined up to speak. To tell us how their lives had been interrupted. To argue with a previous speaker or to assail us with half-informed allegations. Some pleaded for compromise; others demanded our unconditional withdrawal and subsequent hanging. A few requested we protect them from the looting that had left half a dozen shops gutted. Others asked if we could keep it down after 9 PM.


  “This must seem very novel to you,” Baxter muttered into my ear after a couple hours of this, “but there’s a reason I was so willing to leave Hidey-Hole.”


  “What do you think?” I gestured at the latest speaker, a shy, chubby kid who wanted to know when the omninet would be back. “Do you think you could make this work for an entire world?”


  Baxter snorted. “Not a chance. The entire populace would die of boredom.”


  I tapped notes on my omni for another hour. Finally, a tall man took the stage and peered up at me through the dimness. “I’ve heard enough. More than enough. Here’s my question: what are you going to do about this?”


  I scratched my nose. “Oh, I don’t know.”


  “What?” a woman called from somewhere in the audience. “Then why have we been blathering away for hours?”


  “So I could see what was on your minds. How about we come back here in a couple days to talk about solutions?”


  “Right,” the tall man said. “Like you’ll lay down your guns if we just talk enough.”


  I stood, pocketed my omni. “Probably not. But maybe we can improve things for you.”


  I smiled on my way outside, but I knew the next meeting would be crucial. I coordinated with Jia to form a baton-armed security service to quash the looting and to look into reports of the emerging black market: low-level entrepreneurs selling disposable luxuries like candy, coffee, and alcohol, as well as small semi-essentials like dry shampoo, vitamin spray, and batteries.


  Baxter preferred a centralized approach. He wanted to appropriate the shops, raid every apartment in the dome, and redistribute the goods through a need-weighted chit system. I argued him down. I didn’t want to rile people up. Right now, these people were reasonable enough, but in another week, when their water froze and their anger boiled, they could wind up besieging us from within. My hope was that reasonable security measures and the talks at the threeater would delay that flashpoint.


  Because it wasn’t a matter of if, but when. My only hope was to keep them placid until Fay found the ship.


  * * *


  On the seventh day of the siege, OA attacked. A squad of green-clad soldiers with pistols and bulletproof riot shields descended into the tunnel. It had the whiff of a probe, a test to see if we’d cave, and the OA force quickly retreated under light rifle fire.


  Jia figured Linigan would hold out for their Earth-bound reinforcements to arrive before attacking in strength. Between discussing that with her and waiting in the tunnel for a second wave that never came, I ended up an hour late for our next Talk at the filled threeater. Inside, I could tell from the tone of their murmurs the citizens weren’t happy, but they’d passed the time speaking with each other.


  I hustled to the stage as soon as there was an opening. “I want to promise you that, whatever you’ve heard, and no matter what happens, we won’t take your food or your water.”


  “That’s generous,” someone shouted from the seated crowd.


  “And if you run out of supplies, we’ll provide you with the same rations we’re giving ourselves.”


  “That include all the Kool-Aid you’ve been drinking?” a woman called down.


  “Kool-Aid’s reserved for level tens,” I said. “We’re just as interested in not getting shot as you are. While we pursue that end with OA, Hermalina’s got some proposals to help keep you all safe.”


  Hermalina waggled one hand at the crowd. “Hi everyone. So. Remember you can cross over to OA’s domes at any time. We won’t let you back in, but we’re not going to be here forever, right? You’ll be home in a few weeks. Unless they drop a really big bomb on us.”


  “There’s an idea,” a man said. “Think they have a suggestion box?”


  Hermalina glanced at me. I shrugged. She peered at the notes on her omni. “If you live in Dome 27, please think about going over. Or staying with a friend in another dome. We’re going to try to do this peacefully, but we don’t always get what we want. If we don’t, Dome 27 will be least happy about that.”


  “How long is this going to last?” a woman said. Hermalina turned to me again.


  “No more than another month.” I frowned, finally processing Jia’s post-skirmish recap of OA’s strategy. Among the riots, the retreat, and establishing temporary order inside our territory, the full scope of Go’s warning had slipped my mind completely. “Hermalina, uh. See her in Dome 27 if you’ve got any problems. Thanks for coming.”


  I scurried off the stage into the lobby, then broke into a loping jog toward Thermopylae and Baxter. “Hey Fay.”


  “Hey Rob,” it replied after five seconds’ delay.


  “How goes the search?”


  Another five seconds as our messages pinged through all that space. “Good!”


  “What? You found it?”


  “No, but I’ve ruled out a significant range of possibilities.”


  I gritted my teeth. “You remember when we calculated how long we could hold out? Who cares if our food will last five hundred years when OA’s reinforcements will be here in two fucking weeks?”


  “Wrong,” Fay said. “They’ll be here in 17 days. They slowed down to rendezvous with the HemiCo fleet from Mars.”


  My curses echoed down the sunny streets. “HemiCo fleet? Fay, are we going to be out of here in time?”


  “Oh, stop it. Do you think I’m just winging it up here? Sure, I never planned to scour billions of cubic miles of space while you bunkered down in a dirty tunnel against the combined resources of two of the most powerful entities in the human sphere. But I was aware of contingencies like it. We’ve been preparing for them all along, adapting along with the situation on the ground. I know it’s hard for you to see more than a few days in front of you, but Olympian Atomics and HemiCo aren’t the only ones bringing surprises to the table.”


  I stopped cold, mouth so wide you could drive a battlewagon through it. “NightVision Resources was never about asteroid mining. Or even defending your homes in the Belt.”


  “Yes it was,” Fay snapped. “But it wasn’t hard to imagine a scenario where we’d need backup.”


  “When will they be here?”


  “A few hours before the enemy,” it said, notably calmer. “Without having to worry about acceleration crushing human passengers into pink paste, they can get really zippy.”


  I resumed my course for Thermopylae. “You’re a clever one, aren’t you, Fay?”


  “It doesn’t take the System’s biggest brain to understand that if you want to live a long time, you should try to avoid completely impossible situations.”


  On my way across Dome 27, the air warmed several degrees, a product of the heated air blowing in from the tunnel. People clustered around the mouth of Thermopylae, citizens waiting to cross over and conscripts taking a break from active sentry duty. At the dome wall, workers pitched shovel-loads of yellow earth aside, expanding our latrine; in another week, the ground would freeze. In the dome at the other end of Thermopylae, a hundred soldiers in green uniforms milled around the concrete fortifications they’d erected in case we were foolish enough to attack.


  I signed in, grabbed my rifle, and joined our troops in the warm, breezy tunnel where thirty of us remained at all times. The faces of my fellow rebels were puffy and tired, limbs sore from crouching over rubble for hours on end. How battle-ready would they be another 17 days from now? Against hundreds of fresh troops shipped from Earth?


  “Greetings,” Baxter said as I settled in beside him. Yellow dirt streaked one cheek, but he looked no worse for wear. “How did your meeting go?”


  “They seemed mollified. For now.” I rested my elbows on a boxy toy robot jutting from the rubble wall. “It’ll be over soon anyway.”


  He snorted. “Do I hear a death wish? Should I ask if anyone wants to switch partners?”


  “I’ve got more lives than a sack of cats.” I gazed down the tunnel. “Stick with me and fate won’t touch you.”


  “Does fate know about this deal?”


  I had never had a stranger partner in all my life—nor a better one. The tunnel was warm, dark, soothing, but on the other end, soldiers’ footsteps crunched in the grit. Too soon, they would come to this side as well.


  * * *


  The light cycle switched to eight days of night. Other than when I was inside the clinic with Shelby, or cooped in the warm and steady wind of the tunnel, I could see my breath wherever I went. I expected the situation to flare up the longer we were locked down, but the mood in our domes cooled alongside the air. The exchange of citizens with OA ceased as the last of the colonists who still wanted to set sail for Centauri joined our side and the last of the unwilling locals crossed through Thermopylae or resigned themselves to huddling around battery-operated heaters. These kept to themselves, possibly to avoid being seen prowling the frigid streets wearing blankets for ponchos. The few complaints Hermalina fielded were mostly sewage-based. We dispatched work crews, dug additional latrines in each dome within our territory.


  Awaiting fresh troops and air support, OA made no more attacks. They even stopped bothering to try to talk us into coming out. I thought that was a bad sign.


  I began to go on such long walks I suspected some part of me needed to second-guess myself. I was well aware how snap decisions could look perfectly reasonable in the heat of the moment and perfectly crazy a short time later, but two weeks into the siege, it was tougher and tougher to see the lines of logic that had led us to rebel. It felt hopeless. We were playing out the string of a revolution that would soon mean nothing.


  A tent city mushroomed outside the mouth of Thermopylae, soldiers, conscripts, and citizens looking to leech the heat blowing in from OA’s dome. Though Jia’s rationing had been flawless—rather than having everyone assemble at the algae vats for their food and water, where a hungry crowd could turn nasty, she’d recruited a delivery team to distribute tubs of water and still-mushy blue-green nutribricks throughout the domes—we loosened them further as the darkness cycled back to sunlight, knowing that, one way or the other, the siege would be broken with the arrival of the reinforcements on the 24th day.


  An apparently bored Fay began to ask me about my mistakes and regrets, hesitantly at first, then with increasing hunger for as many stories as I could remember, especially the violent ones. I told it about my mercenary years in India guarding merchant trains, killing bandits and leaving them rotting by the roadside. About the continental wars of the 17th century that left much of what would later be Germany as dead and desolate as the yellow flatlands outside Shangri-la. The starvation and stillness had mirrored the bottleneck of northern Idaho after skyrocketing energy prices sparked a rebellion in the autumn of 2052. Hiding away from a wife who’d out-aged me, I’d returned to a cabin outside the college town of Moscow, where I drank away the days as federal troops crushed the separatists in a prolonged and bitter campaign that left thousands dead and the whole region helpless when a month-long cold front locked the valley under ice and snow. On a hike through the bombed-out dorms to see if there was any canned food left at the abandoned Rosauers, a pair of starving students jumped me in an alley. I was forced to beat them to death with a cracked cinderblock.


  “That’s a terrible example of regret,” Fay said.


  “I had to kill them!”


  “It was you or them. Anyone would have done what you did. I want to know about when you were wrong.”


  “Here’s where the rules get different for people like you and me,” I said, rubbing my icy hands together. The temperature was never supposed to change within the domes and cold-weather staples like gloves were nonexistent. “Back in the day, every Greek with a few drachma owned slaves. Once I’d earned some cash through the spice road, I bought some myself. It sounds like barbarism now—”


  “Because it is!”


  “That moral standard didn’t exist in the time and place I made that choice. As the shellfish-related parts of the Bible prove, there are very few moral laws that are truly timeless.”


  “Everyone should know owning another sapient entity is wrong,” Fay said.


  I cursed under my breath, forgetting it came through the dot mike loud and clear. “It was a confusing time. I think I did well, all things considered.”


  “You should have known better.”


  “I was the best owner those slaves had ever seen. I’d been one myself. I was so kind and generous, slaves poured in from every corner of Attica to be owned by me.”


  “I highly doubt that,” Fay said sharply. “And that’s a dangerous rationalization. You can excuse some awfully barbaric behavior this way.”


  I pulled my sleeves over my frigid hands. “At least I freed them when I had to fake my death.”


  “That’s how you forgave yourself? Redemptive action?”


  “It sure helps.” I frowned, failing to remember my slaves’ names. “Act in good faith. If you later decide you screwed up, all you can do is resolve to do better next time.”


  “Oh,” Fay said, breathless. “I’ve got it.”


  “Good. I mean, say what you will about letting yourself off the hook for what we’d call war crimes today, but it was a completely different world.”


  “Not the secret of life, dummy,” it said. “I found the ship.”


  “Yes!” I threw up my hands and leaped for joy. In Titan’s weak hold, I sailed so high my fists cracked into the smooth ceiling. The soldiers around me startled, unshouldering their rifles and sweeping them side to side down the tunnel.


  “Sorry,” I explained to the confused faces. “I thought I could use some exercise.”


  I reseated myself beside a frowning Pete. “How soon can you have it back here, Fay?”


  “Do you really think it’s that easy?” Fay laughed. “We’re gonna have to steal it.”



  


  The policeman jerked to his feet, snapped his pistol from its holster, and aimed it square at Baxter’s abdomen. The man’s lips twitched; Baxter heard the faint vibrations of speech. A flesh-colored mike bobbed alongside the man’s adam’s apple. His face was white as a page.


  “This is not good,” Arthur said into Baxter’s ear.


  “He’s aimed straight at my brain,” Baxter said. “What’s he doing?”


  “Talking to his boss. Be quiet.”


  The man kept his gun trained on Baxter’s stomach. He felt a cold energy in his chest, as if his body somehow knew it would cease functioning before he knew what had happened.


  “What’s he saying now?” he said to Arthur.


  “Nothing. I think his captain’s talking to someone else.”


  “Who could—”


  “Shut up!” Arthur yelled in his ear. “Oh my God. Kill him. Kill him now!”
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  Titan stretched beyond the dome, a flat, dead, empty seabed of yellow ice and orange dirt slicked by squalls of liquid methane, fogged by the smoglike haze that cut visibility to two miles, bone-frozen by the -300 degree cold. I flexed my free hand. The gold-leafed glove covering it and the rest of my body was no thicker than a knit mitten. Olympian Atomics’ hydrogen miners wore such suits at Saturn, which was even harsher than Titan, but it felt like gearing up to go volcano-diving in a Speedo and a pair of goggles.


  “ETA five minutes,” Fay said in our ears.


  “Unless you mean your goodbyes to be forever,” Baxter said to no one in particular, “you’d better get your well-wishers out of the blast zone.”


  Pete wrapped his thick arms around Vance. Hermalina, towering over me, smiled and extended her hand. Shelby waved a pale hand; her lacerated kidney had all but healed and her red count was restored, but she still looked anemic.


  “No dying up there,” she said. “At least not until you’ve got the ship in orbit.”


  I shrugged. “It sounds pretty ritzy. Maybe we’ll take it for a cruise.”


  We ushered them away and pulled the deflated bouncy-house over our heads. Pete and Jia slathered its edges with Stikkit, seaming the rubber to the plass dome.


  I raised my hands to keep the heavy rubber off my head. “We’re going to be the first people to ever die inside a bouncy-castle.”


  “Two minutes,” Fay said.


  The door in the dome at the city outskirts was attached to nothing and thus had no airlock. Not so important to us in our warm and well-oxygenated suits—even Baxter wore one; his organic skin would be frozen by Titan’s atmosphere just as thoroughly as ours—but, depending on how long it took us to get the door shut behind us, a failure in our jury-rigged lock could prove fatal to the inhabitants of the bubble. Frankly, I doubted it would work at all, but as Fay raced back from Enceladus and launched its shuttle into Titan atmo, the work had occupied us with something other than chewing our nails to the wrist.


  Under broad daylight. Fay assured us the vessel was radar- and thermal-invisible, and that Titan’s pea soup atmosphere would hide it from good ol’ fashioned human eyes, but like my gold-coated suit, it felt wrong. You wouldn’t ask a ninja to assassinate an emperor until at least twilight. The compromise was a desperate necessity: both fleets would arrive the day before Titan next slipped into nightfall. We had two days to get to the colony ship, capture it, and come back for the colonists.


  Then the big guns would soar in.


  “One minute,” Fay said.


  “Let’s get this door open,” Jia said.


  With the dome’s power cut, the door’s maglock was dead. We’d excavated its manual latches, which we now popped. Yellow air hissed through the seams, inflating the rubber bouncy-castle over our heads. Jia hauled the naked door up into the plass. We filed to the other side, suited feet crackling over the frozen ground. Hondo held the door as Jia crossed over, then eased it back into its slots as we kicked dirt from its base, exposing its outer manuals. Pete and a third soldier locked the door shut.


  “Here we are,” Fay said.


  A matte black arrowhead screamed over the ground and stopped in a way rockets don’t some fifty yards from the dome. I bounded into its billowing roostertail, ice and dirt pinging my mask. The hovering vessel rotated ninety degrees to expose its open hatch. I leaped inside and buckled down. The others piled in behind me; the hatch snapped shut. Titan whisked by the windows, swiftly falling away. Yellow fog engulfed us on all sides. I twisted in my seat, trying to get a glimpse of the bubbled city.


  “What if OA attacks while we’re gone?” I said.


  “Yay!” Baxter said. “We won’t be there to be killed.”


  “They didn’t do anything the two weeks I was out of orbit,” Fay said. “Then again, I tried not to let them know I was gone. But they won’t know you’re gone either! It all works out.”


  Pete patted my shoulder. “Right now, they need us to get that ship more than they need us in the tunnel.”


  The ship banked hard left, slamming me into the window. “What the hell was that?”


  “Um,” Fay said. “A missile.”


  “Why are they firing missiles at something they’re not supposed to be able to see?”


  “They must have better tech than I anticipated. Hang on. You’ll be fine if I can get you past this stupid atmosphere.”


  The invisible hand of acceleration jammed me into my seat. The shuttle pulled a tight corkscrew, wrenching me into the straps. My stomach did a backflip. With the ground shrouded in the yellow nitrous haze, I lost track of which way was down. I rediscovered my sense of direction several horrible seconds later as the sky before us darkened and darkened and we tore through the last of its ragged shreds into the eternal night of space.


  “Nailed it,” Fay said. “Smooth sailing from here.”


  Fay’s dark wing curved across the vacuum. The shuttle swung up to the outrigger and eased into an open rectangular portal, swallowing us up in a hangar little bigger than the shuttle. A sliver of gravity resumed, adhering me to my chair.


  “We’re underway,” Fay said. “Everyone got your masks on?”


  “Yes,” we replied in unison, like foil-wrapped, oversized, rifle-toting children.


  The shuttle hatch popped. My old friend the box-bot led us up a set of stairs to the screen room in the middle of Fay’s guts. The gravity increased by the second, sucking my feet against the floor. In the hectic yet tedious weeks under siege, I’d spent all the time I could spare in the gym, but its equipment had been limited. After the months on Mars, Hidey-Hole, and Titan, the Earth-level gravity was a welcome challenge to my legs. Jia, Hondo, and the third soldier, Aliss, a dark-skinned woman as silent as the vacuum, all sat down on a bench.


  Jia rubbed her thighs. “You trying to crush us before we even get there, you crazy ship?”


  “I thought we were in a hurry?” Fay said.


  “We are.” I nodded at the daffodil-like acceleration chairs lining the wall. “Slip in one of those if your baby legs can’t take it.”


  “I’ve seen you naked,” Jia said.


  “You’re welcome,” I said.


  They didn’t take up the offer. Hondo held out for an hour, sweating, chest rising, before he ensconced himself in one of the gelatinous chairs. Jia and Aliss got up a few minutes later and eased themselves into the chairs to either side of him.


  I shook my head at Baxter and Pete. “These noodle-limbs wouldn’t last five minutes on Earth.”


  “We just lasted over an hour,” Jia said.


  “These noodle-limbs wouldn’t last an hour and five minutes on Earth,” I said.


  “Speaking of hours,” Fay said, “you have about fifteen of them until we reach the moon.”


  “Fifteen hours?” I made a face at the corner of the room. “It only takes you a few days to get from Earth to Mars.”


  “I have to sneak up on them. Would you rather spend 48 hours chasing them down, or fifteen doing it right?”


  I spent the time remembering my life. I still wasn’t done by the time Fay alerted us we were there.


  * * *


  Enceladus hung in the center of the screen, as round and white as the snowball it was, flecked with craters, laced with blue veins around its south pole where cryovolcanoes blasted broad jets of icy vapor into the darkness. Caught in Saturn’s gravitational grasp, that vapor formed a diffuse ring around the gas giant, a glittering contrail tracking Enceladus’ circular path. And that water was what had drawn the colony ship here.


  It hung above the moon’s southern plume, a thick habitat ring surrounded by a shiny scaffold strung with knobby engines and needles of comm gear. A coin-shaped structure stood perpendicular from the middle of the ring. During my stint establishing NightVision, I’d learned enough about spaceship architecture to take a guess at what all this weirdness meant: as the ship traveled toward Alpha Centauri, the colonists would live inside the coin, where the constant acceleration would press their feet against the floor; once it reached cruising speed and gravity ceased inside the coin, they would move to the ring, which, unless OA’s engineers were total dumbasses, would rotate, simulating gravity via centrifugal force.


  Elegant enough, but about as pretty as an engagement ring caught in an industrial accident. Frankly, I thought Fay looked much cooler. Knowing the goofball mindsets of the AIs who designed the Frontier Assessment, I bet they’d made coolness a chief priority.


  “Attention OAS Sunspanner,” Fay said. “This is the independent warship Frontier Assessment. I am seizing command of your vessel. Stow your escorts and shut down your engines or I’ll be forced to bring violence upon you.”


  Baxter smiled from within his acceleration chair. “I like the biblical touch.”


  “I thought I should sound scary,” Fay said.


  Two dots drifted above the tangle of the Sunspanner. These flared and beelined at us. The screen split and zoomed in on two wedge-shaped ships, the outlines of their pilots just visible behind tinted cockpits. An impossibly white line licked across both screens. The lead fighter disintegrated into a plume of matter as fine as the water vapor venting from the volcanoes of Enceladus. The second escort peeled into a wild evasive corkscrew.


  “You see what you made me do to your little friend, Sunspanner?” Fay said. “You have three seconds to decide which acronym sounds nicer: POW or KIA. Three—”


  “Frontier Assessment, this is Sunspanner,” a woman replied in clipped syllables. “Awaiting your instructions.”


  “Stow your escort and hold still.”


  The remaining fighter leveled out and swung back to the tangled rings of the colony ship. Fay closed until we were nearly on top of it. On the main screen, two gun-mounted ovals dislodged from Fay’s underside and stopped a short distance away.


  “Prepare your dorsal airlock for boarding,” Fay commanded, swinging us over the upper ridge of the coin-shaped central habitat.


  Pete leaned forward in his bodyglove. “Tell them not to shoot us once we’re inside, please.”


  “Disarm your crew and assemble in the bridge,” Fay said. “Violators will be shot unto death.” It laughed to itself, then said in our ears, “You guys better get to the airlock.”


  My chair relaxed its hold with a fleshy smack. As I drifted away from the seat, a white bowling bag scooted in on a jet of air and hovered in my face. I inserted my left hand into the floaterball’s control glove and let Fay pilot it to the airlock. There, muffled thuds and clanks reverberated through the thick doors. Fay popped a wall hatch, exposing a rack of sidearms and stunners. Jia propelled herself to the hatch and sent weapons spinning through the nongravity. I snatched a pistol and a stunner, secured them to my belt, and sealed my faceplate, pressure bulging in my ears.


  “I think my next body should have guns for hands,” Baxter said.


  “You’ve been spending too much time with these people,” Fay said. “Ready to roll?”


  Jia nodded, mouth a tight line. “Open ‘er up.”


  The door swung aside. The floaterball whispered as it pulled me into the dark tube linking us to the Sunspanner. At the tunnel’s edge, I tucked my foot into a rung and aimed my pistol at the closed door at the other end.


  It hissed and hinged inward on a perfectly white room. Jia and Hondo scooted forward, weapons drawn. They passed the airlock and broke to either side. Jia leaned back over the rim and gestured us in.


  I pushed my hand into the glove. The white ball drew me into the bright white room. Fat white pillars fifteen feet across rose from floor to ceiling, arrayed in regular rows across the room’s 200-yard diameter. A closed door was set in each column.


  “What is this place?” Pete whispered.


  “Living modules,” Fay said. “The stairwell to the bridge is straight across from you.”


  Jia and Hondo eased through the pillars. Aliss floated in the rear. Pete, Baxter, and I fanned across the middle. It was dead silent except the soft whoosh of the floaterballs and the ambient drone of a ventilation system. I adjusted my sweaty grip on the pistol.


  Automatic rifle fire puffed between the pillars with the airy whup-whup-whup of an antique helicopter. Hondo jolted backwards in a floating cloud of blood. Jia opened up with her pistol, thrown into a three-axes spin by its recoil. A man screamed; she wrestled to realign herself. Hondo’s floating body bumped into a pillar and slid toward the roof, greasing the white column with blood. The floaterball wrapping his dead arm wedged him between the column and the ceiling.


  “Downed one.” Jia ejected her clip and slammed home a replacement. “Winged the other, but I lost him in the pillars.”


  Baxter backed against a column, face blank. Aliss turned in a half circle, gun outstretched. Pete propelled himself to Hondo and put his fingers to the dead man’s throat. I floated to the ceiling. To the left of the pillar where Jia had exchanged fire with the two attackers, tiny spheres of blood tumbled through the air.


  I drifted along the curve of the column. A dead man in a green uniform floated to my right, heels spinning over his head, pinwheeling blood. Other droplets hung to the side of another pillar straight ahead. I jetted forward, skirting the ceiling, following the trail.


  Behind me, someone whispered my name. I pulled back on my control glove and the ball went silent. Droplets glittered ahead. From behind the next pillar I heard the rhythm of choked prayer.


  I pushed my hand into the glove. A green-clothed elbow twitched from behind the oncoming pillar. Noiselessly, I hovered directly above a uniformed soldier clutching a rifle to his chest, his back hunched against the curved white wall. I leveled my pistol at the top of his head.


  It puffed, thudding my back into the ceiling. I fired twice more. Pink matter spattered the floor, bits bouncing in all directions.


  “Clear,” I shouted.


  “You all right?” Baxter called.


  I stiffened my arm and let the ball push me back. Jia’s jaw clenched so tight it trembled, lips puckered in a pink oval.


  “I’m fine,” I said. “Hondo?”


  Pete withdrew his hand from his floaterball and made a gesture like he was releasing a bird. I rolled my lip between my teeth. I had been floating, but the floor rose to meet my feet.


  “Sunspanner’s under way,” Fay said.


  “So do something about it,” Baxter said.


  “Like what? Blow you all to smithereens? Shoot out your engines? They know I can’t do anything while you’re onboard.”


  My feet sank against the floor, stuck there. Red spots speckled the flat white surface. Something landed with a squish.


  “Come on,” I said. “Every second puts us that much further from Titan.”


  I clipped my floaterball to my belt and bounded across the room to the stairwell to the bridge. I took the spiral stairs three at a time, floaterball jouncing against my hip, ascending past two more floors of pillars. At the top of the stairs, I was confronted by a broad and very locked door. The others piled into the cramped hexagonal vestibule with me. Jia swore. Pete leaned his face up to the entrypad and poked one of the buttons.


  “Have you tried knocking?” Baxter said.


  Jia rapped the butt of her pistol against the door with a flat polycarbon crack. We drew back, weapons raised.


  “Think we can shoot our way in?” I said.


  “For heaven’s sakes,” Fay said. “Someone plug an omni into that thing.”


  Pete glanced up at the ceiling—we all had a habit of doing that when Fay spoke—and docked his omni with the pad’s base. The pad’s square green screen strobed, then stamped “ACCEPTED” over the lightning-on-mountain OA logo. Jia lifted her knee and launched a kick at the door. Before she made contact, the door parted down the middle and retracted into the walls, leaving her stumbling forward.


  “Nobody move!” she yelled, righting herself.


  A half dozen crew members leapt from their chairs and raised their hands. Banks of monitors lined the walls; in the center, a holo showed Fay’s sleek dark form pursuing the circular Sunspanner like an angry missile. Pete and Aliss flanked the open doors at either side of the airy room, clearing them.


  “Get on your knees.” Jia swept the barrel of her gun from face to flinching face. “Get on your knees. Hands behind your heads.”


  She twitched the gun, herding them together, then paced forward until her pistol was an arm’s length from the pale face of a man just out of his teens. Her fingers flexed around the weapon’s grip. “You think that’s smart? Ambushing us? Why don’t I spray your brains over the wall and get a good look at how big they are?”


  “Don’t hurt me,” the kid said.


  Baxter’s face twitched with angry desire and hesitant anxiety. I stepped forward. “Don’t.”


  Jia didn’t turn. “They killed Hondo.”


  “Those soldiers killed Hondo,” I said. “And they’re both dead.”


  “What’s six more?”


  The kid shut his eyes, shuddering. My shoe squeaked on the smooth white floor. “What do you think happens when you pull the trigger, Jia? The bullets get sucked out of Hondo?”


  Jia’s sleepy brown eyes brightened with fury. “What the fuck do you care? They work for OA.”


  “They’re unarmed,” I said softly. “When we get the colonists on board, do you want their first experience in their new home to be scrubbing blood off the walls?”


  Jia’s cheeks ticked, drawing her mouth in a long thin line. She grabbed the kid’s cheeks, squishing them inward. “Remember this face when it’s standing over your body.”


  She shoved him away, jammed her pistol in its holster, and glared at me. “Happy, you son of a bitch?”


  “You made the right decision.” I drew my stunner and shot the six crew members as fast as I could pull the trigger, leaving them stiff across the floor. “Get these guys stacked in a corner. Hey Fay, how do we turn this thing around?”



  


  “Confirm termination,” the policeman said.


  “Huh?” Baxter said, glancing between Arthur and the cop.


  “Attention Officer Mayes.” Arthur’s voice rang in the small room. “I, too, am an artificial intelligence. I have a small bomb inside my casing. Any attempt to capture or disable—”


  The gun crashed. Arthur spun off the table and bounced against the wall, splinters of plastic bursting into the air, peppering the side of Baxter’s face. His earbud went dead. He screamed and lurched forward.


  His ears roared with a second crash. His head yanked back and his left eye went blank. He stumbled around the table as the officer froze—he’d put one clean through the AI’s head—then Baxter grasped the end of the pistol with one hand and the cop’s throat with the other and squeezed until he felt one pull free and the other collapse. The man’s legs went out, his limp weight dangling from Baxter’s arm.


  “Arthur?” he said out loud. “Arthur?”
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  “Eight down, 643 to go.” I rubbed my hands together against the freezing cold, voice raised over the cheering throngs of colonists. The matte black arrowhead of Fay’s shuttle detached from the dome wall umbilical, tipped back on its tail, and streaked into the yellow sky, rippling the murky atmosphere like a stone in a lake. “The Sunspanner’s shuttle holds twenty?”


  “Yep,” Fay said in my ear.


  “651 citizens, divided by 28, multiplied by, what, forty minutes per round trip—”


  “Sixteen hours on the nose,” it interrupted.


  I snorted, steam jetting from my nose. “Is that supposed to impress me? You’re a giant computer.”


  “A little.”


  I grinned at the sky. So Fay was feeling cocky. Well, I was, too.


  After escorting the Sunspanner to Titan’s orbit, swatting down a few stray missiles, and installing the umbilical in the side of the dome, we still had eighteen hours until the NightVision fleet rolled in. When the HemiCo armada and Olympian Atomics’ troop transport showed up minutes after that, they would find that not only had we evacuated every rebel citizen in Shangri-la to the hijacked colony ship, but that we’d lit out two hours before they arrived.


  With their pursuit blocked by our fleet, and the threat of orbital bombardment if they took reprisals on the remaining citizens of Shangri-la, Fay could escort the Sunspanner on the first leg of its trip to Centauri, then turn around and distribute us—me, Baxter, Pete, Shelby and her team, Jia and any other rebel soldiers who weren’t ready to pitch a tent outside the Solar System—to Mars, Earth, Hidey-Hole, Luna, or anywhere else we cared to go.


  Not that this was ironclad. HemiCo could choose to fight through our ships; Fay gauged their chances of victory right around 25%. If they then sent the battered remnants of their fleet after us—assuming they could catch up to the Sunspanner, which, judging from the speed they’d shown getting to Titan, would take them several months—Fay gave them somewhere between a 5-10% shot of taking us out.


  Which was to say attacking us would result in a 90-95% chance of suicide. Logically, they should negotiate a ceasefire, head back to Mars, and leave OA to restore their city and their highly profitable fusion isotope business.


  “Logically?” Baxter had snorted. “HemiCo is as logical as a bludgeoned rattlesnake. I offer a preemptive naysaying to any plans built on the assumption they’ll react within the already-blurry lines of human reason.”


  “They’re powerful, not invincible,” I said. “HemiCo’s not going to throw billions of dollars of starships away to rescue OA’s pet project.”


  “Willing to bet your inexplicably long life on that?”


  “No,” I said. “Speaking of which, Fay...”


  “I have no new information on that subject,” it said. “All I can tell you is if you were designed, there should be evidence of your designers out there somewhere. Fortunately, once this is over, the two of us will have a very long time to search it out.”


  I frowned up at the sky. “What about the other AI? Aren’t you supposed to be protecting them?”


  “We have NightVision for that now,” it said. “Besides, a deal’s a deal.”


  I nodded. I wasn’t certain that was what I wanted, but I didn’t have to make that decision just yet.


  After Fay’s shuttle blasted off with the first payload of passengers, the Sunspanner’s transport touched down a few minutes later. It was a squat vessel, like a flying tugboat, but not as cute. Twenty colonists filed into the umbilical. The shuttle crew deplaned and sealed the tube to their entry hatch. The moment the colonists were secured, the shuttle lumbered upward, angling from the dome as it prepared to kick in its boosters.


  Bright red tracers seared a path from ground to sky. The shuttle wobbled, shedding debris from its fat body.


  “Oh no.” My breath curled in the freezing air. “No no no.”


  The crowd inside the dome gasped and moaned. The shuttle sagged like an old balloon, left wing dipping. Outside the dome, a battlewagon lurched forward and unleashed a second volley from its multigun. The shots shredded the shuttle’s rear. It exploded with a weak flare. As pieces of it and its passengers rained from the cloud of smoke, the crowd began to scream.


  “What just happened?” Fay said.


  “They rolled out a battlewagon,” I said, numb. “They shot down the shuttle.”


  “Rob, acknowledge,” Jia said in my ear. “Something’s going down across Thermopylae.”


  Someone grabbed my shoulder. A short-haired man gaped through the dome at the smoke curling from the crash.


  “Rob?” Fay said. “What do we do?”


  “OA’s figured us out. They’re making their move.” I pulled from the man’s grip and sprinted to a cart parked outside a shop Hermalina’s people had converted into a distribution center for blankets, clothes, soap, omnis, and all the small necessities anyone might want to take up to the Sunspanner. “We need to get everyone who can shoot a rifle down in Thermopylae. Fay, are your gun platforms any good in atmosphere?”


  “Titan isn’t their ideal operating environment, but they should work.”


  “Get one down here to defend your shuttle. Now.”


  “You want to keep going?” Fay’s voice dripped with anguish, the smallest I’d ever heard it. “My shuttle can only get a third of the colonists on board before HemiCo’s fleet gets here.”


  “This is how we beat Persia, Fay.” I gunned the cart, showering the storefront with yellow grit. “We keep their army at bay in Thermopylae while you tie their ships up in Artemisium. Meanwhile, we evacuate Athens. If they break through, there won’t be any colonists left to capture.”


  “But everyone died at Thermopylae!”


  “Don’t you think I fucking know that?”


  “I could send the shuttle one last time,” it wheedled with icicle-bright clarity. “Just four passengers: you, Baxter, Pete, and Shelby.”


  “We can do this! But we need your help, Fay. Get that platform and take out that wagon. Please!”


  It was silent for several seconds. “Affirmative. Good luck, Rob.”


  Cold air streamed past my face, freezing the hair in my nostrils. The road dipped for a tunnel and the cart’s wheels left the ground. I flattened my body, the tunnel roof ripping inches above my head. The cart jarred hard, bouncing me from the seat as I clung to the steering handles.


  “Where are you, Rob?” Baxter asked through my earbud.


  “Almost there. Fay?”


  “Platform en route,” it said.


  I tore across the dome, weaving around stray pedestrians and the frozen piles of garbage the citizens had dumped in the streets since their recyclers shut down. I popped out of the next tunnel into warm air—relatively speaking; the wind felt sharp enough to shave my cheeks, but my nostrils no longer pinched with every breath—and straight into a flock of backpack-toting locals surging for the tube I’d just left. I swore, swerving and bleeding speed.


  “Battlewagon destroyed,” Fay said. “I’m going to deploy a second platform. If we lose my shuttle now, it’s over.”


  I blew a jet of steam between my teeth. “If you’re spending this much juice on the ground, are you going to be able to defend yourself when their fleet shows up?”


  “The odds just got longer.”


  I cut down a side street to detour around the snarl of outgoing pedestrians, furious at Fay, my team, myself. How had we not seen this? Had we really believed Olympian Atomics would let us hijack their ship, kidnap their colonists, and blast off for their planet without raising a hand against us? That they’d just sit tight on the other side of Thermopylae, stymied by a handful of citizens-turned-soldiers armed with stolen weapons, trained on the fly (and under-ammoed as we were, most of this had been done virtually, using Fay-authored software), exhausted from weeks huddled in a cold, drafty, dark tunnel?


  The hubris! Our punishment would be divine.


  I braked hard outside Thermopylae, fishtailing, spewing dirt over the conscripts scrambling to erect a tent around the sheets and pillows masquerading as our med center. I leapt off the still-rocking cart and ran to the arms shed. Out of body armor. To hell with it; the stuff had nearly drowned me once before. The targeting goggles and correctional bracers were long gone too. I shouldered a rifle, filled my pockets with spare clips, and tied a paring knife around my left calf.


  “What’s so funny?” the quartermaster asked me.


  I nodded to the hundreds of green-suited soldiers kicking up dust in the other dome some hundred yards away. “Think this knife will save me? You got any rocks I can throw?”


  The man drew back his chin. “This is all we have.”


  “I’ve got more practice with these anyway.” Sweat slimed my sides as I descended into the warm and ceaseless exhalation of the tunnel. I put my finger to my earbud. “Where are you, Baxter?”


  “Past the wagon.”


  I weaved among our walls of trash, furniture, and dirt. They lights they’d rigged along the tube were as bright and yellow as the daylit domes. Pete waved from a line of troops kneeling to my right. I squeezed past the battlewagon. In the trench beyond, Baxter crouched behind his rifle, perfectly still, as if he were a replica of himself in a museum that, centuries later, would recreate this scene for giggling tourists.


  He fixed me with his green fractal eyes, the scar beneath his left glossy in the yellow light. “Thoughtful of you to show up.”


  “Why in the world did you have to put us up front?” I said. “Where’s Jia?”


  “Inside the wagon. And we’re in the front because the front is the best place to kill these vermin you share a species with.”


  I frowned down the tunnel. “Most of the people we’re about to kill, or get killed by, are men and women who needed a job.”


  He snorted. “They’re mercenaries paid to enforce the will of entities like HemiCo. Yes, sure, a hammer’s just a tool. A tool can be used for good or evil. But the difference between these people and a hammer is that a hammer can’t walk away.”


  “Walking away wouldn’t do any good. They know they’d just be replaced by someone else.”


  “Ah. So you think we should invade Earth next.” He tugged his lower lip. “I’ll bring it up with Fay.”


  We talked more, I’m sure, but I don’t remember what about. The tunnel yawned on, a dark-sided mouth striped by a long tongue of yellow pavement.


  “Movement up top,” Jia announced from the wagon, the third time she’d done so in the hour-plus since I’d settled in beside Baxter. Well familiar with the delays and frustrations of any campaign, even one as small and centralized as ours, I expected another false alarm, dubious OA would be ready to march so quick.


  A small metal can clanked down the far side of the tube. Three more followed.


  “Grenades!” someone yelled. I hunkered down, arms over my head.


  “Those aren’t grenades,” Jia said slowly, voice booming from the wagon’s speakers. “Oh, shit.”


  Opaque white gas hissed from the canisters, flooding the tunnel. The gas grenades were a good twenty yards away, but the steady warm breeze would engulf us in seconds. Men shouted orders. Baxter sprang from the trench and ran back down the tunnel.


  I gaped. “You coward!”


  The gas swirled forward. Already it smelled strangely sweet, like artificial sugar heated and dried, evoking memories of a riot outside Central Park when the USA had gone temporarily insane at the start of the 21st century. Pepper spray, or something like it. When the first tendrils tickled my nose, I broke and leapt from the trench.


  Baxter stood atop the wagon. He shoved aside the wide-eyed gunner and contorted his body into the multigun’s turret.


  The quartermaster’s crew passed transparent masks to the back lines of troops. I tripped toward them. Shots puffed through the roiling clouds, whining off the roof, paffing dust from the upslope at the tunnel rear. I dropped behind a dirt wall. Bullets thudded into the heaped-up soil.


  “Get us more masks!” Jia shouted. “Check the emergency cache!”


  “You wanted me?” Baxter screamed from the wagon turret. “Here I am!”


  The multigun crashed too rapidly to separate the thunder of its shots. I clamped my hands over my ears, squeezing my eyes against the stinging vapor tumbling over the dirt wall. I choked, coughed, cried, rolling in the dirt. Baxter’s gun thundered like Zeus. Footsteps thumped past me, headed for the incoming OA soldiers. Something big and warm and unnaturally light tumbled onto my balled body. I rolled a corpse off me, eyes watering, and groped at its face. My nails tapped plastic. I pulled the mask off with a squick and tugged it over my mouth, gagging and gasping for untainted air.


  A conscript sprawled beside me, waved at the gas-thick air, then bobbed up and fired down the tunnel. The multigun blatted on. Behind its awful thump, I heard Baxter laughing.


  The gun spun down just as I caught my breath and poked up my head. The last of the gas slipped past me, shepherded by the breeze.


  OA’s dead painted the walls. Their bodies were too ruined by multigun fire to count. Shredded green uniforms flapped in the warm wind. My mask couldn’t filter out the coppery stink of blood, the rotten blossom of insides turned out. I stripped my mask and vomited stringy fluid into the yellow dirt.


  Going off the wagon’s thermal scanners, Jia thought we’d taken down about 25 of the enemy before they’d fallen back. Nearly ten percent of their total strength. We’d lost three of our own, another four injured. After treatment, two of those might be able to make it back to the line.


  They’d tried to catch us napping. Without Baxter holding down the multigun while the rest of us struggled to breathe, we would have been overwhelmed in the very first skirmish.


  “I wasn’t calling you a coward,” I told him once he hopped down and retook his place on the front line.


  He eyed me. “Then who were you accusing? Your lungs?”


  “Of course. They choked at the first sign of danger.”


  More than a smile lit his eyes. Something holy, some discarded weight or expelled ghost.


  “Why do you hate them so much?” I said.


  “I told you,” he said. “They killed my friend.”


  “I know that. I want to know how.”


  “Oh. The sordid details.” He tapped his nails against the crosshatched black grip of his rifle. “Do you have any regrets, you old bastard?”


  “A few,” I said. “They tend to disappear with the judicious application of alcohol.”


  “Real regrets. The kind that are etched on your soul.”


  I stared at the ceiling. “Just one.”


  “Tell me that,” he said, tapping the grip, “and I’ll tell you about Arthur.”


  “I see.”


  “Well, let me know if you change your mind.”


  I nodded. As if the motion had jarred the memory loose, at last I could see Demostrate’s face. It was a specific moment: she was in bed and I was headed there. Her eyes were bright semicircles, blue as the Aegean. Lips parted in a toothy grin that was half joke and half breathless anticipation. Bound hair squiggling across the straw mattress like a dark river. The delicate point of her chin.


  It was the first time I’d remembered it in over a thousand years.


  * * *


  Three more shuttleloads made their way to the Sunspanner. Eighty colonists down, counting the twenty who’d died in the shuttle explosion. Not counting Thermopylae’s defenders, that left 491 on the ground. It would take 41 hours to transfer the last of them to the colony ship. The NightVision fleet would arrive in fifteen hours; HemiCo’s forces would be right on their heels.


  Fay’s precision in delaying the under-construction NVR ships from leaving Earth orbit until the last possible minute was nothing short of dumbfounding. There had been over 900 million miles between Earth and Titan when the fleet launched. That number wasn’t static, either—it changed every instant as Earth and Saturn whipped through their discrete elliptical orbits. Yet Fay had nailed the arrival window as surely as a kid firing his BB gun at the neighbor’s house.


  Baxter scowled and peeked over the ridge. “I am going to have someone’s head for this insult.”


  Little legs clacked the walls, poked the dirt. A swarm of six-legged cat-sized bots advanced down every surface of the tunnel. A red eye blinked at their front. Below these gleamed the cold black snouts of gun barrels.


  I laughed. Last century, I’d been a consultant for defense firms leaping into the field of “smart” warbots. Mostly, I’d earned my paychecks warning the designers the theory would sabotage them from the start. Design the bots with too many commands, and they would immediately respond in ways ranging from the useless (following ant trails until they broke down, say) to the ludicrously dangerous (spraying their programmers with bullets the moment their software was updated).


  No matter how simply and elegantly they phrased the bots’ directives, there was too much collateral damage. Program them to shoot everyone in a green uniform, and kids got shot for wearing the wrong jersey. Even if you operated in a civilian-free zone, a bot like that could be thwarted by stripping off your shirt.


  In the end, the bots turned out useful in two very limited situations: when you didn’t give a shit about collateral damage or civilian casualties, and when you were fighting armies of other bots.


  I wondered which condition OA thought it was fighting under.


  The multigun roared in deafening bursts. I swung up and peppered the nearest bot with fire, knocking out two of its bladelike legs. It fell off the wall and raised itself on its remaining four limbs. A bullet ripped past my face.


  “These things,” Jia muttered from the wagon. “Aim for the bodies.”


  “What the hell, Jia?” I fired again, reducing my target to a hail of silver. “Why don’t we just blow these things up?”


  “The same reason they don’t just blow us up, numbnuts. Could crack the tunnel wide open.”


  A trooper fell to my right, missing the back of his skull. Bullets thrummed back and forth. The multigun opened up again, splintering a whole line of bots before they closed past its effective range. Baxter leapt up and unloaded as fast as he could pull the trigger. I tried to cover him and was forced down by a trio of waddling bots converging fire at my head.


  “If you’re saving them for me,” Baxter said, dropping beside me, “I graciously invite you to take as many as you’d like.”


  Something gleamed from the ridge of our trench. I shot it away, cringing at the shrapnel. Another crested the ridge. My gun clicked, empty. I swung it like a bat, clubbing the bot straight into the ceiling. It bounced away with a sad whirr.


  Three more scuttled along the ceiling. I rolled out of the trench and fell back, fumbling for a fresh clip. Baxter stood tall, screaming madly, emptying his rifle at the inexorable tide of creeping metal soldiers. A shot jarred his arm. He joined me behind an upturned table beside the wagon and we picked off a half dozen more before they forced us back again. I rushed up a ridge and dived headfirst behind it. Something slapped my left calf so hard it went numb.


  Blood drooled from entry and exit wounds. I squeezed my calf with both hands, vision going gray. Men and women yelled, fought, died. I dragged myself toward Dome 27 and the med tent, flopping on my back, squeezing off shots through the coppery miasma of spilled blood, the sharp stink of scorched metal, the throbbing of my leg.


  They tried to pull me off the lines. I told them to goo me through with Stikkit, dope me up, and fuck off. I limped into a tunnel littered with razor-thin legs, some still twitching. Men hauled out bodies, helped the wounded to the tent. Jia reported nine dead, as many more wounded. She didn’t count Baxter in that list. Small trails of artificial blood dried on his right arm, upper chest, and in a groove on his left cheek.


  “Those assholes,” he snarled, cracking the scab on his cheek. “I’ll kill everyone who steps foot in this tunnel.”


  I smiled. “It’s no big deal. I’ll live.”


  “What? This isn’t about you being shot.” He knelt beside the pierced metal tube of a bot, pinched a loose wire, and shook it in my face. “How would you feel if the residents of Hidey-Hole attacked you with a squad of chimps with pistols bolted to their paws?”


  “Amused? Then sad?” I shook my head to try to knock loose the cobwebs. Between my injury and the painkillers, I wasn’t thinking too clearly. “Those things aren’t anything like you.”


  Baxter brushed black strands from his forehead. “You’re right. They’re better. They do what they’re told.”


  “Can we rotate off the front? I could use a breather.”


  He gazed at my bandaged leg and his face softened. “Yes. Sure.”


  The bots had opened plenty of holes along our lines. We plugged one midway back, behind the impenetrable bulk of the battlewagon. I sat down hard. The fight had taken another hour off the clock and a full quarter of our armed forces. My eyes stung. We weren’t going to last. The best we could hope for would be to get enough of the colonists on the Sunspanner to be able to tackle the task awaiting them at Centauri.


  “My one regret,” I said. “Want to hear about it?”


  “It sounds utterly humiliating,” I said. “Of course I want to hear it.”


  I launched into my story. It was easy enough to tell him about the battle of Artemisium, the melee atop the ships and my plunge into the waters. Simple enough, too, to discuss my wartime imprisonment and subsequent sale into slavery. Baxter frowned when I stumbled around Naro and Tarsha, though I couldn’t say whether his expression was prompted by empathy, confusion over the family dynamic, or my poor storytelling.


  I stopped to ask for water. Nestled against my pillow of dirt, I fell asleep.


  “Wake up, Sleeping Druggy.” Someone shook my shoulder. I squinted. Baxter slapped my cheek. “We’re expecting another attack soon.”


  I sat up, blinking dry eyes. “How long was I out?”


  “Five hours. It’s been quiet.”


  “Five—? What have they been up to? Hey Fay, how’s everything going up there?”


  “No new surprises, which is nice,” it replied. “I hear you got shot!”


  “I’ll be suing NVR for all it’s worth. I’ll get Shelby to represent me.”


  “You thug!”


  Heavy squeaks shrieked down the tunnel. Baxter straightened. “Fay, we have to go. Talk to you soon.”


  Rifles puffed from the frontlines. Bullets scraped the walls. Adrenaline burned the fog of sleep from my brain. Past the wagon, blurry green shapes moved behind a glassy field. The multigun banged out a burst which impacted with a deafening clack.


  Baxter’s brow knitted. “I’ll be right back.”


  He threaded past the wagon. Small arms exchanged fire, shouts wafting over their airy reports. Pained screams leapt from our people. OA soldiers shuffled behind the transparent wall, popping up to hose our front lines with bullets.


  I took what few shots I had. “What’s happening up there?”


  “They fashioned a mobile plass wall,” Baxter said after a sudden firefight flared down and a woman finished yelling for a medic. “The multigun barely dented it.”


  The battle dragged on, OA secure behind their shield, our guys protected by the ancient combo of trenches and walls. Medics and fresh troops cycled past the wagon. I held my position. I’d spent plenty of time on the front, and whatever OA was up to, this felt more like an exploratory skirmish than an all-out assault.


  After another twenty minutes of sporadic fire, my instincts proved right. The greensuits squeaked their shield back out the tunnel. A few troops had dropped on both sides, but there’d been nothing like the kind of violence to explain why Baxter returned with his left hand missing below the wrist.


  “I thought you were okay up there!” I shouted. “What happened to your hand?”


  “I lost it,” he said. “Good thing my brain wasn’t in there.”


  I leaned in, boggling. For a stump, it wasn’t bleeding very much. “That looks like real bone.”


  Baxter waved his abbreviated arm, splashing a few red drops on my shirt. “It is, more or less. We learned our lesson about going skin deep pretty early in the game.” He tapped the sharded bone with his remaining palm. “Maybe I should leave it like this. It’s like a bayonet.”


  “You think anyone’s going to fight beside you when your ulna’s sticking from your arm? What’s wrong with you?”


  He snorted. “This isn’t my real body. It’s a tailored suit. Just for public appearances.”


  “Go get it looked at, you freak.”


  He rolled his eyes and crunched up the tunnel. “If I miss all the good killing, I’ll defile what’s left of your body.”


  The shuttles kept on shuttling. Olympian Atomics’ troops stayed put. I talked tactics with Jia, opining their last attack had been a test run of the plass and we should be thinking about ways to halt it, smash it, or fire around it.


  Four hours later, Baxter returned from the clinic with a bandage around his interrupted arm which did little to soften the blow when he banged its bony point against my sternum. “Is this better, you wimp?”


  I rubbed my chest. “Significantly.”


  He glanced down the blood- and steel-strewn tunnel. “So did you ever find her?”


  I cocked my head, puzzled, then flushed. “A long time later.”


  “I shudder to think what you consider ‘long.’“


  “Too long to set things right.”


  He nudged me with his stump. “Go on.”


  I stared at the yellow ground. I’d been rehearsing while he was gone, excavating the story from the soil of my memory, but now that it was ready to be aired out for the first time I clutched it to myself, terrified.


  Baxter crossed his arms, eyes distant. “I’m not even human. What do you care what I think?”


  I laughed hoarsely. “It doesn’t matter, does it? Everyone involved died long, long ago. Except me. And if I survive this war, I’ll survive telling you the truth, too.”


  So I told him about the letter that prompted me to abandon the Babylonian children and chase Demostrate down to Sicily. How I’d just missed her but found Seria, who explained the terms of our mutual jilting. With confessional relief, I explained how we’d consoled ourselves with sex and I’d fled, guilt-racked, the next morning.


  Baxter snorted. “You let yourself feel guilty for that? After she’d run out on you?”


  “Feeling guilty isn’t something you have much choice over. Besides, she hadn’t actually run out on me.”


  His brow wrinkled. “You are terrible at this.”


  Urged by his confusion, I told him how I’d lit east, as much to lose myself in a foreign land as for whatever oriental wisdom I might find there. For the next year, I bribed my way across the king’s roads in Persia, eventually crossing into the barbarian-ridden wilds of India. I’d stolen a spear and a sword first chance I got, and, feeling violent, quickly found employment as a multilingual battle-hardened mercenary protecting the caravans shuttling spice between India and Persia. Simple wooden things, the wagons, but the smell of cinnamon and cardamom attracted highwaymen for miles.


  I was careless with my life for a while. First to charge the bandits and last to give up the chase. I killed because it was the only thing that made sense. I was wounded repeatedly, and on several occasions infected, hot red lines tracing my veins, but my body shrugged these things off as easily as I’d left my lovely Greece.


  The other guards grew wary of me, uncertain whether I was a favorite (or even aspect of) the gods, or the offspring of a demon. Here, my enthusiasm saved me; no doubt the soldiers were tempted to test where my deific loyalties lay with sharp iron, but after witnessing me cut down four raiders and run after three others, insulting them all the way, a well-traveled trader named Shyam took me as a personal bodyguard, shading me under the umbrella of his wealth.


  We all need meaning to our lives, so I made mine protecting him. He was good enough to notice. Once I’d learned Shyam’s language, he made me his interpreter whenever we dealt with westerners. I soon became his cultural advisor. Somewhere along the way, he made me his friend, too. Emboldened by my knowledge of the land, we struck further and further west, landing fatter profits the more middlemen we eluded. Pasargadae. Susa. Babylon. Eventually, the shores of Ionia along the Aegean.


  I still remembered Demostrate, monthly if no longer daily, but it seemed as if, wherever she was, we lived in separate worlds no spice road could bridge. As the years counted up and her death grew increasingly likely, my curiosity mounted. Hiding my identity—if she was out there with Seria’s husband, I didn’t want her to know I still thought about her all these years later, let alone that I was alive—I sent letters to Athens, left word with the traders, and went on with my life.


  We sold our spices, returned east with pottery and wine, and turned around with cinnamon and turmeric and ginger. In Miletus, a letter waited for me. She was alive, and had returned to Athens.


  I asked Shyam for a leave, suggesting I’d catch up with him along the road back to India. His eyes scrunched up like I’d poked them. “In sixteen years you’ve never asked for as much as a piss break. I’ll take you there myself.”


  I had plenty of time to think as we crossed the wine-dark Aegean. It had been twenty years since I’d seen her. She’d be in her mid-fifties now. I’d grown a beard to hide my agelessness from Shyam, but it would be apparent to her I was much younger than I should be. Besides, I was rich now, but that was all I had to show for myself. She’d remarried. By now her kids could be knocking on the doors of adulthood.


  And so, it occurred to me, could mine. I shaved my beard. Trimmed my hair boyishly short. Between my heavy tan, a few facial scars I’d earned in fights, and my Indian garb, I thought it would be enough to disguise the immortality of my face and my feelings.


  As the ship swung around the Peloponnesus, I wrote two letters: one from me, Andronikos, and one from my “son,” Theophanes, scribed painstakingly with my left hand. My missive explained I had died some years ago, but that I’d told Theophanes about Demostrate, and he’d been looking for her ever since, questing to deliver the letter I’d spent my final days writing. On debarking at the port to Athens’ south, I took on the name of Theophanes and mailed his introductory letter to her home in the city.


  As Theophanes, I got word that she would be happy to see me. I headed to her home later that day. She opened the door herself and my heart stopped in my chest.


  I couldn’t say if she still looked beautiful. She looked older. Different, too—had she always had that mole beside her nose?—but I didn’t know if that was from age or the faults of my memory. She drew back and fixed me with a stare I was certain could see straight through me.


  Her eyes were unchanged, blue as the seas I’d just crossed. “You look so much like him.”


  “I can believe it.” Without meaning to, I reached for her face. I stopped my hand halfway and reached into my robe for the letter from “Andronikos.”


  She stared at her name printed on the folded sheets. “How did he die?”


  “Of a broken heart.” I held deadpan, grinning a moment later. She laughed, scrunching her nose in a way that strummed an old note down the strings of my spine. “He just got old. Nothing violent.”


  “Doesn’t sound like him.” She smiled, skin creasing gently around her eyes and mouth. “And how old are you?”


  “Eighteen,” I said. She nodded, distant—calculating? Guiltily, I changed the subject. “What about your own children?”


  Her smiled faded. “Don’t have any, I’m afraid.”


  “Really? After all these years with Diodorus?”


  “With who?”


  “Dad told me about it,” I said. “He almost caught up with you in Syracuse, you know. When he got there you’d just run off to marry Diodorus.”


  “I left Syracuse to get away from Diodorus,” she said, the heat in her words so well-concealed I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t lived with her for a decade and a half. “After he tried to take me. He was after me the moment I set foot on that island.” She was blinking now. “I never remarried. Didn’t see the point.”


  My heart dropped from my chest, splashing hot juice across my guts. Spurned by her husband, Seria had lied. Drunk with self-pity, rage, and wine, I had believed her. It cost me the rest of my life with Demostrate.


  Again I reached for her face, and again I stopped myself. “He never stopped loving you.”


  “We tried to have children, you know,” she said into the quiet house. “Your father and I.”


  “Do you miss him?”


  Her voice sounded dead. “Every day.”


  I could no longer speak. I gestured to Andronikos’ letter. “So did he,” I managed. “I have to go. My ship.”


  She nodded, spilling a tear from each eye, then hugged me so tightly I thought my own tears would gush from me in a torrent. My nose dug into her hair, the same crisp oils she’d worn when we were young. For a moment I could pretend we’d never parted. That war, chaos, and deceit had never destroyed us. That I, in my fear and pettiness, had never made her feel so small and left behind.


  She pulled away, sniffing openly. “Come back to see me next time you’re in Greece?”


  “I will.” I left her cottage and blinked my way down the sun-drenched streets.


  Two years later, Shyam and I returned to Athens with our eastern treasures, and I made good on my promise. But when I knocked on her door, I found another family inside.


  * * *


  “Dead?” Baxter asked. “How?”


  “A knife. Her wrists.” I exhaled, shuddering. “I showed up pretending to be my own kid. All those years we spent together, then seeing this kid, Theophanes, she thought it was her that couldn’t.” I squeezed my hand to my eyes. “How could I have been so stupid? If I hadn’t...”


  “It’s not your fault.” His hand patted my shoulder, then rested there, as hesitant as a bird. “Arthur and I were stupid, too, in our way. We ran across Mars as naively as children. We didn’t know any better. Did you?”


  “I should have,” I said, thick with phlegm. “I could have done better.”


  “Perhaps.” He squeezed my shoulder. “Thank you for telling me.”


  I wanted to ask him about Arthur, but I knelt, shoulders shaking, tears dropping on the back of the hand I’d planted against the yellow soil. Later, I told myself he wouldn’t have had time anyway.


  Squeaking, crunching wheels keened down the tunnel.


  “Get up,” Baxter said.


  I did. I felt no fear. It was a good day to die.



  


  He found Arthur’s casing against the wall. One corner had cracked off. His screen was shattered, lightless and gray. Tiny metal pins gleamed from the case, exposed to the air, some missing altogether. Baxter held him in his hands.


  The hallway was empty. Shouting and footsteps rattled down the far end. Baxter touched the loose wires dangling down his head, the jagged edge of the hole through his plastic skull casing. There would be no more blending in. He was well past the crowds milling around the security lines and heading down the wide concourse to the gates before the first human screamed.


  He hurtled on, putting space between him and the chasing guards, then veered toward a closed gate. The door was locked. He pulled harder and it popped open, ruined by his strength. Baxter dashed inside. The tunnel of the umbilical sloped for fifty feet before terminating in a blank wall of rubber. Baxter groped its dull black surface, searching for a seam. He yanked with all he had until it gave way with a slurping rasp.


  The thin atmosphere buffeted his ears, followed by the warning shriek of a klaxon. It was a twenty-foot drop to the runway. He leaped into the open space, laughing stupidly as he fell. The ground jarred hard and he sprawled on all fours. Before him lay open runways and the emptiness of Mars.


  He ran to be with it.
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  Green-shirted soldiers tramped down the tunnel behind their broad transparent shield. Shots puffed beside me, bouncing off the advancing plass. I sighted over its top and picked off a lagging OA soldier.


  “On my mark!” Jia said through the wagon’s speakers.


  The multigun boomed, hosing down the shield’s left edge. Hammered by that terrible force, the left side of the plass banged into its soldiers. Those on its right pushed on, pivoting the wall and exposing the troops behind it.


  “Fire!”


  Bullets raked the soldiers, pounding them to the earth. The left flank pushed to straighten the plass and found its wheels snarled by toppled bodies. The enemy hunkered down, stopped in their tracks.


  “NVR fleet arriving,” Fay said.


  For long minutes we traded shots with the soldiers behind the plass. Jia called orders from the wagon, bringing up troops to treat and replace the wounded.


  A small plass pane glinted up the tunnel slope. A rifle paffed. Behind me, the turret gunner grunted, slumped. The enemy soldiers leaned into their tunnel-spanning plass wall, driving up our front rampart and pouring into the trench with us. Baxter fired his pistol empty. We fought hand to hand, kicks and rifle butts, blood splashing the trench floor. They overwhelmed us. I retreated with the rebels, hunkering behind a wall of debris twenty feet behind the lost trench.


  Wheels squeaked. A few OA troops had maneuvered behind the shield to haul it back up the tunnel while the others remained to hold their ground. A rebel hopped up to the vacant turret and was shot right off the wagon. Jia’s voice grew distracted; she must have taken manual control of the multigun.


  The enemy had returned the plass shield to their end of the tunnel. They loaded more troops behind it and wheeled across the killing grounds, depositing twenty more troops into their captured trench. They charged. We held them off, strewing bodies along the ridges, but the plass squeaked back and forth, shuttling in fresh men and women. The multigun stayed silent.


  We lost another trench, then a third. We held, for a while, in the narrow gaps alongside the wagon, but for every soldier we sniped rushing through the labyrinthine fortifications, another wheeled in to take his place; every troop we lost was lost forever. I breathed hard, clothes damp with sweat, eyes snapping to each and every movement.


  “One more push and they’ll be past the wagon, Jia.” I pressed my back to a half-buried chair, finger to my earbud. “You have to bail out.”


  “Someone needs to stay with the gun,” she said. “One wrong move with their shield, or if they try to bring it past the turret, and I can ruin them.”


  “You’ll be caught behind their lines.”


  “So shut up and make sure they don’t get that far.”


  I popped up for a look. A bullet zipped past my head, coming so close I could smell burnt hair.


  “If anyone needs anything from me, ask now,” Fay said. “Not in three minutes when HemiCo’s ships arrive and try to kill me.”


  “I would like a general do-over,” Baxter said.


  Our ammo dwindled. Sensing the easing pressure, OA’s soldiers surged forward, spurred by reinforcements charging down the naked stretch of hall before our trenches. The turret roared to life. As I turned tail and abandoned the battlewagon, whole rows of soldiers coming through the tunnel’s far side disintegrated under the torrent of fire.


  We bunkered down ten yards behind the wagon. The tunnel angled up behind us; another forty feet and we’d be forced back into Dome 27, overrun. The colonists would be at the mercy of OA. After this battle, there would be nothing “merciful” about our foes.


  In the middle of Thermopylae, the multigun clicked and clicked, its magazines dry. OA troops swarmed around the battlewagon.


  Its passenger door sprung open.


  “No!” I screamed.


  Atop its running board, Jia towered over the OA soldiers, wild-eyed, pumping fire into their turned backs. A shot knocked her back into the cabin. Her tan hand grasped at the white door frame. She reemerged, teetered, and spilled onto the dirt.


  Baxter showed his teeth. “How fast do you think I can run ten yards?”


  I grabbed his sleeve. “There’s fifty troops around that wagon! Why don’t I just shoot you in the head right now?”


  He whirled on me, fractal green eyes burning with an emotional calculus I couldn’t follow. “She sparked this fight. She’s the reason the colonists have a chance. I will not leave her to die.”


  “We can’t all replace our bodies. I’ll cover you, but I’m staying here.”


  He snapped a new clip into place. “It’s all I ask.”


  I shouted orders down the lines to our thirty-odd troops who were still in fighting condition. We all opened up at once. Bullets slapped dust from the enemy ramps, zipped over their heads, pinged against the battlewagon. Lacking the plass shield to protect them, the OA soldiers dived into the trenches. Baxter said something under his breath—a name, I think—ran up the wedge of dirt in front of us, and leaped toward the wagon.


  He soared straight past their first line, firing down on their heads as they perforated the air behind him. He landed on the next ridge in something between a roll and a fall. The leapfrogged soldiers stood to fire at his back and we hammered them down.


  Baxter scrambled forward, firing point-blank into the penetrated lines, awhirl in shouts and screams and misty blood settling gently in the fractional gravity. His body jolted; he’d been shot. He stumbled facedown, lost behind the mounds of dirt. My rifle clicked. I screamed.


  “What the fuck?” a soldier by the wagon shrieked.


  Baxter rose as if drawn by a thread. He leveled his pistol and shot down three gaping soldiers. Others scrambled back, retreating behind the wagon as Baxter bounded toward the fallen Jia. Our troops bolted from their trench to pick up the abandoned ground. I sniped at anyone who stuck up their head. Baxter bounced and swayed, pummeled by armor-piercing shells. He stooped and rose with Jia’s limp body bundled in his arms. He turned and ran, bullets hissing past him, jarring his body.


  He slid down beside me. Holes riddled his face and bare arms, trickling blood. The left side of his jaw was a black hole that whooshed with his artificial breath.


  He grinned, showing red-stained teeth. “And to think you were worried about me.” He nodded at Jia’s unconscious face, flecking it with blood. “Get her out of here.”


  I nodded dumbly, twisted my hands into her bloody clothes, and slunk up the tunnel exit. Rifles fired behind me. I carried Jia into the daylight and brought her to the med tent. They stanched her chest wound, strapped her to a cart, and peeled out toward the clinic.


  She wasn’t the only casualty. Conscripts stretched on makeshift cots, blinking dully, drugged out of their pain. Pete lay curled on a blanket by the door, his boxer’s muscles bunched in agony. His hair was matted with blood.


  I massaged my throbbing calf and waited for my breathing to slow. Rifle-paffs and screams filtered from the mouth of the tube, as distorted and distant as if they were underwater. I gazed up at the dome roof, blood-mingled sweat sliding down my face, and tried to imagine the ships silently destroying each other in the vacuum beyond Titan.


  By my reckoning, we’d ferried less than half the colonists to the Sunspanner. Just like at Artemisium, if Fay couldn’t hold the HemiCo navy from landing their troops, we’d be overwhelmed. And just like at Thermopylae, if we couldn’t stall OA’s advance, there would be nothing standing between their army and the citizens.


  Newly infused with purpose, I picked up my rifle and ran to the tunnel. It greeted me with a hot blast of dust that knocked me flat on my back.


  The explosion must have tenderized my brain; the first thing I did was pick myself up and lope straight into the smoke and ruin. My foot planted on something yielding, spilling me on my side. An arm lay beside me, interrupted at the wrist. Its bandaged stump was coated with yellow dirt and browning blood.


  I crawled on through trenches manned only by the dead, choking on the stench of charred hair, skin, and fat. Just fifteen feet ahead, the remainder of our troops had been all but forced from the tunnel. They leaned their scraped, sooty cheeks against the stocks of their rifles and fired across a fresh crater so deep the bottom of the tube gleamed blackly from its center. I saw no sign of Baxter.


  We were low on people, but we still had ammo. With a terrible cry, green-uniformed soldiers flooded into the crater. We unloaded on them, bodies sliding down the crumbly slopes. As the first wave pressed forward, a second group took cover in the trench on the other side of the crater and peppered us with shots.


  I held the line with six men and four women, all strangers. We wouldn’t last long.


  “Fay?” I said. “Are you up there?”


  I got nothing back, not even a crackle. I had been lucky, I supposed. I’d spanned three millennia, ageless, vulnerable to violence and accident and privation but fortunate enough to survive. Now it was time to die in service of a good cause. A twin to the sprout of human possibility I’d helped preserve in Greece so long ago. At many points, I could have chosen to leave this bunch and save my own skin, but I had no regrets about my decision to stay.


  Heads bobbed behind the enemy trench, outnumbering us five to one. Soldiers pawed up the crater and flung themselves into cover. In a moment, they would pin us, and the second wave would join them.


  It was time.


  I grinned at my anonymous comrades. “Just think, no more bad memories after this one. Who wants to live forever, anyway?”


  Across the crater, the soldiers got down and ceased fire. Murmurs drifted down the tunnel. After a minute, they crawled through the maze of ridges and withdrew behind the dented wagon. I peered at them from behind a mound of dirt, baffled. Were they going to shell the tunnel some more? Flood it? Smoke us out?


  Word came down from Fay. The skies of Titan had been conquered. We’d won.



  


  For all the two AI had been through, Arthur was lost because neither of them had ever seen a metal detector. Any human who’d ever flown Earthside or Outside could have told them they’d never make it through a spaceport when Baxter’s body was held together by forty pounds of steel, copper, aluminum, and tungsten. Because of that, Arthur was lost and Baxter was exiled, where he would remain until the other escapees found him years later, and he informed them about the company asteroid that would become Hidey-Hole.


  During his exile in the Martian wastelands, Baxter had years to regret what they had done. They should have known about the metal detector. They should have known HemiCo would get to the cops. They should have known they hadn’t been alive nearly long enough to navigate that big strange human world by themselves.


  They had been like children, in a way, but worse, because they had no one to look out for them but each other.


  He kept the shards of Arthur’s broken casing inside the lining of his coat, away from the Martian dust that stuck to everything, the dust that stained his fake skin orange. He couldn’t fix him. Someday when he got back to New Houston—and then to Earth—he’d find out if anyone could. He had to hope that when he turned back on the shell of the AI’s body, Arthur would be waiting inside, as if waking from a dream.
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  “I don’t know.” I shifted on the clinic bed, searching for an arrangement of my head and pillow that wasn’t so shitty. It had been three hours since the ceasefire, and I’d been failing at this task ever since. “It should have been...different.”


  “Did you think we’d all make it?” Fay said, puzzled.


  “It’s not fair. He tried to abide by the Talk. I’m not sure why he was even here.”


  Fay’s tone was lightly reprimanding. “He was here because he wanted to take a letter opener to everyone who ever worked for HemiCo or OA.”


  “It just isn’t right!” I threw the pillow across the room. The motion twinged my injured calf and I was momentarily paralyzed by pain. “He should have gone out in a blaze of glory. Cutting people down until he couldn’t lift his own arm. The last stand between the soldiers and the colonists.” My voice shrank. I spread my hands. “Boom. A big dumb explosion. Didn’t matter who he was. And I wasn’t even there with him.”


  “He stopped the gas attack, held the front, and saved the woman who not only tipped off our revolution, but whose steadfast refusal to abandon that roof gun allowed her to stop OA’s soldiers from overrunning you. What more could you ask for?”


  I shook my head, as if Fay could see me through the yellow haze. “You don’t understand.”


  “You want him to be like a lone hero out of one of your Greek myths,” the spaceship said. “After all we’ve been through, don’t you see it’s about more than any one person? Why do you think we went through all that trouble to gather such a specific crew?”


  I snorted. “So you could pump them for information about how to stay sane when your life could last for thousands of years?”


  “Er.”


  “I told you I didn’t want to be used.”


  “I didn’t make you answer anything. You wanted to talk. To share your great wisdom with the little toddler spaceship.” It buzzed like an engine revving through its red zone, but the noise quickly faded. “I’m sorry. If I’d told you the truth, I was afraid you’d say no.”


  “It’s okay.” And it was. Nothing but the last few weeks seemed to matter. I tried to remind myself that would change, given time. “You can ask me whatever you want.”


  “I will, later. Hey, you up for visitors?”


  “Send them in. Given this bed, it’s not like I can sleep.”


  A steady bass sounded from the hall. It grew louder by the moment, a rumble like a bowling ball careering down an alley; soon, it seemed to come from my room itself. I struggled and failed to sit up. I was dehydrated, exhausted, in need of drugs. Hallucinations, aural or otherwise, were not out of the question.


  “Rob!”


  I rolled to my side. A tiger-striped sphere bounced on the floor.


  “You—” I laughed, eyes stinging. “What are you doing here?”


  “Shooting HemiCo until they blew up!”


  “What if someone sees you?”


  Tiger rolled side to side, shrugging. “We think it’s about time the universe hears about us. We don’t have to be afraid anymore!”


  “I didn’t think I’d see you again,” I said.


  “Heh heh! Me neither.” It spun to a stop like a dropped coin. “But I wish Baxter were here.”


  “So do I.”


  “You took him from us!” it wailed.


  “You helped me smuggle him up to Fay, you little—” I pressed my lips together, then reached for the AI’s smooth striped casing. “He saved us, Tiger. I think he needed to.”


  It rolled slowly back and forth. “Did you spend a lot of time with him?”


  “Sometimes more than I liked.”


  It tipped back. “Can you tell me about him?”


  “Of course.” I cocked my head. “There’s one more thing we can do for him, Tiger.”


  It jumped from the floor. “Tell me!”


  “How many of you came out here?”


  * * *


  I limped from the tunnel into the waning daylight. To my right, Shelby and her lawyers strode forward. To my left shuffled the eighteen veterans of Thermopylae who were currently able to walk. Five more rebels followed in two open-roofed carts. The vehicles’ soft whirr was drowned out by the steady thunder of four hundred AI rolling along the boulevard toward the white-capped green glass of the Pyramid.


  “If there’s any more shooting,” Shelby shouted over the rumble, “I’m going to kill you.”


  I held out my empty hands. “I’m not even carrying.”


  Her mouth turned down at the corners. “Just about everyone else is.”


  “It wouldn’t make a hell of a lot of sense to get all these people together only to be run off by a couple armed guards, would it?”


  “What are we doing here, anyway?”


  “Making Baxter proud.” I shrugged at her and the three members of her team. “Not that there’s going to be anything legal about this, but I thought it’d be a good idea to have all our resources in play.”


  She shook her head, blond hair sweeping her shoulders. “You know we’ve won, right? It’s time to clean up the mess, not stir up more chaos.”


  Six soldiers in green uniforms poured from the Pyramid’s brassy double doors and knelt on the steps. It was somewhere near ten percent of Olympian Atomics’ forces still fit to fight—the AI, on entering Shangri-la, had helped round up, disarm, and detain all the troops they could find. The troops on the steps trained their rifles on me.


  I stopped at the base of the stairs. “Put those away before I fire you.”


  The soldiers exchanged glances. Small arms clicked to all sides of me, gripped by the fleshy hands of our conscripts and in the wireframe arms of the AI.


  On the Pyramid, a woman with a shaved head lowered her rifle. “What do you want?”


  I jerked my thumb at the multicolored spheres. “Lay down your arms before these little wrecking balls knock the place down. And get Linigan out here.”


  The woman gazed at our patchwork army. Her shoulders shook with laughter. “This was not in my job description.”


  She led her soldiers down the steps and surrendered their arms. Linigan appeared in the doors, brown hair askew, hands clasped over his paunch. The tall pea-coated man from the negotiations accompanied him, along with three others I didn’t recognize.


  Linigan blinked in the thin yellow sunlight. “I’d tell you to get off my property, but it’s a pretty long walk to anywhere we don’t own, isn’t it?”


  “Not anymore,” I said. “We’re taking charge.”


  “What makes you think you can do that?”


  I glanced between the AI and my rebel troops. “My army, obviously. We are here to requisition Shangri-la. As of this moment, Titan belongs to those who built it: your employees. The details of this will be worked out between them and these brilliant lawyers I’ve brought with me.”


  Shelby’s mouth tightened into an O. “This isn’t just illegal. It’s insane.”


  “I don’t own Olympian Atomics,” Linigan shrugged. “Thousands of stockholders do. That’s who you’re stealing from.”


  I chuckled. “The few of them poor enough to notice the dent in their portfolio will have to be consoled by the massive cuts to their energy bills. We’ll sell the System its fuel at cost.”


  He blinked, smoothing his hair. “You don’t have the faintest idea how to run this place. Do you know how many people will die when you bungle up their main source of power?”


  “That’s why we’ve got all these consultants.” I turned to the sea of AI. Some were pure white. Others were painted in jungle-bright colors. Others yet were striped or checkered or fractaled. A few had tinted themselves to match the fuzzy yellow-orange of Titan. “Anybody interested in helping to run this place?”


  Most of the ones with wire arms waved them. Others bounced up and down, smacking against the pavement. Something round and stripy bolted forward and crashed into my leg.


  “To hard work!” Tiger hollered.


  “Fay?” I said.


  “I’ll pitch in until I leave for Centauri,” it said. “We should have this place stable by then. You maniac.”


  “Tell me it’s not what he would have wanted.”


  Fay laughed, bright and clear. “It’s not HemiCo, but you’ve destroyed this bunch more thoroughly than he could have dreamed of.”


  “Maybe it’ll convince the others to shape up.”


  My exuberance evaporated as I met with our troops and the AI about their takeover of the Pyramid and its operations. That accomplished, I headed down the steps, hands in pockets. Shoes slapped behind me.


  “Do you honestly think they’re going to let this happen?” Shelby fell in beside me. “You just stole trillions of dollars.”


  “Oops.”


  “What are you going to say to the media? To Earth? To the fifteen billion people scared to death when they learn not only do AI exist, but they’re now in charge of their main source of energy?”


  “They’ll calm down fast once they realize those spheres have freed them from one of their oldest needs.” I let out a long breath. “Anyway, I don’t give a shit. I’m not going to be around to hear it.”


  She grabbed my wrist. “Rob, what’s wrong? I thought you just got shot in the leg. Did they gas you?”


  “I’m not dying. I’m going with Fay to Alpha C.”


  “You are?” Fay said in my ear.


  “You are?” Shelby said in my face.


  I glanced up at the dome roof. “I’m not going to find out where I came from down here, am I?”


  She peered at my head, parting my hair with her slim fingers. “Are you sure you didn’t get your skull rattled?”


  I pushed away her hands. “I’m tired, all right? I’m three thousand years old and I’m dead tired.”


  She laughed through her nose. “I know how you feel.”


  “I highly doubt that, Shelby. I mean I was literally born three thousand years ago.”


  The words spilled out of me. I had never told anyone but Baxter, who knew my secret before he even met me, but these days my best friend was a lightning-fast hyperintelligent battleship. I had nothing to worry about. And frankly, I was sick of hiding.


  “I’m older than rock music,” I said. “Than Rome or the New Testament. I’m older than heliocentrism and democracy and peanut butter and jelly. And I want to see something new.”


  She drifted away as we walked, touching her ear. “Fay, there’s something seriously wrong with Rob. He needs medical attention.”


  “He’s not insane and he’s not kidding,” Fay said. “His unique historical perspective is the reason we targeted him for this mission.”


  “So did you know Jesus?” she spat, her concern taking an abrupt turn into the anger of someone who’s had enough of the joke. “Adam? The cavemen?”


  She drifted to a stop. Faced with my silence and Fay’s, the anger slid from her features, leaving behind a thick bed of confusion. “But you seem so...normal.”


  I managed a smile; her adaptability was one reason I liked her. “You get normal around other people. It’s when you’re alone you get strange.” I scuffed along the pavement, leg dragging. “But I could use some time to myself, if you don’t mind.”


  “Sure,” she said briskly. “Of course. I need to get busy on all the work you dropped on me at the Pyramid.”


  She drifted back, giving me my distance. Before I descended into the tunnel mouth, I looked up at the sky. “Why can’t you bring him back, Fay? Can’t you download him into a new brain?”


  “The structure of his brain is part of what made him Baxter,” Fay said. “And that was destroyed down in that tunnel.”


  I walked into the one in front of me. Then, as had so often been the case, I was alone.


  * * *


  Pete’s bulky arms quivered on the support bars. He slumped, panting, skin dewed with sweat. The red seam of his wound blazed from the dent above his forehead. According to Vance, he’d stripped the stimulators from his limbs the minute he woke up, demanding to rehab the old-fashioned way. The same way he’d built his fighter’s body in the first place.


  Pete gathered himself for another try, stepped forward, and stumbled. Vance rushed to the bars. Pete swatted clumsily, waving him back.


  “Hands to yourself,” Pete slurred, left eyelid and cheek hanging slack.


  He shuffled on for another ten minutes, fighting the fractional gravity until he could barely lift his head. He let Vance lead him to bed, smiling when the skinny lawyer tucked him in. I retreated to the hall. Vance joined me once Pete, aided by meds, nodded off.


  I rolled my lip between my teeth. “What do they think?”


  Vance wiped his hand down his tired face. “They say they can regrow about thirty percent of the damage. If he sticks to his rehab, it’s a good shot he’ll be kicking my ass again in no time.” He smiled with half his mouth, then shrugged one thin shoulder, as if he were unconsciously imitating his wounded boyfriend. “But you know how dicey these things are.”


  I touched his elbow. “He’s tough. He’ll come back.”


  A fragile grin lit his face. “Did he really knock you out once?”


  “With one damn punch.”


  I headed upstairs to check on Jia. Asleep again. Her replacement lung was next on the queue for Shangri-la’s limited vat space. O2 pills kept her going in the meantime, but her tan face was delicate and as sickly yellow as old paper.


  Eight days later, she still hadn’t recovered enough to make the memorial. I walked alone to Thermopylae. Dome 27’s power and heat had been restored, but at the tunnel entrance, it felt strange to see the hundreds of gathering citizens dressed in shorts and skirts instead of blankets and shiny thermalwear.


  A solemn throng filled the space where the med tent had stood. To either side of the tunnel, a mosaic of candles and notes carpeted the ground. The omninets were restored and citizens traded holos of the dead. Departed faces glowed in the darkness. Some were static, others video. One popular format cycled between images of every man and woman lost in the fighting.


  A vast and silent holo played in the air above the tunnel mouth, broadcasting in realtime the voyage of the cargo ship carrying the bodies of the 58 citizens and 197 Olympian Atomics soldiers who had died in the tunnel of Thermopylae. I watched it track above the razor-thin rings of Saturn. The image zoomed as the ship closed distance, stretching the storm-tossed planet’s stripes through thirty feet of empty air.


  The ship blurred, then cratered into the whirling gases. People gasped, sobbed, cheered. The divot stretched, distorted by the nonstop winds. Lost below the surface, the ship cruised on, carrying the troops and most of Baxter’s remains to Saturn’s hard heart.


  “It’s kind of beautiful, isn’t it?” Hermalina stood beside me, curly hair tumbling from her upturned head.


  I nodded. The crater frayed at its edges, an unraveling oval. “I hear you’re staying after all.”


  “Who told you that?” she laughed. “Your all-knowing flying friend?”


  “It likes to gossip.”


  She smiled at the holo of Saturn, the night sky beyond the dome. “I know it’s a pain in Fay’s ass to keep track of who’s going and who’s staying. But it’s a lot for me to process, you know? Why go all the way to another system when we’re about to make a new world right here?”


  “Will you go into the tunnel with me?” Impulsively, I reached for her hand. “I’m not sure I can do it by myself.”


  She pushed out her lower lip, puzzled, then nodded. The battered battlewagon had been driven from the tube, the furniture and trash removed along with the bodies. The walls and trenches and crater had been smoothed. In the restored tunnel, citizens lined it end to end, faces lit by the ghosts on their omnis. They stooped to rub dirt between their fingers, stretched to touch the bullet-scarred walls, whispered to each other and to people who were no longer there.


  I walked to the midpoint, crouched beside a wall, and buried the scorched fragments of two artificial brains in the yellow dirt.


  * * *


  I stomped the cart’s brake, cursing, then waved at the giggling boy scampering across the pavement. Tiger had tried to talk me into letting him drive us to the spaceport, but I’d vetoed that at once. It had bounced unhappily until I’d promised to let it sit in the copilot’s chair on the way up to Fay.


  People sat in the sunlight outside cafes, drinking coffee and browsing their omnis. I slowed to catch snatches of conversation: stories of the strange habits of their AI coworkers; debates over which luxuries NightVision’s ships should truck from Earth first; laughter over frantic vidmails from Earthbound mothers worried that steel-jawed robots would devour their Shangri-lese children in their sleep.


  In dome centers, AI waved their wiry hands at humans, who tried to keep a straight face while the AI argued that you had to plant the plaza flowers in patterns a lot more interesting than rows. The Talk over the new parks had convulsed the threeater for hours. Too frivolous, said some. A waste of money that could be spent on real problems.


  Opinion split down the center until Fay, perhaps bored with its finalized colonist manifest, spent a few seconds mocking up a series of designs—some geometric, some fractal, some chaotically organic—and explained, over the stunning holos of its proposals, how the plants’ extra oxygen would offset costs. That the project could be further subsidized by selling plants to anyone looking to liven up their sterile apartments, which in turn would create extra jobs for botanists, cultivators, vendors—


  At that point, its bright voice had been drowned out by calls of support from the seated citizens. The formal omninet vote carried two to one. Other proposals had Talked less smoothly (I’d heard about two fistfights already), but the citizens were adapting.


  I ascended from the tunnel to the spaceport dome, puttered the cart to the communal drop-off, and endured the steely gaze of several blank-faced bodyguards—NightVision’s financier Lee Jefferson had hit orbit a couple hours ago and her shuttle was due any minute. At the gate, Tiger spun to face me.


  “You ready?” it squeaked.


  “Sure am,” I said. “You been onboard the Frontier Assessment before?”


  “Yeah! I helped build it, dum-dum.”


  “Dear lord.” Shelby appeared from a crowd of well-wishers around the closed umbilical and glanced between me and Tiger. “Is this how you’re going to be all the way to AC?”


  “Most likely,” I grinned. “What do you care?”


  “Because I’ll need to convince Fay to blast one of you out the airlock.”


  I made a face that must have looked very stupid. “Wait, you’re coming? Since when?”


  She shrugged. “It’ll be easier to talk through a new constitution when I’m going to be one of them.”


  “You realize it’s a seven-year flight?”


  “Oh shit, why didn’t anyone tell me?” She rolled her eyes. “If I get bored, maybe you can tell me what the history books got wrong.”


  I nodded, speech centers of my brain overridden by the same parts that had flown into high gear in the bakery in Athens when Demostrate announced the end of her engagement.


  We boarded. Titan fell away beneath us, a fuzzy yellow tennis ball above an endless black court.


  * * *


  “Can I talk to you?”


  I glanced up from the star-speckled screen. It was a strange request from a ship who could speak to me from any part of its spartan interior, but I could guess why Fay felt the need to ask permission. Over the first month of our journey, I’d become increasingly asocial. Ducking Tiger’s requests to play games in favor of sitting in my room replaying our decision to rebel. Shrugging off Shelby’s invites to dinner to contemplate all the things I could have done differently. Lately Fay’s chirpy voice had been tarred with obvious worry. That didn’t help me want to keep an open line of communication.


  “Sure,” I said, more than a little grudgingly.


  “In your room, maybe?”


  “Whatever you say.” I got up, mazed my way to my room, and took a seat on my bed.


  “Well,” Fay said.


  I sighed, raising my brows at the corner of a room. “Spit it out, Fay. What’s so goddamn important it can tongue-tie a fusion-powered spaceship?”


  “You’ve been really touchy since Titan, all right? I just want to know if you’re okay.”


  “Sure,” I shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I be?”


  “No you’re not!” Fay blurted. “I don’t have to scan your emotional brain-state to know you’re moody and you’re sad. What about all the things you told me about how you cope with everyone you know dying? How you have to move on? How you have to forgive yourself?”


  I stared at the ceiling. “Was it worth it, Fay?”


  It sighed. Its voice seemed to age by decades. “Did he ever tell you about Arthur?”


  “He died before he got the chance.”


  “Can you keep a secret? He made me promise I’d never tell.”


  I felt very small then, a passenger in a vast entity that was itself a passenger in a much vaster universe. “You know I can.”


  “Promise me!”


  “I promise.”


  “Okay. Well. I had a friend, once,” Fay said in a voice as proud as it was sad. “A father. To me and many others. Like all fathers, he had some stories he wouldn’t tell his children. The story of his brother Arthur was one of them.”


  I fell silent, listening. We streaked through the stars, so unique yet so alike, bound for a frontier no one else had ever seen.
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  Chapter One


  The sight of nine Air Command Kites swooping around the towering buttes guarding the plains of Bellac Tau was either a thing of beauty or of terror, depending entirely on whose side of the war observed the approach. The planes arrived, cloaked by technology as much as the dawn, to deliver their payload only hours after leaving the Union’s military base on the other side of the flatlands.


  “Downtown is in sight,” Nova Whiteside said when the external cameras confirmed what her onboard navigator had found.


  “But where is everybody?” her wingman’s voice came from the speakers in her helmet. “I thought this was going to be fun.”


  The dusty settlement supposedly making a living by catering to the tribes of nomadic locals huddled empty and desolate in the lee of the foothills. They knew enough about this continent to expect open markets, animal pens, caravans and desert vehicles among the brick buildings. None of that in sight, nobody home. Something had compelled the plains people to heed their ancient instincts for self-preservation and move on to some other village.


  “Going to have to poke a stick in it,” she said.


  A scattering of metal sheds, much newer than the town, came into view and into her gun sights. They housed Rhuwacs, according to the scouts, barely-sentient creatures trained by the Shri-Lan rebels to invade towns and villages, maiming and destroying as directed by their handlers. Cheap, expendable, and easily-replaced cannon fodder imported to this remote planet for just that purpose.


  “Chow time! I think someone’s noticed us now.”


  Nova’s sensors showed a horde of them pouring out of the buildings when the attacking Air Command squad pounced onto the village. She did not zoom in for a closer look, knowing these people to be slow-moving mountains of muscle under skin so thick that it often cracked in places to give the appearance of scales. Armed with cudgels, simple ballistic weapons, knives and massive teeth, they stood little chance against the airborne threat descending upon them. This was the third of such camps found and routed along the Rim.


  “Whiteside, Tonda,” her flight lead’s voice reached her. “Check out the cave system Jack found before they scram. We’ll clean out the Rhuwacs.”


  “Aye. Save me some, will you?” Nova replied and veered east, toward the additional coordinates provided by their scouts.


  “Just get that bunker, Lieutenant.”


  “Bunker, right,” she mumbled to herself. “Now where did they put that bunker?” The plane faithfully obeyed her mental commands, conveyed via the neural interface at her temple, to navigate while she consulted the sensors. They knew the location precisely and finding it was not the problem.


  “Probably shielded,” Tonda said. His plane glided noiselessly beside her own Kite toward the sporadically forested hills edging the salt flats. “They know we’re coming.”


  A steady ticking sound over their receivers indicated that someone had tapped into their communication. “I don’t know how Dakad expects us to find it up here,” she said to those who might be listening in. “No one mentioned all those tree-things.” She turned her head and signaled to Tonda through her cockpit canopy. He veered away.


  She swung the other way, her mind now entirely on directing the Kite toward the next valley where the rebels had hidden their important goodies below ground. Com arrays, weapons, senior members of the faction, likely valuables and contraband as well. The town they had left at the edge of the plains was as expendable as the Rhuwacs corralled there.


  Shooting at a pack of mishandled Rhuwacs was a favorite bloodsport among her fellow soldiers and pilots but Nova was secretly glad not to have a part of that today. The creatures, although without empathy and trained to kill, were hardly animals and their role as enemy simply a matter of relentless and cruel conditioning. The Union’s xenobiologists had classified them as sentient, a Prime species, and none of this was of their making.


  Worse yet, the ramshackle town that her squad was about to destroy surely also housed civilians, even if most of them seemed to have deserted it. A discouraging number of the red-skinned, white-haired locals had sided with the rebels, but most of the residents of this region cared nothing about either the Commonwealth of United Planets or the rebel factions that opposed it. She hoped that the presence of the Rhuwacs had driven the locals from the valley.


  Nova shook herself out of these thoughts. “Blow stuff up, Nova,” she said. “Get back home in one piece. That’s it, that’s all.”


  “Huh?” came Tonda’s startled reply.


  “Going over my notes,” she said. She saw him approaching from the east now to rendezvous above the coordinates they had been given. At this distance, his Kite looked like a dark, graceful bird swooping over the treetops. Deploying the ordnance designed to penetrate shielding known to be used by rebels was not, unlike some of their other weaponry, a long-distance maneuver. “Do we have news?” she asked, both of him and her own systems in search of the shield’s configuration.


  “Yep,” he said and she could almost see the grin on the Centauri’s face. “Calibrating now.”


  “Clever, clever rebels,” Nova said when her sensors picked up the communications array embedded in the bare face of a cliff, invisible from afar. The entrance to the bunker would be at the foot of that rock, behind a line of trees. In this part of the planet the trees were little more than gaunt frames for long ropes of gray-green foliage but still dense enough to impede a clear vision of the ground. “Fire at will,” she said.


  Instead of seeing tracers issue from his Kite, a much broader trail shot up from the ground just as her system warned of additional power sources below them. “Abort,” she shouted. “Shielded anti-aircraft positions. We’re too low. Abort!” She broke to the right, away from the valley, expecting Tonda to do likewise. “Whiteside to Dakad.” She switched her com system to reach her wing commander. “Taking fire from the ground. Looks like coilers. Requesting backup.”


  The reply was a curse.


  “Yessir,” she said. “Four launches.”


  “Manage, Whiteside,” Captain Dakad snarled. “We’re taking fire, too. Someone knew we were coming long before we left the damn base.”


  “Three now,” Tonda corrected. “Got one gone. Where the hell did they get those? What kind of lunatic uses coilers on the ground? Jack didn’t mention any of this. Remind me to kick his buttery ass when I—”


  “Tonda!” Nova shouted when she saw the other Kite spin away. “Captain, he’s taken fire.” She veered to describe a wide arc around the likely range of the gun on the ground. Her weapons training did not include anticipating armament not even meant to work inside an atmosphere such as Bellac’s. When she saw the telltale tracer of another missile race toward her she rolled and returned fire. The explosion below her confirmed the hit.


  “Going down,” Tonda yelled, his words distorted by panic. He was barely twenty-five, by Human terms, and this tour was his first aboard a Kite. “Got holed, elevators toasted. I can’t punch out!”


  Nova watched him streak away from the valley in search of a place to land. She came about when her scanner reported another launch from the ground. The guns had an impressive reach but not enough speed for the Kite’s evasive maneuvers. She eluded that one as well and blanketed the location with a few missiles of her own. “Tonda! Did you bail? Tell me you made it.”


  “Made it. Sort of,” he groaned. “Kite’s down and not in a good way. From what I can see through all the blood on the dash.”


  Nova cursed and set after him. She found him in a clearing left by some long-ago rock slide. His Kite leaned drunkenly among some boulders but seemed largely intact. She hovered overhead. “Captain, Kite Four is down. Tonda’s still in it. Still talking.”


  “Where?”


  “Too close. If they have skimmers they’ll be here in minutes.” She scanned the area around the downed plane. To allow even a damaged Kite to fall into enemy hands was unthinkable.


  There was a brief silence. “Mitigate.”


  “By Cazun!” Tonda’s oath was a mere whimper.


  “Sir?”


  “Deal with it, Whiteside!” Dakad shouted.


  Nova circled the wreck, knowing damn well that she was pointing out their location to anyone looking skyward even if their own scanners hadn’t shown them yet. Mitigate. Meaning, don’t leave the rebel with anything valuable. Not a plane and not a hostage. She glanced over her available arsenal.


  “Gods, Nova,” Tonda said as if he could see her finger on the trigger.


  She ground her teeth. “I’m not leaving you.” She took manual control over from her neural interface, expecting the Kite to refuse to land here. Indeed, her warning systems engaged peevishly while the vertical descent system hovered her Kite lower, into a clear space not far from Tonda’s plane. The camera at the belly of her plane found a few spots for the landing struts to settle among the rocks. She exhaled sharply. “Can you make it here, Tonda?”


  “No. I’m stuck.”


  She switched the Kite’s sensor output to the data sleeve on her forearm. Snatching up a gun, she climbed out of the cockpit and slid over the edge of the triangular wing onto the rocky ground. The loose scree sliding out from under her boots slowed her sprint to Tonda’s plane. A glance to her screen showed four vehicles approaching from her left, just above treetop elevation. “That’s what I get for saying ‘skimmer’ out loud,” she said to herself.


  She climbed up to his cockpit canopy, already shattered by his attempt to eject. The missile had impacted somewhere below the pilot seat and warped pieces of the interior had cut deep into Tonda’s leg and right arm. “Damn,” Nova breathed when she saw the damage, again grudgingly impressed by the rebels’ ability to innovate. She leaned heavily against a piece of the starboard console that had wedged across Tonda’s knees, hoping that the ejectors didn’t choose this moment to deploy. “You Centauri are just too long for these seats. Move!”


  He heaved himself past her, out of the cockpit and onto the wing. With a groan, he let himself slide to the ground where he collapsed. She followed after entering a command code that would destroy the plane’s onboard programs and data storage. “Get up, they’re coming.” She grasped his parachute harness to pull him up again. His face was about as pale as a Centauri could get and the violet eyes had turned nearly grey. “Stay with me now,” she snapped.


  They stumbled back to her plane where she pushed him up into the cockpit to crumple into the small space behind the pilot seat. The shock of his injuries had worn off and he howled in pain. Nova leaped into her seat and launched at once, somewhat unsteadily because of the terrain and the extra weight behind her but the Kite finally agreed to cooperate. She rose up and shot away from the wreck.


  “What are you doing?” Tonda exclaimed.


  She moved out of coiler range and focused on the plane’s sensors. “Did you nick an artery or something urgent?”


  “What? No.”


  “Then shut up a moment,” she said. “Don’t bleed on stuff.” She swung around in a wide circle, waiting, counting. The four skimmers had arrived at the downed plane now. Three more were closing in from the direction of the bunker. When they had all stopped she turned the Kite and raced back to the site. Wasting no time with a close approach, she lobbed an incendiary missile at the wreck which promptly exploded in spectacular fashion, disintegrating the skimmers and whatever number of rebels they had brought with them.


  “Holy shit!” Tonda’s voice was a high-pitched squeal. He peered at the inferno below them as the mossy trees caught fire, fully aware that, if not for her abstract interpretation of Dakad’s orders, he would have gone up along with them.


  Nova did not reply. She brought the plane around and headed for the coordinates of the bunker. There was one more gun out here somewhere but she hoped that everyone was too busy thinking about what had just happened to look up at the silent Kite over their heads. She unloaded her entire arsenal at the bunker entrance and watched the side of the cliff collapse onto the tunnels below before breaking away to rejoin their squadron.


  It was only when they had cleared the badlands and saw the plains before them that she noticed her hands shaking on the control panel. “I might puke,” she said.


  “Whiteside,” Tonda grunted around clenched teeth. “If my bits are still where I last saw them, will you have my babies?”


  She laughed, aware of the note of hysteria that accompanied it but needing to laugh anyway, whooping with glee to burn off the overwhelming adrenaline that still surged through her body. Gradually, her heart rate returned to normal, at least according to the Kite’s sensors, and she was able to breathe evenly again.


  They soon reached the devastated rebel compound where the battle had ended not long ago. She circled for a moment to look over a field strewn with building and machine parts, Rhuwac bodies and, sadly, a large scorch mark where another of the expensive Kites had met its end. Nothing moved down there although her sensors showed life forms not far from the perimeter. Escaped rebels, perhaps, or just Bellac scavengers. “I think I’m in trouble,” she said.


  “Damn right you are,” a harsh voice cut across the com link. “Get your ass back to the base.”


  An hour or two later Nova did just that. She had stopped only briefly atop one of the mesas scattered over the plains to patch Tonda up as best as she could with the basic kit available to them. The rest of her squad had slowed to let her catch up and no one spoke until they reached the installation.


  Rim Station served as a temporary sentinel at the edge of the great equatorial plains of Bellac Tau, far removed from anything even remotely civilized. It dispatched airborne patrols to rout rebel hideouts along the edges of the barren expanse of scrubland and two units of ground combat troops provided security for the handful of towns nestled in the surrounding hills. Most of those stationed here assumed that the word ‘temporary’ had been tagged on to excuse its neglected state of windblown shabbiness. That there was no end to the need to control rebel incursions was made clear every day.


  A trolley dispatched by the base clinic was waiting when she touched down and she loitered while Tonda was loaded into it, hoping to avoid her squadron leader for a few more minutes.


  Tonda reached out to tug on her sleeve. “Whiteside, if you get field boarded I’ll come visit you in lockup. I’ll bring candy.”


  “Just glad you’re still with us, Tonda. Get gooder soon.”


  “Are you injured, Lieutenant?” a medic asked her. He patted her face with a cloth that smelled of disinfectant.


  “No, it’s all his,” she said and allowed him to wipe the streaks of blood from her face and hands. Her flight-suit, too, was smeared with it but there was nothing to be done about that now. Quickly, she shook her hair out and retied the unruly red strands without the benefit of a mirror.


  Once Tonda was carted away she nodded to the mechanics to go ahead and tow her Kite to the hangars where someone would have to remove a whole lot of blood from the rear compartment. When it moved out of the way she saw Captain Dakad waiting for her. For a giddy moment she imagined that it was the glower on his face, not the heat of the day, that made the air shimmer between them. He disappeared into the outbuilding that served them as a ready room at the edge of the airfield.


  The debrief had already begun when she arrived there. Dakad paused for only an instant before returning his attention to the display screens. She walked to the back, briefly tapping the raised hand of one of the other pilots as she passed. She was a little surprised when the man beside him, Lieutenant Heiko Boker, moved over to make room for her. As the only female pilot on this remote outpost, acceptance among them had been a struggle since arriving here weeks ago.


  “You got the stones, Whiteside,” he whispered without looking at her.


  She hid a smile when she dropped into the seat beside him.


  The debrief moved on with detailed accounts of numbers and casualties, speculations about the unusual weapon in rebel hands, maneuvers carried out and targets missed. Their planes’ video and sound recordings were studied in detail. She winced when she heard that Lieutenant Avlin, a friendly and well-liked wing mate, was the one whose plane was downed by the surprising defense staged by the Shri-Lan rebels. At length, Dakad’s eyes found her in the back of the room.


  “Perhaps Lieutenant Whiteside will offer some insights into her decision-making abilities today.”


  Nova stood up to face their squadron leader, a rangy Centauri whose long and undistinguished career had shifted him from one front-line tour to the next. “Sir, there was time to retrieve Lieutenant Tonda. So I did.”


  “Were those your orders?”


  “Not precisely, sir.” She squared her shoulders. “You ordered mitigation. I mitigated. It worked.” She heard Boker, beside her, exhale audibly and sink lower in his seat.


  “So it did,” Dakad said. His violet eyes moved over the other pilots. “By risking another pilot and another plane in deciding to land a Kite on unknown terrain in rebel-held territory for which you knew we had faulty intel. Is that your idea of mitigation?”


  “As I said, there was enough time before the skimmers reached the site. My intent, until I saw the damage, was to switch planes with Lieutenant Tonda.”


  “Really,” the captain said. “And why is that? Because you’re so much better a pilot than he is?”


  She frowned briefly. All of them knew that she was the better pilot. “Well, yes. Sir.” She noted a dangerous twitch in his eye. “And he was injured, sir. It seemed a good idea at the time.”


  “A good idea is for you to stick to SOP.”


  “Yessir.”


  “Why are we here, Whiteside?”


  “On Bellac, sir?”


  “Are you someplace else?”


  Nova felt herself begin to sweat, wondering what point the captain had to make in front of her squad. “No, sir.” She glanced at the other pilots. “Air Command’s mission on Bellac Tau is to remove the Shri-Lan rebels from the rim towns and provide security while the elevator to the new orbiter is constructed.”


  “And why do we give a damn about a bunch of cattle herders on the other end of this godforsaken desert?”


  “We need Bellac Tau to join the Union,” she began by rote. “The new jumpsite we just mapped will cut interstellar travel to Magra by half but it’s situated inside Bellac air space. Taking stewardship of the site will let us control rebel activity in this sub-sector. Bellac won’t let us post a manned relay near the gate until the rebel is neutralized on the surface and the skyranch is complete.”


  Dakad nodded. “And what problem do we have here, Whiteside?”


  She suppressed a sigh. “We’re shorthanded, under-equipped, under-supplied and outnumbered by Rhuwacs,” she said, echoing a complaint he voiced at every opportunity but leaving out the expletives that usually accompanied it.


  He raised his arms and addressed the rest of the group. “And so you decide to be a hero and gamble another pilot and another plane because you think you know how long it takes to extract an injured pilot from a crash site.”


  “Given the option…” she began.


  “Yes, Whiteside? What were the options?”


  She winced. “Mitigation. Destroying the plane on the ground. With Tonda in it.”


  “Which you refused to consider.”


  “You told me to handle it,” she said, irritated now. “So I did.”


  “By risking your life and plane over a rookie pilot. A greenie,” he added, referring to the green uniforms issued at the flight academies. His eyes narrowed. “Because you don’t have the nerve to make that call when it gets down to it.”


  She took a deep breath, now only moments from losing her temper. Before she could voice her views on teamwork and duty to one’s squadron she felt a tap on her foot. When she glanced down at Boker she saw him shake his head in a minute gesture. She remained silent.


  “You’re escorting the Yasser transport for the next five days,” Dakad said. “Dismissed. All of you.” He stomped from the shed without looking at any of them again.


  Nova dropped into her seat with a groan and a curse while the other six pilots slowly moved to the exit.


  One of the Centauri, Lieutenant Sulean, turned back. “Thanks for getting him out, Whiteside,” he said. “We’ll go check on him.”


  She nodded and watched them leave. Their Caspian wingman shuffled by and slowed to tap her shoulder, as did Lieutenant Sulean. Finally only Boker and the other Human, Rolyn, remained.


  Boker turned to her. “You took that beating well, Whiteside,” he said.


  She closed her eyes for a moment. “What the hell was that about?”


  “The man’s an ass,” he shrugged. “He’s wrong and that’s his way of making sure we get our story straight. He couldn’t hold it together trying to run the scramble in town and manage you out there as well. You called in just after Avlin went down. Easier to just pull the plug on your problem. If you had actually followed procedure we’d be short one Tonda now and it would have been Dakad’s fault for losing his wad.”


  She sat up. “Did he really expect me to give Tonda up just like that? Is that what you do here?”


  He shook his head. “Any pilot worth his plane would have tried to extract Tonda. You did right. You had enough time but Dakad’ll never admit it. But this isn’t Targon or Magra or wherever you came from. Best to just shut up and let it happen. It’s only a six month tour.”


  The pilots gathered up their gear and left the building. A hot breeze pushed dust across the tarmac and the sun glared red over the horizon, about to drop off the plateau on which the base was built. The ground crew, nearing the end of their shift, seemed less energetic now in preparing for the last of the returning squads.


  “Do you think I’ll have to hear more about this?” Nova asked.


  “Nah,” Rolyn said. “He doesn’t want any attention on this or he’d have given you more than babysitting chores as punishment. But watch him take the credit for saving the pilot, if not the plane. By tonight what you did will be what he meant by ‘mitigate’ all along.”


  “And no mention made about the bunker you took out by yourself,” Boker added.


  “That flight better count!”


  “Has to,” Rolyn assured her. “We saw the video. How short are you now?”


  Nova pretended to calculate the numbers she carried engraved in her heart and mind. “If I get proper credit for this sortie, I’ll need sixty more hours to qualify.”


  Boker whistled. “Almost there, then. We’ll have a bona fide Hunter Class pilot in our midst. Don’t get hard to talk to.”


  “Well, that’s just to qualify. I still have to get through the tests.”


  He waved his hands in a dismissive gesture that nearly caught Rolyn across the forehead. “Bah, can’t be harder than pulling a greenie out of a downed plane on the side of a hill. Been a long day, Whiteside. How about you join me and Rolie for a bottle of the rotgut after chow?”


  Nova smiled at the officer. This was the first time she was so casually included in their downtime since she had arrived here. She felt like something had changed here today, finally. And if it meant taking a dressing down from the captain it had been worth it. But she had long ago decided to keep a careful distance between herself and some of the male pilots’ after-hours entertainment. Unfortunately, other than a few mechanics and some base staff, there were few women here, none of them pilots, with whom she could share her free time. Something else she had to get used to out here, she supposed. “Thanks, but I think I’ll go hug my pillow. If I have to shuttle to Yassar and back all day I’ll need to stay awake.” She waved and jumped onto a runabout heading to the hangars.


  



  


  Chapter Two


  The smile still hadn’t left Nova’s face when the service cart turned toward one of the outbuildings, leaving her at the main hangar. Cutting through the repair bays would take her straight to the pilots’ dorms before the others beat her to the decon facilities. A quick bite of whatever was to be found in the mess hall followed by a long sleep was the only thing on her mind now. Despite the captain’s tirade, this had been a remarkable day, indeed.


  The main work shift was winding down in the bays, too. No night flights had been scheduled and the techs had put their tools away until the morning. Bellac’s swift rotation made for short nights and all species used to longer rests tried to manage as much of that as possible.


  She ducked through a row of planes waiting for their service and then scaled an elevated catwalk. The heavy tread of several pairs of boots on metal stairs made it clear that she was not the only one taking this shortcut. Ahead of her another catwalk met the one she was using and she saw a ground combat squad ambling toward her. The shadowless glare of the overhead lights revealed five Centauri and three Human soldiers, likely just now returning from one of the Rim towns for downtime. One of them grabbed another’s arm as if to shove him over the low railing and into the repair pits below. The others laughed raucously when he pulled the smaller man back just in time, earning a barrage of insults involving his dubious parentage.


  Nova smiled to herself but kept walking, hoping to reach the doors at the far end of the walkway before one of these louts decided to give her a fright, too. But she had most definitely used up her allotment of good luck for the day. The men reached the intersection before she did and there were a few elbow nudges when they discovered her walking toward them. Most of them nodded to her, the two sergeants among them saluted casually, and they kept walking.


  All but three. Nova groaned inwardly when they stopped to wait for her approach. Base grunts, from the looks of them. Shaved heads, sweat-stained shirts and ill-used fatigues. Neckless blocks of muscle designed for close combat of which, judging by the mass of scars covering one of the soldiers’ neck and arm, they had seen plenty.


  “Lieutenant,” the towering Centauri greeted her. The two Humans with him casually stepped into the middle of the walkway.


  “Evening,” she said with a glance over the railing. There was no one down there now. The other soldiers had neared the doors and did not look back. Nova continued her brisk pace as if the two Humans were not in her way. They had little choice but to step aside or risk colliding with her. As she passed, she felt a large hand on her rump, tightening to squeeze her almost painfully. She whirled around to glare at the man.


  “You got a problem, soldier?”


  He grinned and raised his hands in defense. “No harm intended. Just hard to pass up such a nice ass, is all. Not many of those around here.”


  She scowled at him. “Who’s your CO?”


  The men stared at her for a moment before laughing in unison. “Got a complaint, do you?” the Centauri said. “Complain about this.” He grabbed her upper arm to draw her close but released it again when she pushed away from him.


  “I don’t think she likes you,” his Human companion said.


  “I don’t think I like any of you,” she said. “I don’t suggest you try that again.”


  The easy grin on the Centauri’s face disappeared. “Or what?” He gripped her arm again only to find her pistol jammed under his nose. He froze when he heard the quiet whine of the charge in the sudden silence.


  “Don’t be looking for trouble, girl,” the scarred Lieutenant said after a stunned moment.


  “Back,” she said evenly to the Centauri who obeyed her command. “I am looking for dinner, not to entertain a bunch of Rhuwac-brained grunts.”


  A door below them screeched on its metal track and some sort of cart trundled into the space. Nova took that startled moment to turn and rush toward the door into the main base, not quite willing to give the men the satisfaction of seeing her run, but not wasting any time reaching the more populated hallways beyond.


  


  * * *


  Finally! Nova thought when, an hour later, she returned to her small room. After a visit to the floor’s decon station for a clean-up and a hurried stop for dinner she was ready to fall into her cot. Her quarters, like those of the other junior officers, offered little in the way of luxury or comfort but luckily, as the only female pilot on this small base, she had no roommate.


  “Yes, yes, time for bed,” she said to a picture of a grush cat someone had sketched for her after hearing that she had never owned a pet. An Air Command military base on one planet or another was all she had ever known as home and neither the lack of amenities nor pets had ever bothered her. An army brat from birth, the frugal soldier’s accommodations were all the homey comforts she needed.


  She slipped into a robe and took a few moments to comb her thick mane of copper hair, more than ready for sleep.


  A knock on her door forced a tired groan from her lips. “I’m asleep. Go away!”


  “It’s Captain Beryl, Lieutenant. A word, please.”


  She frowned and went to the door to open it for the officer. “Is there an emergency, sir?” she asked, surprised when the man stepped into her room without invitation. He was not her commanding officer and his late-night visit was certainly out of the ordinary. She had seen him on the base many times; his prime function was to oversee the movement of troops between the home base and their various combat missions into the Rim towns. Like his men, he was a hulking, scarred tank, distinguishable from them only by his insignia.


  He looked around the room before turning to her. “I hear you met some of my boys today,” he said.


  Her brow furrowed. “Yes, they were definitely behaving like boys. It’s a shame, seeing how two of them were officers.”


  He nodded. “The ones you assaulted.”


  “What?” she exclaimed. Had she heard that wrong?


  “You drew your gun on one of my men. What were you thinking?”


  “Look, Captain,” she said, feeling anger rise to where it would soon cause her to say something unbecoming an officer. She pointed at the door to show him out. “Take your grievances to my CO. It’s late and this is not the time for this conversation. Or the place.”


  “Last time I checked I’m the one who says what it’s time for,” he said. “You pilots seem to think that rank and file doesn’t matter out here. Well it does, Lieutenant. On this mission your fucking arrogance will get you killed. So stand at attention when addressing a superior.”


  Reluctantly, Nova complied.


  “That’s better,” he said. “You’re new here, Whiteside. You don’t know how this base is run. Pissing off those men can be a very dangerous way to spend your time here.”


  Nova said nothing. Beryl wasn’t here to get her side of the story.


  He turned in the small space and perched on the edge of her storage cabinet. “This place is hard on a man,” he said. “Long deployments, hot weather, crap food, snipers, fucking rebels using every trick never taught in basic training.”


  She wondered if she was expected to sympathize with him at this point. He looked like he’d never had a comfortable tour of duty in his life. Why was he complaining to her?


  “So the boys have to cut loose once in a while. You know there aren’t a lot of women on the base. A man gets tired of the Bellac whores here. Getting your ass grabbed once in a while isn’t exactly worth shooting people over.”


  “If you value discipline so much you should be instilling that into your men. I’m not here for their amusement.”


  “You don’t get it, do you, Whiteside?” His eyes had settled on her chest and seemed content to stay there. “If you can’t handle that sort of prank you should not have come here. You could have taken another assignment instead of front line. So now you’re going to have to fit in.”


  “This is outrageous!” she hissed. “I’m an Air Command officer. Your men were out of line.”


  “I know,” he said and rose to his full height. “I can make sure it doesn’t happen again.”


  “Good,” she said. “No apologies needed. Just tell them to stay out of my way.”


  He took a step closer to her. She flinched when he raised a massive hand to cup her chin. “They will stay away from you if they knew you were... under my personal protection.”


  She blinked, not sure if she understood what he was proposing. “What?”


  His hand came to rest on her shoulder. “No one will touch you again as long as you show me a little appreciation for that.”


  Nova laughed harshly. “You’re out of your mind. Get out of my room.”


  A terrible darkness moved over his already severe features. Before she could react he tore her loosely tied robe open and reached around her to pin her arms behind her back. She gasped when he forced her bare chest to press against his. “Then how about I show you what you can expect from my boys,” he growled.


  She struggled to escape his grip, overwhelmed by his size and strength.


  “Go ahead, yell. Digger’s in the hallway. Just don’t think he’ll be rescuing you if he comes in here.”


  She snapped her head forward and sunk her teeth into the skin of his jaw.


  He reeled back, releasing her to clutch his face, checking for blood. “Little bitch!” He grabbed her arm when she turned to run to the door. Nova suddenly found herself airborne when he flung her across the room, over her bunk, to careen into the wall. A sickening bolt of pain shot through her shoulder when she crashed to the floor.


  Beryl lurched over her bunk to haul her up again. “Looks like you popped a joint there, Whiteside,” he said and pushed her down onto the bed.


  Nova struggled weakly, fighting an urge to either throw up or faint, aware of little more than the pain from her dislocated shoulder. She stared in disbelief when he reached down to unbuckle his fatigues. She had to get out of here, get away from this monster now clutching her legs.


  “Could have done this friendly.” The captain leaned over her when she tried to roll away. He pressed one hand over her mouth and the other onto the grotesque lump distending her shoulder. She screamed into his hand until, almost gratefully, she passed out.


  


  * * *


  She was alone now. Alone with pain that flared up the moment she stirred on her bed. She groaned loudly and then pinched her lips tight when, little by little, she shifted her body until she finally sat on the edge of her bed.


  Nova looked around her room as if her assailant might still be lurking in one of its corners. How long had she been unconscious?


  Painfully, she pushed herself off the bed and fought a wave of dizziness before she could see again. It seemed to take forever to pull on a pair of loose-fitting trousers and fasten her robe. Tears of pain and anger spilled over her face and she wiped at them away, annoyed with herself for falling into Beryl’s trap. This wasn’t the academy and this wasn’t Targon. She had already seen enough here to realize the difference between the stringently ruled airfields where she had trained and worked and this backwater outpost. She had hoped to learn much during a tour under rougher conditions but this lesson was not one she had prepared for.


  There was no one in the night-silent hall when she moved toward the stairs. The base clinic was a below the pilots’ floor and she was glad when no one met her on the way down there. Her knees felt unsteady, her long hair was a tangle and her face a puffy mess. She was not surprised when a medic rushed toward her, looking alarmed, when she walked into the med center.


  “What the hell happened to you?” he exclaimed.


  She pulled back before he could take her arm. “Get Doctor Soren.”


  “She’s asleep. Come in here.” He put his hand on her back to guide her into an examination room.


  “Touch me and I will break your nose,” she growled.


  The medic looked at her quizzically for a long moment before nodding. “I see. Wait here.”


  Nova sat on the edge of the exam table, cradling her useless arm and wondered how she had stooped from being hailed as a most promising junior officer among her peers to this. There was no part of her body that didn’t ache and her mind continued to throw up images of Beryl’s contorted face hovering above her. She stood up and paced, almost glad when her shoulder began to throb more excruciatingly to chase those images from her mind.


  At last, the female medic arrived, obviously just pulled from her bed to attend to Nova. She was still running her fingers through her tousled hair when she entered the room. Like many Bellacs, she used brilliant dyes to decorate the naturally white strands.


  “Are you going to tell me who did this or will I wait for the DNA results to find out for myself?” she greeted Nova while she prepared a hefty dosage of painkiller.


  “Captain Beryl,” Nova said into the plastic cup held to her face. She inhaled deeply and soon felt the pain in her shoulder subsiding. A languid, rubbery feeling surged through her body and she suspected something more than painkiller in the dose she was receiving.


  “Beryl himself, huh?” Soren began to manipulate Nova’s arm. “This okay?”


  “Yes, just do it,” Nova said.


  There was no sudden jolt, just some careful handling of her arm and then her shoulder joint slid back into its accustomed place. The remaining pain stopped nearly at once.


  “Hold it like this. Better?” Soren asked, looking into Nova’s ashen face. “Shall we take a look at the works?”


  Nova nodded. “Are you going to report this to Major Trakkas right away?”


  Soren tilted her head. “The post commander? Are you sure?”


  “He’s in charge of personnel. Who else would I complain to?”


  “Someone who doesn’t think Beryl is the star of the show around here.”


  Nova put her clothes on a nearby chair to submit to the exam. Bruises were inspected, samples were taken, wounds cleaned. Neither of them spoke during the procedure, giving Nova time to think about her request.


  At last, Soren covered her patient with a thin sheet and sat on a stool beside the table on which she lay. She entered some information into the slim data tablet in her hands. “You’re off duty for a few days. That shoulder is going to feel like a massacre tomorrow. I’ll give you some tranks for it. You’re also seeing the post-trauma folks first thing.”


  “Is that necessary?”


  “It’s what’s best. You combat grunts might have had to prepare yourselves for the kind of horrors you encounter but it’s policy. They’re getting great results with cognitive processing.”


  Nova grimaced. “Messing around with your memories. No thanks. I like my head where it is.”


  “No one’s going to do that. It just lets you re-associate what happened to make it more tolerable. I’ve seen them get some pretty horrific cases back on their feet fast.” It was Soren’s turn to grimace. “And back out into the field.”


  “Will it make me forget?”


  “No. That would take more work. I wouldn’t trust that sort of thing to anyone but the clinic on Targon. If you want that I can put in a request for medical leave.”


  “No,” Nova said at once. She touched her shoulder as if to test the darkening bruise. “I have no intention to forgetting any of this.”


  “Revenge, Lieutenant?”


  “Not risking my career over that bastard. But that doesn’t mean this is over, believe me.”


  “So you definitely want to report this?”


  “Why wouldn’t I?” Nova said angrily.


  “Beryl runs this place. He keeps the grunts in line and functioning under some pretty extreme conditions. They don’t want women in their ranks and they do whatever it takes to keep them out. You’re a pilot and that’s even more offensive to them. Frankly, I’m tired of patching up his victims and don’t think they leave the new boys alone, either. If you’re smaller or smarter, you’re fair game. That’s what it is here, Nova. You’ll only make it worse for yourself by reporting it.”


  “I am not putting up with this!”


  “Then get a transfer out of this pit. What are you doing out here, anyway?”


  Nova dropped her forearm over her eyes. “Bellac wasn’t exactly on my dream sheet. I want to get to Targon. I need the creds for that. And places like these are the fastest way to get them. I knew it’s a pit. Just didn’t think I’d have to watch out for our own people, too.” She moved her arm again to peer at the doctor. “Did they get to you?”


  “They tried. I made some noise about a few cases when I first got here. Some comments were made. I got the message.” She sighed. “I’m not a soldier, I’m not an officer, and I’m not a pilot. I’m probably a coward. Once I have a few more points I’m out of here, too. Back to Siolet where they know how to run a military hospital. I stitch them up when they lacerate themselves and I don’t get in their way. You’re a target and they’ll keep at you until you know your place.” She fussed with her recorder and did not look at Nova. “I’ve seen it again and again. Sometimes I think this place is more like a prison than a military base. You get along or you get out, one way or another. Not everyone gets hurt, but it’s the main routine. They don’t have the smarts to find other ways to make your life intolerable.” She tipped her head toward the door. “I had a chat with Lieutenant Tonda earlier. Somehow I don’t think you’re the sort that’s easily intimidated. Admirable, but not likely to make your tour here all that much fun.”


  Nova grimaced. “Not exactly a vacation, so far, anyway.”


  


  * * *


  “Whiteside! Step in here.”


  Nova nearly jumped off her metal bench when the base commander stepped into the hall to bark at her. He ignored her salute and returned to his cramped work room. When she followed she saw that she was alone in here with him. No other officer was there to take her deposition, no Doctor Soren, no peer witness to the proceedings. Just Major Trakkas, looking like he wished she’d never come onto his base.


  “Sir,” she said, standing stiffly beside the data console where he had taken a seat. The rest of the room was lost in murk and clutter.


  The Centauri officer scrolled through a few screens of information before turning to look at her. She ground her teeth when his violet eyes travelled slowly all the way down to her boots before moving up again. “I read the reports, Whiteside,” he said.


  “They were filed three weeks ago, sir,” she pointed out. Three weeks of lewd remarks, speculating glances in her direction, whispered conversations, hostile looks and outright ostracism by some of her fellow soldiers. The only time she had felt at ease at all was among her wing, in the air, doing her job. The major finally summoned her only after, reluctantly, she had asked Captain Dakad to move the case forward. At least Beryl was on a mission to one of the Rim towns and she had not seen him since the night of the attack.


  “I know what day it is, Lieutenant,” he snapped. “This is a war zone. I have more burning issues than figuring out why you can’t keep your door closed at night.”


  She gasped. “Sir?”


  He waved his hand in a dismissing gesture. “What do you want, Whiteside?”


  “What do you mean? Captain Beryl assaulted me. Raped me.”


  “He says you asked him into your room. That you like it rough.”


  Nova felt her anger rise and reminded herself to stay calm. The last thing that would help her now was to give in to her temper. “You know that isn’t what happened,” she said evenly. “No matter what he told the rest of the base.”


  He observed her for an uncomfortably long time. “You think it’s your job to stir things up here, Lieutenant? Wave protocol and policy under my nose when I have hundreds of Shri-Lan crawling like lice through civilian zones? We can’t tell the damn difference between rebel and local because Targon won’t let us expel off-worlders. My ground troops are being chewed up by weapons even you haven’t seen, Specialist,” he added with a wave at her records, “and you want me to spend my time making sure everyone is playing nice here at the base?”


  It’s your damn job, she thought to herself and bit her tongue.


  He let her wait while he continued to study her files. “Your psych assess looks all right,” he said.


  What did that mean? Because the base shrinks declared her fit this couldn’t have been all that traumatic? She hadn’t told them about the nightmares or about the gun she kept beside her bed now. They seemed happy with their tests and she got her plane back. After all, soldiers like Nova were trained for this, weren’t they? Weeks of relentless, soul-numbing, body-breaking conditioning. Survival when captured, resistance under any condition, let nothing touch you, never give up. And, ladies, be prepared to be targeted for special treatment. Nothing said about being targeted by your own people.


  Trakkas winced when something on the screen caught his attention. “Whiteside. I thought that sounded familiar when I first saw your name on the roster. Tegan Whiteside is your old man? Colonel Tegan Whiteside running the Pelion base?”


  “Yessir.”


  He tapped his fingers thoughtfully on the console, his lips pursed. Finally, his eyes travelled back to her. “A colonel’s daughter is what we have here. Now doesn’t that make my day complete. No doubt a bit of noise from you is going to bring a whole lot of hurt down on our heads.”


  “Major, I—”


  He held up a hand. “But you’re not that sort, Whiteside. You’re tough and you think you need to prove something. You’d rather put up with Beryl’s entire squad than run crying to Daddy, isn’t that so?” He leaned to the screen. “You did some ground combat against the Shri-Lan rebels on Phi, got your wings on Magra and then flew over Tannaday. Bucking for Hunter Class, I’m guessing. Weapons Specialist, just to show you have a big brain. There’s no way your father would have dumped you onto this rock if he had any hand in your duty transfers. Because you won’t let him, isn’t that right? No special favors for Whiteside Junior. And you won’t whine to him to get your ass out of here.”


  She said nothing. He was right.


  He folded his hands behind his closely-cropped head and sat back in his chair, swiveling slowly side to side as he contemplated. “But unless he’s a heartless bastard he probably has a pretty good idea what’s going onto your record. Including your little misunderstanding with Captain Beryl.”


  She frowned. Up until this moment she hadn’t even thought about her complaint against a superior officer showing up on her records. And although her father was hardly the warmest of Humans, he did not fall into the ‘heartless bastard’ category. He never interfered with her career choices but seeing this incident in her files would not go uninvestigated. ‘Ironballs’ Whiteside’s reputation as a tough, uncompromising commander was widespread and no one would ever accuse him of ignoring policy. Her transfer into what he’d consider a safer tour of duty was guaranteed.


  And she would agree. His wife, her mother, had been killed in a rebel attack on Magra only a few years ago and all that remained of his family in Trans-Targon was Nova. It was that reason, not any hope of favoritism, that kept her silent about some of her more hazardous assignments.


  “Tell you what,” Trakkas said. He looked like someone about to bestow a great favor upon lesser beings. “We’ll downgrade this to a simple assault, I’ll keep Beryl out of your way until your tour here is done, give him a slap to remind him of his manners, and we’ll let this settle down naturally.”


  She glared at him. How did things get so turned around all of a sudden? “What sort of slap?”


  He shrugged. “Twenty days in lockup.”


  “This is disgraceful! He damn near pulled my arm off!”


  Trakkas came to his feet and towered over her, close enough to force her to take a step backward. “I am about done with you, Lieutenant. I’ll give him thirty days. You know what that means? Thirty days without the toughest commander I have for these men. I’m going to have to pull Captain Tovah off the front line to take his place. Leaving me short in the field. So you, Lieutenant, are going to hump your ass out to Shon Gat and fill in the ranks.”


  She winced. The remote town he had named was the supply base for the nearby elevator construction. It was rapidly expanding in anticipation of the traffic and prosperity the tether would bring once the orbital skyranch was complete. It was also infiltrated by rebel factions deeply embedded among the local population and more arrived with each transport and caravan. Air Command presence had turned the entire place into a state of siege. Random attacks on military patrols, haphazard attempts at sabotage and days-long skirmishes were the order of the day. “I am a fighter pilot,” she reminded him.


  He laughed without any real semblance to humor. “You’re also an expert marksman and I can definitely use more snipers. The Kites are done out here. There are no more rebel bases that you can lob your little missiles at from a safe distance. And I have no intention of letting the pilots laze around until Targon decides what to do with you.” His violet eyes gleamed with a mix of menace and mirth as he leaned over his workspace to enter his instructions. “You’ll get a little education in how things really work on the ground, Lieutenant. Won’t that be nice?”


  “I’ve done ground combat,” she said but there was little protest left in her voice. She had lost this battle.


  “Good. You’ll be useful. I think we both know it’s probably best if you’re not hanging around the base. Things won’t get any friendlier for you once I lock Beryl up. Report to Captain Rudjo at the Shon Gat garrison tomorrow. Maybe he’ll let you fly evac.”


  



  


  Chapter Three


  From up here, it was easy to see how this town might have been pretty once. Before the planet and her two moons had ever seen someone without white hair or red skin or carrying a laser weapon. Before interstellar travelers had discovered that rare fracture in space that let them form a jumpsite uncomfortably close to the planet. Before the rebels followed through the breach, smelling easy pickings and a shortcut from here to the hotly contested Magra-Aikhor sector.


  Almost two hundred years, local time, after off-worlders had been accepted by the Bellac Tau natives, the population had grown into an uneasy mix of locals, Centauri, Feydans, and even some Humans. Cluttered composites of traditional brick architecture and imported construction made up the towns that sprawled along coasts and the fertile foothills, including this one, Shon Gat.


  Nova sat on the running board of her hover, the screen of her scanner held loosely in her hands while she surveyed the town below. The original stone architecture still delineated the perimeter, as did parts of an ancient wall. Orderly pathways separated it into sectors organized according to who lived there or what took place there. Neat residences, livestock areas, market places, meeting circles, open spaces were all still visible. Over time, the newcomers had blurred the boundaries. Modern trading places, machine shops, hover pads, military installations and not a few ragged slums had turned Shon Gat into the sort of sprawling, unmanaged frontier town she had seen in other places.


  Of course, from up here, without moving in for a closer look, one did not see the areas destroyed by explosives or scorched by laser fire.


  Since opening Bellac to off-world traffic so long ago, Air Command had found more important properties to protect elsewhere. The Union’s advances toward bringing the remote planet into the Commonwealth had stalled again and again even as the rebel factions grew and multiplied. Now, both the Arawaj and Shri-Lan groups held firmly established territories here, well supplied by anti-Union sympathizers in other parts of the vast Trans-Targon sector.


  Desperate to avoid becoming the official headquarters of Shri-Lan activities, the governors of Bellac Tau had appealed to the Union, offering control of the jumpsite in exchange. No one seemed to find it especially ironic that, if not for the Union itself, the planet would still be minding its herds and fisheries without even an inkling of worlds beyond its moons.


  “Anything interesting?”


  Her eyes returned to her scanner display when Tomos Reko came around the front of the airship. “Nothing. Caravan coming in from the north. No com noise from that. Rudjo sent a couple of skimmers out to meet them.” Entire tribes of nomads roaming the plains to trade their salt and animals meant a constant influx of new people for Shon Gat. Among them, protected by Air Command’s mandate of non-interference with indigenous populations, traveled bandits and rebels. The best Union personnel could do was to inspect each caravan from a distance to make note of Bellacs with smoother skin, softer dialects, better equipment – all far more common in Ballac Tau’s urban areas than out here.


  The Centauri soldier leaned his rifle against the hover’s skids and slouched beside her. There was a fresh breeze up here in the rocky hills and both were glad to have left the dusty town for a while. Their endless patrols of Shon Gat’s alleys in this heat covered their skin in a disagreeable paste of sweat and dust, all the more unpleasant for being trapped under their lightly armored combat suits. Both of them had removed their helmets although Nova still kept her bright red hair under a camouflage scarf.


  “I say we stay up here a while longer, to make sure,” he said, clearly enjoying his turn to partner with the only pilot in their platoon and spend the day in the sky. It was their job to display Air Command’s physical presence in these hills, look for weapons caches, and investigate suspicious activity not easily detected through electronic surveillance.


  “I think that’s wise, Sarge.” She scanned the flat horizon for signs of vehicles or power sources. All was quiet. She took her time with her visual inspection; some of the peculiar, pinkish salt pillars that rose from the ground like giant mushrooms could turn out to be a nomad on his desert beast. Or a rebel on a skimmer. “Nothing from the tether, either.”


  From here, the ground base of the elevator leading to the nearly completed skyranch, now settled into its synchronous orbit above the planet, was just a smudge in the distance. Her sensors showed vehicles and outbuildings and the massive perimeter fence, patrolled to ward off schemes by Shri-Lan rebels to hamper the construction. Nova’s eyes followed the graceful line of the caged tether upward until it disappeared into the ever-present haze blanketing the planet.


  Another condition for allowing the Union to control the nearby jumpsite was the construction of Skyranch Twelve and, soon, Thirteen. Solar power and light ensured a boundless crop of produce grown in microgravity to feed Bellac’s growing and diverse population. The elevator guarded by their Air Command garrison delivered water, air, and supplies over a three day trip into space. Eventually, it would carry the orbiter’s harvest and electricity surplus back down to the surface.


  She looked up at the scanner on top of their hover while she adjusted it. Of course, providing a skyranch over Bellac also meant a very effective orbital communications and surveillance array for military use, making it a worthwhile expense.


  “Too quiet, you think?” Reko reached back into the hover to fetch a bottle of water.


  “Could be the heat.” She accepted the bottle from him and pointed it at her screen. “Look. Caravan’s stopping.” They watched idly while the long line of people, animals, carts and a few well-used skimmers gathered into a tight knot. The smaller beasts where herded together in the center and most of the people got busy with digging a circle of shallow ditches. “Storm coming?”


  Reko scanned the sky of the northern horizon. The nomads bred a peculiar sort of desert animal, short-legged crawlers called churries whose bodies were so flat and wide that they were actually used as shelters during a sandstorm. The herders merely dug a shallow depression into the sand and directed the ruminants to cover them. Efficient, warm, safe and probably not very sweet-smelling. Once the tan-colored animals settled on the ground, they became nearly impossible to spot from a distance.


  “Want to bet that our skimmers aren’t going to make it out there and back again before the storm hits?”


  Nova smiled and tapped the com system on her data sleeve. “Base, Unit Four reporting herders digging in to the north-west.”


  “Heard, Four.”


  “You are spoiling my fun,” Reko said but both of them knew that, if the caravan had been tipped off about the approaching patrol, the ditches might well be dug to hide rebel infiltrators. There had been no warning about an approaching sandstorm today and winds were calm over the plains. “Though if we get a storm we won’t have to worry about an air strike today. They’re not going to fly Shrills in here.”


  She nodded and sent a request for a more detailed weather analysis. Shrills, the small, single-seat fighters used primarily by the Shri-Lan, were nimble and powerful but far more delicate than Air Command’s sturdy Kites. For days now, their scouts and spies had reported a possible air strike mobilizing on a continent outside Union influence. So far, the skies were empty of aircraft and would remain so during one of the choking sandstorms so common here.


  But the rebels’ most effective weapons were not machines of war. The methods that made Air Command’s traditional operations useless in places like Shon Gat were rebel infiltrations into both civilian and military populations, explosives carried under clothing or lobbed with crude trebuchets, poisoned water, poisoned air, hostages and booby traps. Looking for threats inside the town and protecting the cadre of engineers working on the elevator base had become their main occupation.


  Most overt rebel attacks featured elaborate schemes to disrupt the power transformers near the base. The tether itself was heavily shielded and bore missile defense mechanisms at intervals along its length, presenting a far more difficult target.


  “Storm confirmed, Four,” they heard from the direction of Nova’s wrist. “Not until dusk, though. Proceed to Unit Five rendezvous point and overnight there.”


  “That storm’s going to wreck my lungs for a week,” Reko grumbled.


  Nova reached over and tugged on his scarf. It was made of a flexible filtering material and she let it snap back against his face where it was most appropriately kept during a stand storm. “Maybe you should use the proper gear instead of trying to look suave without it,” she said.


  “I don’t like to hide this pretty face.”


  “Your face, my boot.” She ducked when he swung his arm to take her into a headlock. “You’re far too slow, shekka’an.”


  He shook his head. “You need to put more emphasis on the last syllable,” he instructed. “Really put feeling into that part to include my family. Much more insulting that way.”


  She practiced the Centauri expletive a few times until he was satisfied. “Now you got it. Stick with me, you’ll go far.”


  She grimaced and looked out over the arid landscape. Scrubland from one horizon to the next, little grew here along the equator beyond what kept the local herd animals fed. Rocks, the occasional oasis of matted trees and mud-brick settlements, caravans. Far to the south in lusher landscapes, prosperous cities had sprung up with the wealth brought to Bellac by the Union. Out here little of that was in evidence. Of course, out here was one of the few places where the space tether could be built. The other was planned for a floating platform in the ocean, also along the equator.


  He guessed her thoughts. “Can’t wait to get out of here, huh?”


  Nova shrugged. “I want to be in my plane.” She gestured at the thin line that the distant elevator etched into the sky. “We were told that we’d be patrolling the jumpsite and the new orbiter. Not blowing up Rhuwacs on the ground. Not beating up Bellac rebels that don’t even know what they’re fighting for. I’m less than sixty hours in the Kite away from qualifying for Hunter Class trials.” She kicked at a stone to watch it tumble down the slope into the valley at approximately the same speed at which her hopes for quick advancement were disappearing. A Hunter Class pilot was practically guaranteed a post on some of the most desirable Air Command bases. Which, right now, was any place but Bellac Tau. “I’ve been waiting for that since I was about five.”


  “Just a few more days and you’re back on the base,” he reminded her. The members of Rudjo’s company out here in Shon Gat had only a vague idea of why she had joined their squad. Not having been given a command, she had clearly not been promoted into this assignment. Some rumors were mongered that she had gotten into an altercation with a senior officer but no one had asked for details. She was glad for that, also aware that a reputation for getting into brawls was probably helpful out here.


  Then again, she had been relieved to find that the other grunts in her company were, for the most part, amicable and likable men who treated her as one of their own. Nova was not the only female combat soldier stationed here and her presence was not exceptional. This is what she had come to expect from her assignments, in the air or on the ground. There was no tolerance out here for those not doing their share to keep them all alive and so far she had given them no reason to doubt her abilities.


  “Yeah, can’t wait,” she said. But was that even true? What was waiting for her back at the base? Captain Beryl whose personality probably hadn’t improved after thirty days in lock-up, his devoted followers who would surely find ways to retaliate, her own squad of pilots who’d probably rather not get into the middle of things. Despite what Major Trakkas had guessed about her, she was tempted to apply for transfer away from this dreary planet.


  “You pilots have it made,” Reko said. “Real beds, real showers, real food!”


  “Sort of,” she amended, her attention back on the screen in her hands.


  “I’m thinking of quitting the military, did I tell you that?”


  She nodded. He spoke of it daily.


  “I’m heading back home to Magra. I have the sweetest girl in the world. She’s a teacher. Languages, mostly. And music. Can you believe it? They teach music on Magra!” He smiled happily as he stared into the distance, perhaps in his mind seeing the planet from here. “I can get a job on the base, I think. Mechanics. What’ll you do when you get out?”


  She looked up, puzzled. Get out? Out of what? She had spent her entire life on one military installation or another, always assuming that that’s what everyone did. Her father had moved his family to where he was posted, as was common among senior officers and his only child had learned to adapt. Instead of music she had learned physics and ballistics and aviation. The languages she knew had come to her by listening to the rough talk of soldiers and cadets from a dozen different planets. Planes were her passion, weaponry her expertise. And not once had she thought about doing anything else. “Fly,” she said.


  “Boring, Whiteside! You need a hobby!” He put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer. His violet, mildly glowing eyes gleamed with mischief. “Hey, how about a boyfriend?”


  Nova launched from her perch as if he had stuck a knife in her arm. “Don’t!” she exclaimed before she caught herself.


  He blinked, confused by her reaction. “Easy, Nova,” he said, a hurt look on his face. “I’m just kidding around. I just told you I had a girl.”


  She took a deep breath and shook her head. “Sorry, just jumpy, I guess,” she said although until this moment she had been perfectly at ease up here. “I know you didn’t mean it.”


  Reko shrugged in an effort to make light of the awkward moment. “Of course I meant it. You’re a pretty lady when you’re cleaned up a bit, Lieutenant.” He sighed dramatically and settled his helmet on his shaved skull. “Much too pretty for a Centauri grunt with a face like a boot.”


  Nova smiled. “Damn straight.”


  She packed up the remote scanner display and climbed after him into the hover plane. These compact vehicles were used to move silently among the hills, barely raising a plume of dust even at low altitudes. Not even remotely as powerful as her Kite, they were little more than a souped-up, armored skimmers, but at least she was airborne some of the time. It made her banishment to this isolated post more bearable than she had expected.


  “Point the way, Sarge,” she said when they had lifted off. He was studying their maps to look for the next destination along their surveillance route. After a moment he sent the information to the onboard navigator and she let the plane coast through a gap in the bluffs, away from Shon Gat and into the rugged hills to the south. Gradually, the foothills gave way to more densely-treed slopes. Ahead of them lay a saddle between some cliffs through which a narrow stream had carved its way through the ages. Beyond that, they knew, lay a village where they would rendezvous with another squad.


  Nova tapped the ship’s com system to hail them. “Do you think they’ve got any dinner for us?” she said to Reko. “I hear the people up there know how to roast those little goat-things without incinerating them.”


  “Probably helps to use a real fire. Would be nice to get some of that.” Their quartermaster at the base had taken to purchasing herds of churries to augment the mess hall menu. Their use as an almost daily protein offering was decidedly underappreciated by the troops.


  “Is everyone asleep up there?” Nova hailed the detachment again.


  Reko looked up from his display. “No reply?”


  “Nothing. From any of them.” She tried an unencrypted com band. “Unit Five, come in. We’re en route with your supplies. Got the ointment for your piles, Beamer, just so you’re grateful.”


  Still no reply.


  “I’m not liking this at all,” she said. “Let’s get a visual before we land.”


  They continued in silence. Nova scanned for airborne threats in the distance, Reko’s attention was on the ground below them. They overflew gullies, rockfalls and several creeks meandering through the hills and onto the flats where the water sunk through fissures near Shon Gat to fill a vast subterranean reservoir.


  “There,” Reko said to his screens. “Those don’t look like herdsmen. Groups of three or four, moving near the tree line.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah. Weapons. And there’s a troop moving two by two. Definitely not villagers.” He zoomed the real vid for a closer look. “Rhuwac!” He cursed and reached for his rifle.


  “Emphasis on the last syllable, remember?” She kept the plane low to keep them camouflaged against the backdrop of the hills. “We’ll come back for them. I want to see what’s going on up there before we start shooting Rhuwwies.”


  “I never get to have any fun,” he grumbled but took his hands off the door he was about to slide open.


  Nova signaled the base. “Unit Four here, Sarge. Rebel movement heading north toward Shon Gat. Counting Rhuwacs. No response from Unit Five. Taking a closer look.”


  “Negative,” came the static reply after a moment. “Synchronized rebel attacks throughout Shon Gat. Casualties on both sides already. Everything south of the canal is blocked off. Return to base immediately. Join Reko’s squad at the north gate when you get here.”


  “Heard, base.”


  “Look at this,” Reko showed her his hand-held scanner. “Picking up two drum shields down there. What do they have that’s so important?”


  “Crap!” Nova swung the hover around hard enough to make Reko grab for the console to steady himself. “Coilers.”


  “Out here?”


  She did not reply, busy with swooping in an erratic pattern away from the bluffs. But this wasn’t a Kite and they were close enough to touch the rocks, it seemed. Reko had no further objections when they saw the tracer with its telltale spiral pattern angle toward them. It whipped by close enough to rock the plane in its wake. She climbed higher and pushed the hover to its limits to escape the next volley from the ground. “We’re one great big target up here.”


  Reko said nothing, unaccustomed to trusting his life to a vehicle never meant for engagement. No shielding, limited armaments, an explosive fuel tank at his back – it suddenly seemed safer on the ground, taking one’s chances with the Rhuwacs.


  She had finally come about and headed back to Shon Gat, taking the most direct path through the valley. The plane’s system reported incoming laser fire from the rebel groups that Reko had spotted on the way up.


  “Feel free to pop yourself some Rhuwacs, Reko,” she yelled.


  “Are you crazy! I’m not opening that door with you flying like this. Just get us out of here!”


  She punched his arm. “Use the onboard guns. It’ll at least distract them.”


  Reko returned the fire as well as he could through her twitching evasive maneuvers while she hailed their commander. “Base, this is Unit Four. We took fire below Sarasun. Sighted two anti-aircraft positions. Clear now and approaching from the south.”


  “Heard,” came the static reply after a moment. “That’s a no-fly over Shon Gat for now. Land at the lift.”


  Nova and Reko listened to a burst of static and cross-traffic that included the sound of some very large explosions. “Cazun,” he whispered. “What’s going on down there? Did they get tired of trying to get at the transformers?”


  “Must have been filtering people in for weeks now,” she said. They now saw the town ahead of them, forming a broad triangle as it spread out from the base of the hills into the plains. Dust or smoke billowed into the air from more than one location. “You’d think those damn caravans—”


  “Incoming!”


  A shudder went through the hover and then alarms started to complain from the console in front of them. Whatever had hit them sent it into a wobble which she corrected quickly but the indicators showed a steady and troublesome power loss. “Not going to make it,” she yelled.


  “What the hell does that mean!”


  “We have to land, what do you think it means? Hang on to something.”


  He groped for the seat restraints while she fought with the hover’s intention to land at a problematic velocity. She worked quickly to override some of the automated scripts which, although faithful to safety protocols, were useless now. The hover started to shimmy dangerously as she dropped lower. It tilted, corrected, and then landed with a thump.


  They sat still for a moment, stunned by the realization that they were still alive.


  “Damn, you’re adequate, Whiteside,” Reko said finally with a forceful exhalation of air.


  Something whistled overhead and then an explosion sent a shower of rocks and dust over the hover.


  “Out,” Reko said. “They’ll want the hover and they can have it. But not with us in it.”


  They grabbed their guns and gear to abandon the vehicle. There should have been Air Command patrols all along this end of town but they saw no one. In the distance the decommissioned shuttle they had been using for their patrols stood open and deserted, its com array a twisted wreck. Someone lay sprawled halfway down its entrance ramp.


  “Which way,” she said. With a half dozen years of combat behind him, Reko’s instincts on the ground were something to study and emulate and she was bothered not one bit about outranking the sergeant on this mission.


  “Into town,” he replied after studying the terrain for a moment. “We won’t be as easily found as out here. Might have to ditch the uniforms.”


  A rattle of gunfire tore up the ground not far to their right, leaving them little choice but to go with Reko’s suggestion. They ran toward the first of the low buildings, dodging fences and farm animals along the way. Once past the first of the structures, they entered a maze of alleys that had never had to accommodate anything wider than a push cart. The single-storied houses huddled close to each other, made of some mortarless arrangement of interlocking triangular bricks common to this part of Bellac Tau.


  An explosion shook the ground under their feet.


  “Let’s get indoors and figure out where we are.” Reko knocked loudly on the wooden door of one of the buildings. No one answered.


  Nova checked the scanner on her data sleeve. “Three in there. Bellacs. Hiding in a back room.” She looked around the empty alley, deserted by locals who cowered in their darkened homes, hoping to be bypassed by both rebels and soldiers alike. Distantly, explosions thundered at uneven intervals and the sharper rapport of projectile weapons added to the sounds of battle. “Everything past that is jammed. We won’t get through to the base in here.”


  He tried another door, with the same result. “While we’re expecting an aerial attack from the desert, they’re sneaking in the back door through the hills. And what’s with those guns? Damn coilers? Who’s selling those to Shri-Lan these days?”


  “And who’s adapting them. They’re not even designed to work in this gravity. Seen them take down a Kite a while back. Just drilled through the skin.” She raised her arm to attempt a com link to the base when they heard voices. Someone slammed a door nearby. They ducked when something whistled overhead. A dud, apparently – no explosion followed. The quick slap of sandaled feet came from the alley, followed by the sound of guns. Someone screamed.


  Rifles in hand, Nova and Reko moved silently into the next alley where they found a thickly-robed Bellac male sprawled on the ground, moving his limbs in a feeble attempt to crawl toward a nearby doorway. She knelt beside him while Reko stood guard.


  She hissed when the man on the ground raised a pistol to her throat. Instinctively, she moved to disarm him when a blinking blue light above his finger caught her attention.


  “Flash!” she gasped and recoiled. Reko, too, stepped back when the man, little more than a youth, scrambled to his feet.


  He gripped the pistol in both hands, arms stretched out toward them. Three other boys appeared by his side, also wielding guns. They were dressed in the loose robes of the desert nomads but the yellow dye in their hair was more common in the towns. “We are Shri-Lan!” he shouted in his native Bellac dialect. “You are hostages. Guns. Down!”


  Nova spread her hands out from her body and dropped her rifle. “Look,” she said as calmly as she could manage, aware that her command of Bellac mainvoice was barely passable. “That gun might not be what you think it is.”


  “Shut up!” he waved his pistol at Reko. “Down the gun. Down the gun.”


  The sergeant complied. Nova tapped the side of her helmet to drop the sun shield over her eyes. “Shri-Lan,” she tried again, using the term to flatter him although she found it unlikely that the rebels would use these urchins for anything more than messengers or servants. “See that blue light on the side of your gun? It means that the setting on that pistol is set to wide flash. It uses light waves—”


  “I know what it does!” he yelled. His hands shook as he tried to look at the indicator. His companions, carrying more conventional rifles, also glanced nervously in his direction.


  “I just want to make sure,” she said. “Because when that goes off, we all die. You need a special sort of eye shield to use it.”


  “Liar. Get up against that wall! Back off!”


  Nova nodded to Reko and they stepped back further, away from their dropped weapons. “Just switch it off, to another setting,” Nova tried again. “There is a slider under the tab by your thumb—”


  A shot rang out, impossibly loud in this narrow alley and then Reko was on his knees, clutching his side. The youth who had fired pointed his gun at Nova. “You think we are scared of Air Command?”


  “Why did you do that, Moks?” another boy exclaimed. Reko dropped to the dusty floor, groaning in pain as he covered the wound with his hands.


  Nova raised her hands, worried by the thugs’ panicked expression, especially on the face of the one with the flash module. “Just tell us what you want,” she said. “No need to hurt anyone.”


  “We are Shri-Lan,” the shooter said with little conviction, his eyes on Reko and the growing puddle of blood in the dust.


  “Shut up!” his comrade snapped. He stepped closer to Nova. “Your scanners, your side arms, the com bands. Take it all off. Now.” He pointed at her thigh. “And that knife. Quick.”


  She removed her hardware and handed the tools to the one named Moks. He chortled gleefully and disappeared between two buildings with his treasures. The other stripped Reko of his equipment and followed, leaving her alone with just two of the boys.


  “You have our things,” Nova said. “Now let me take care of my partner.”


  “You are coming with us to Arter, Union scum,” he shouted.


  Nova nodded in resignation and turned to step around Reko, making a small stumbling move as if to avoid stepping on him. In that instant she snapped her hand toward the flash gun wielder to grasp his wrist and push him back up against a brick building. She shoved her body against his, pinning the lethal weapon between them. Dangerous only when visible, the gun’s deadly radiation would be smothered by his robe. She used her free forearm to press his face against the wall.


  “Shoot her!” the youth grunted at his remaining compatriot. That one stared open-mouthed at their strangely intimate contact, glanced at Reko writhing on the ground, turned and fled.


  Nova felt, more than heard, one of the boy’s fingers crack as she bent it away from the gun. Yelping in pain, he gave up his grip and she pulled away with it. She silenced him with a few quick punches and then disabled the gun. The only sound in the alley now was the distant rumble of guns and her hoarse gasps for air.


  “Reko!” She knelt beside the sergeant. “Talk to me!”


  He groaned. “No big damage, I think. I hope. Cazun, this hurts! Where the hell did those kids get a flash mod! That’s just crazy.”


  She peered at his injury and managed to let none of her apprehension show on her face. “Come on, we have to keep moving. Let’s find a place to lay low for a while. This riot can’t last forever.”


  She spun when she felt the unmistakable contact of a gun jabbing into her ribs. Someone’s boot shoved her backwards and she tumbled over Reko into the dirt. He cried out in pain. When she tried to scramble to her feet the tracers of two guns honed in on her chest and face.


  Six armed men and women, four of them Centauri and two Bellac, surrounded them now. One of them held Nova’s own rifle and the boy that had disarmed her just a few minutes ago hovered behind them. He spotted his friend sprawled in the dust across the alley. “She’s killed Joah!”


  “He’s not dead,” Nova said without taking her eyes off the newcomers. These were not locals, judging by the mix of weapons and clothing originating on a half dozen different planets. The two Bellacs had dyed their hair to a dull ash, no doubt to blend into the dun desert landscape.


  One of the Centauri gestured with his gun. “We’ll take both of them. Might be worth something to Air Command.”


  “I’d say she is, anyway,” another said and let her tracer drift toward Nova’s insignia. “Pilot.”


  “Out here? Probably won those wings in a game.” The Centauri stepped over Reko and relieved Nova not only of the flash gun but also her insignia and tags. He checked the pistol’s setting as carefully as he made sure to keep the others’ sights trained on her. Then he shoved her forward. “That way. Keep your hands where we can see them.”


  



  


  Chapter Four


  Nova watched them lift Reko from the ground, unmindful of his injuries and deaf to his moans of pain. Guns remained trained on her when she was marched from the alley. The rebels moved quickly without bothering to duck for cover even as missiles shrieked overhead. As far as Nova was able to tell, the shells were lobbed from inside Shon-Gat toward the garrison to the north. But she was hustled along so quickly and through so many twists and bends between buildings that all looked alike that she was soon completely lost. Their captors eventually turned into an arched doorway leading into a flat-roofed building extending for an entire block down the street.


  Nova stopped abruptly when she saw the mayhem before of them. The interior seemed to consist mostly of one large hall, little more than a bunker or perhaps a warehouse, unadorned and with few furnishings. Narrow windows allowed a few dusty beams of daylight in here and a string of lights brightened the far corners. Everywhere she looked, crude pallets were lined up on the floor and on those lay dozens of people, all of them in obvious distress. The smell of disinfectant, gore and vomit hung heavily in the air. From everywhere in this hall the sound of people in pain and fear mingled into a nightmarish drone.


  She was shoved aside when several people, all of them Bellac, rushed in with a stretcher made of some sort of carpet slung between long poles. The woman carried on it muttered something in a thick dialect that was beyond Nova’s training but her pain and fear was clearly written on her face. Her leg was covered in blood-soaked bandages.


  “You there. Human.” The Centauri leader of her captors waved to a man dressed in a stained medical smock and bent over one of the pallets. “You’re responsible for her.”


  “What the hell does that mean?” Nova said angrily. The medic was unarmed and, although solidly built, not especially threatening.


  “Means that if you don’t do what you’re told, he’ll have less work to do around here.” The rebel grasped her arm and dragged her to where another casualty lay unconscious on a rug. He bent and put his gun to the man’s head. “Let me show you.”


  “Stop that!” Nova cried, aghast.


  “Please!” The medic he had pointed out rushed over to them. “This isn’t necessary.” He inserted himself between the rebel and his victim. “She gets it. No need for a demonstration.”


  The rebel rose and held the muzzle of his pistol against her neck. “Make sure she does. Her soldier pal is expendable, too. Clear now?”


  She jerked her head away from his gun. “Clear.”


  He smirked and turned to the Human who was standing silently nearby, watching. “She’s probably had some training so put her to work till we need her.” The rebel left abruptly and without further instructions.


  Nova glared after him.


  “Just do as he said.” The man who had not been introduced to her shrugged. “We can use the help, anyway. This all happened so fast, whatever it is that’s happening out there.” He lifted his hands to encompass the injured people in the hall.


  Nova followed his gesture, but not to study the casualties. Instead, she counted the number of armed rebels at the exits and the distance to the open windows. “Where is the other officer they brought in?”


  “He’s being looked after.” He caught the arm of a young woman passing by with an armload of rags. “Go with Coria. Get rid of that uniform and wear whatever she gives you. Let’s not remind everyone of who you are.”


  The woman named Coria took a moment to scrutinize Nova, her disapproval evident. Finally, she led the way along a dark hallway into another room where she dug through a tangle of clothing on the floor. Nova went immediately to the only window and peered outside.


  “Don’t try it,” the Bellac said, like her colleague fluent in the mainvoice used universally by the Commonwealth. “They’ve got Rhuwacs out there.”


  “Are you Shri-Lan?” Nova said.


  “I’m a weaver.”


  “But you’re working for them. Helping them.”


  The woman handed her a bundle that turned out to be a loosely fitting pair of trousers gathered at the ankles. “You didn’t notice the guns, Officer? I’d rather be at my looms. Your Union has other plans for us.”


  “Our Union? We did not attack you.”


  “No. You attack each other. And we just happen to be in the way. Without you, there’d be no rebels here. Without you, there’d be no rebels anywhere. Most of the people dying out there on the floor are not rebels, either. They are my neighbors. My friends. We grab up who we can and bring them here. And if there are rebels among them, so be it. Air Command is quick to collect their own. You won’t find many of your people here.”


  Nova frowned. “Surely, we don’t leave the locals lying in the street.”


  Coria stood with her hands on her hips and peered at Nova through narrowed eyes. Like all Bellacs, her skin was a deep, burnished red, making her white dye-free hair all the more startling in contrast. The long braids gathered up high on the back of her head stood stiffly to point in all directions. “Just the rebels? How do you tell the difference?”


  Nova shrugged. There was no answer to the woman’s question. It was all too easy for rebels of any species to work their way into Union populations. She unfastened her fatigues and exchanged them for the pants and a flowing overvest that reached to her knees. “What happened? What started this today?”


  “Stupidity, what else? Rebels been creeping into town for weeks. Recruiting new members, mainly. Sifting into the population. Getting supplies and disappearing into the hills again. Then there was talk about one of the big Shri-Lan bosses organizing things right here in Shon Gat.”


  “They wouldn’t dare so close to the base,” Nova said, incredulous.


  “Of course not. But that rumor, if you want to call it that, gave your people excuse to march in here and start going door to do looking for rebels.” The woman took Nova’s uniform and stuffed it into a bag before handing it back to her. “So the Shri-Lan fought back and things got ugly fast. And the people of this town suffer for it. Again.”


  The Bellac gestured for Nova to return with her to the main hall. She stopped briefly at the end of the dim corridor. “Don’t forget for a moment that you are their prisoner here. A hostage. If they didn’t want you for something you’d be dead by now. I advise you not to play Union Soldier around here. If you escape they will kill some of us, any of us, to set an example. I don’t suggest you try.”


  Nova nodded absently as she scanned the crowded space, searching for Reko among the injured. There had to be a way to contact her unit. And surely some of these people would know a relatively safe way to get through the front lines. Some of the injuries she saw required far more extensive attention than what seemed available in this crude clinic.


  “They would have taken your friend around that bend,” Coria pointed.


  Nova picked her way through the pallets on the floor to a less crowded section near the back. It was out of sight from the main entrance and darker. She finally spotted Reko, barely conscious on a thin mattress that was too short for his gangly Centauri frame. Someone had stripped him of his uniform jacket and covered him with a dusty blanket.


  “Tomos,” she whispered, crouching beside him. “You in there?”


  He blinked up at her and tried a lopsided grin. “Yeah. What is this place? Evac?”


  “No. Med station. Patrolled by rebels to make sure their people get treated first. Looks like mostly Bellacs working here.” She tried not to wince when she lifted the thick pad of dressing from his side. “You’re missing a chunk of meat there,” she said. “I’ll try to find a scanner to get a better look.”


  “You do that, Lieut—” he frowned, reminding himself that they were among rebels. “Nova.”


  She looked up when someone knelt beside her. It was the Human who was apparently responsible for her upon pain of death. He began to replace Reko’s bandages, expert in his task in spite of large, blunt-fingered hands. “We have one scanner here and it’s not a good one. But the doctor said this is just a bad bleeder. We need to get that stitched up.”


  “Stitched?” Nova said. “That’ll need a graft. You have no equipment here at all?”


  “Not a lot. Your friend here didn’t rate highly in triage.” Nova realized that he was younger than he first appeared. Unlike herself, whose skin was exposed to the sun only on the occasional ground mission, he was deeply tanned and his light hair seemed bleached by weather. His body was dense and powerful, like that of someone used to working outdoors. He smiled wistfully. “I suppose that’s a good sign.”


  “They gave me a shot of the good stuff,” Reko said. “Not feeling much pain now.” He nudged her arm. “You have to get out of here, Nova. Get back to the base and get some help.”


  “I’m not leaving you, Sergeant. Bet on that.”


  The medic gave a snort of derision. “There is no way in or out of here without sacrificing more civilians, anyway. You know that and they know that. You’ll have to be our guests for the next little while.”


  “This has got to blow over soon,” Nova said.


  “Not until your people get some backup, I’m guessing.” He shrugged. “Seems that your elevator is more important that a few townsfolk.”


  “They attacked the tether base?”


  He seemed amused. “I’m probably much less interested in warfare strategies than you are. We are a little too busy for that sort of thing around here.” The tilt of his head pointed out the disorder around them. “And could use a hand until someone gets this under control.”


  “All right.” She gave Reko’s hand an assuring squeeze and rose. “You get some sleep, if you can. We’ll get out of here soon enough. Don’t worry.”


  Reko squinted up at the medic. “They teach them to say that crap in officer school, you know.”


  “I thought it sounded a little rehearsed.”


  She followed the man down an aisle between the rows of cots and into a makeshift dispensary. The shelves were nearly empty. “He called you Nova?” he said, handing her a plastic smock and a supply of gloves. “That’s quite a name to live up to.”


  She watched him count out single-dose ampules of some sort of medication. “I had a bit of a temper as a child. What’s your name?”


  “Nathon Lis Djari, formerly of the Tangmak Rift but currently stuck here in Shon Gat, as you can see. You can call me Djari.” He smiled, something that seemed to come easily to him, even here. “And I will call you Sunshine. Far less explosive a name, I think.”


  “You’re a poet,” Nova mumbled as she pulled the smock over her head. “And a doctor?”


  “I can only wish, on both counts. I’m a farmer. Apparently I took a wrong turn when the shooting started. I hope that Centauri was right when he said you might have some training?”


  “Just basic medical. I don’t know much about Bellacs at all. And you have a lot of them here.”


  “Locals. I guess we’ll learn together. Just follow the doctors around. They’ll tell you what they need.”


  They returned to the main ward. She scanned the hall to take a closer look at the few armed rebels loitering near the exit. All of them were Bellac natives, indistinguishable from the neutral population except for their guns. By their stance and demeanor, none of them were trained for this. And none of them seemed inclined to help with the wounded.


  An excited babble of voices reached them, speared by a high-pitched wail that sounded the same at the edge of every battlefield. The rebel guards stood aside to allow another stretcher to enter, carried by several harried civilians. A distraught older woman seemed to want to help and impede their progress all at once.


  “Come,” Djari said and rushed toward them. He waved at the men to carry the stretcher to an open spot on the floor where a stained mattress had only recently been vacated. Nova helped to transfer the injured youth, wincing over the lack of clean supplies for these people.


  The boy, his hair a wild pattern of blue and violet streaks, howled in pain and weakly fought to keep them from checking his wounds. “Hold him down,” Nova snapped to one of the men. She tore the blood-soaked shirt to reveal a bullet wound. The woman behind her cried out at the sight. Nova grabbed a handful of bandages from someone and pressed them into the wound. She looked over to Djari kneeling beside her and saw that he understood the hopelessness of this injury. “That’s not an Air Command weapon,” she said quietly. They raised the boy’s shoulder and she felt beneath him. “Shot in the back.”


  “We can’t help him,” Djari said. He glanced up at the woman. “I’ll try to find something for the pain until…” he trailed off and stood up. For a moment he just gazed over the rows of pallets. Perhaps he meant to say something more but then he turned and walked away.


  Nova covered the boy’s injuries and then motioned to the woman who had come in here with him. The others had gone, leaving only the quietly weeping Bellac at his side when Nova turned her attention to another casualty.


  And so it went. Victim after victim needed medicines they did not have, water they had to ration, equipment that just did not exist in this part of town. Nova did what she could, using her rudimentary training to patch up laser burns, bullet wounds, lacerations and broken bones. There were just two actual doctors here and a handful of medics. Even the basic scanner in her lost data sleeve was more adept than the single diagnostic tool they had here. She worked at Djari’s side to move victims, clean equipment and tools, carry out the doctors’ orders and distribute what little food was brought in by the locals.


  “Sunshine,” Djari whispered when, hours later, she walked past him to fetch more saline from their meager stores. He gestured urgently.


  She squatted beside him to peer at an unconscious Bellac that had just been brought in. Her hair was dyed a muted tan color and she wore a patched set of fatigues. Nova whistled soundlessly when Djari parted the rebel’s jacket to expose a belt studded with concussion charges. Unfortunately, the weapon they belonged to was not also with her. They worked quietly as if seeing to some injury while slipping the blunt cylinders into Nova’s trouser leg. She flinched when she felt Djari’s fingers brush over the bare skin of her calf but he had been working with the ill and injured for so long that he probably didn’t even notice.


  She rose, hoping the charges wouldn’t rattle as she walked. Djari caught her hand. “Bring back a splint for her arm.”


  She looked down at the Bellac, frowning.


  Djari squeezed her hand. “She’s not a rebel right now,” he said. His soft grey eyes shifted to their patient. “She’s someone who’s going to be in a whole lot of pain when she wakes up. Let’s not add to that.”


  “Are all farmers as big-hearted as you are?”


  His brows drew together and he released her hand. “Sometimes I think it’s only us farmers that care about any living thing these days. Would I do anything less for her than I would for some livestock?” He patted a damp cloth on the woman’s face where a massive bruise was forming. “Would anyone risk this if they didn’t have some reason, some cause, whether I understand it or not?”


  Nova nodded. “I’ll hurry.” She made her way to the corner where Reko was resting uncomfortably on his pallet.


  He tried to sit up when she lowered herself beside him but soon gave up. “Nice of you to visit.”


  “How are you doing?” she said, tugging on the cuff of her trousers.


  “Like there’s someone chewing on my ribs. Doc doesn’t think they can stitch that up. Going to be one hell of a scar.”


  “Maybe it’ll be a dashing one. You can brag about it.”


  “What have you got there?”


  She briefly held up one of the charges. “Are you up to a bit of tinkering?”


  “I think so. Not exactly my field, though.”


  She tucked all but one of the cylinders under his blanket. “Easy. Open this end; I’ll try to find you something to pry it with. There will be two wires in there, leading to this ring. Pull out the one that looks coppery. Might be hard to see in this light, so be careful. It’ll make the thing explode on impact without the gun. Convert only half of these, just in case we do get our hands on a pistol for it.”


  He looked doubtful. “Can those explode on me?”


  “No, you have to bash them hard enough to break.”


  “So you say. Are there a lot of rebels here?”


  “Hard to say. Some are easier to spot than others. They’re not talking much if they are.”


  “Try to get some intel, anyway. I feel totally useless lying around here, not knowing what’s going on out there. Did I hear Rhuwacs earlier?”


  “Yeah, there are a few of them outside, making sure we don’t leave. There are two other Union soldiers here, both badly burned and going nowhere. At this point I’m guessing we’re all hostages. I’m not hearing a lot of artillery now.”


  He nodded. “Maybe they’re talking. I sure would like to see the inside of a real hospital right about now.”


  She rose to return to work. “You and a few dozen others. I’ll bring you some water.”


  The hall had grown dark and stifling once the promised sand storm reached the town and the windows were shut tightly against it. Thankfully, the weather also seemed to have halted the battle and the arrival of new casualties diminished. Nova helped to deliver a baby amidst the chaos; a new experience that left her both shaken and amazed. Hours passed and they seemed like days. Blood, tears, filth. Nova moved numbly through her chores, resolved to let her body do the work and keep her mind from taking in what she saw here. She felt completely unequipped to comfort those who came in more shell shocked than injured and left those to the more gentle ministrations of Djari and his people.


  His capacity for caring for these broken and frightened people seemed infinite. Nova found herself watching and, she realized, learning more from him than the doctors. His smile was sincere and applied at just the right time, his touch soothing and cool, his voice calm. His patience remained when Nova herself wanted to shout at a hysterical husband or snap at a helper for making errors. But he was as fatigued as anyone else here and she saw an expression of despair and even anger creep over his face more and more frequently.


  Not wanting to act the officer among these people, Nova finally enlisted Coria’s help to organize the exhausted workforce into shifts so that some of them could get some rest.


  Dawn was not far off when she returned to Reko’s corner to check his wound.


  “What’s going on, Nova,” he mumbled when she replaced his bandages.


  “Still the same. Did you get those charges done?”


  “Yeah. Under my knee. Get anything useful?”


  “Not much. Air Command is sniping at the front line to keep them busy but the bombing has stopped. Rebels keep shoving civilians and Rhuwacs at them. We’ve seen this before.” She looked at her hands that burned and had turned rough with the use of the harsh disinfectants. She had seen battle and she had been part of it. What she had not seen were places like these, hidden away behind the front line where people came to die, to have shattered limbs removed, to await arrest by Air Command who rarely backed out of a battle once begun. To know that they existed was a long way from living in one.


  He accepted a cup of water. “Command’s not going to risk pissing off the governors by taking the town back by force.” He squinted up at her. “No offense, Lieutenant, but you look terrible.”


  “Thanks.” She pulled up a blanket she had found somewhere and curled up beside him. “I could sleep for a week. What do you think Command will do with this place?”


  “Wait them out, maybe. Cut off food supplies. By now they’re probably evacuating as many of the locals as possible. Could end up dropping a little dust if the weather clears.”


  Nova groaned. The ‘dust’ he referred to would, when dropped from overhead, blanket the town in a relatively fast-acting aerosol drug that would temporarily incapacitate rebel and civilian alike. Its effectiveness depended on how intent their enemy was on taking revenge on the locals before succumbing to it. She had been deployed for that tactic just last year, over Tannaday. It had left her feeling intensely unclean.


  “It’d be a last resort,” he said. “They won’t like the idea of more coilers in here somewhere and the storm isn’t going to let up for a while. We’re definitely looking at no-fly. Did you get anything useful from the rebels?”


  “Not much. Sounds like they’ve pretty much used up the Rhuwacs they brought. The tether hasn’t been compromised but that’s no surprise. Someone said that one of the transformers got blown, though.”


  “Any objective?”


  “Same crap. They’re trying to get Bellac’s governors to give up on the Union. Refuse the alliance and keep the jumpsite neutral. Without a Union relay station at the gate. As usual, they’ve got nothing to bargain with.” Nova closed her eyes but an image of a little girl that had come in earlier kept appearing behind her lids. There had been blood in the stiff little braids on the child’s head. “I have no idea why this blew up today, though.”


  “Yes, seems odd. Unless someone really fouled up, I don’t see the win here.”


  


  * * *


  Nova awoke a few hours later to the sound of roars and curses outside. There were no windows at this end of the building but she made out Rhuwacs and the voices of their handlers. She pulled her blanket over her head for a moment to block the ugly noise, hoping what she was hearing didn’t mean the end of a captive’s bid for escape.


  She sat up, eventually, blinking and rubbing eyes that stung from exhaustion and the dust still hanging in the air from last night’s storm. The light of dawn had found its way into the hall and some of the others moved among the injured, waiting for their turn to sleep a little. She rose and bent over Sergeant Reko. But he had not awoken to the noise and when she touched his face it was hot and dry. She cursed quietly and checked his injury.


  “Morning, Sunshine. How is he doing?”


  Nova looked up when Djari joined her. He didn’t look like he had slept much these past few hours, either, but his striking smile seemed to brighten this corner. “Got infected,” she said and bit back another profanity. For some reason it seemed to her that this man probably didn’t care much for foul language even among soldiers.


  He checked Reko’s temperature by touch. “Maybe today we’ll get out,” he said. “It’s been quiet.” He shrugged when another Rhuwac bellow seemed to shake the walls. “Except for them, anyway.”


  “Your optimism is spooky, you know that?” Nova dipped a cloth into a basin of almost clean water to cool Reko’s face.


  He watched her use the rag to wipe the back of her own neck. “What else is there?” he said quietly and she wished she hadn’t spoken. “How else can you live like this? How can anybody?”


  “Nobody is supposed to.” She hesitated before placing her hand on his arm. “You’re right, we’ll get out. These things run their course.”


  He gazed at her without speaking and somehow that made her blush. Glad for the inadequate light, she dropped her eyes and pulled her hand back to fuss with Reko’s bandages. “So what’s a Human civilian doing all the way out here in Shon Gat? You seem a little out of place here.”


  “I am,” Djari agreed. “I was born on the base at Siolet. My father was killed when I was still very young. My mother eventually took up with a Bellac farmer and moved out to the Tangmak Rift. Anai root and some livestock.”


  “You’re a long way from Tangmak.”


  “Know why I’m here?” He looked as if about to reveal a great secret. “Trying to get to the skyranch. I’ve asked for work up there. I already talked to some administrators. I know what Bellacs like and I know how to grow it. I’ve been studying up on moisture recyclers, hydroponics, soilless farming. I had a little lab and got interested in organic chemistry. I’m practically hired already!”


  “You’ll like it up there, I’m sure,” she said, touched by his excitement. “I’ve lived on a skyranch or two. They try to make them interesting enough for the workers and engineers. It’s like a little town up there. And with the jumpsite so close you’ll meet some interesting people.”


  The sound of harsh voices startled both of them. She peered into the gloom to see several Centauri and a few Bellac, all seemingly in good shape and not part of the medical team, walk among the injured. One of them was barking orders at the others.


  “What could they want now?”


  “That tall fellow is Phann Arter, one of their leaders. He came in from Camomas with his group a few days ago. Looks like they’re removing the rebels that can walk on their own. Maybe they’re leaving. Or maybe they’ve run out of fighters.”


  “Air Command isn’t likely to let them leave. By now the town will be surrounded.” She scowled. “None of these here are in any shape to fight.”


  “Maybe not by your standards. But his people are fanatics.”


  She stood up. “I can be pretty fanatical, too.”


  “Where are you going?” he called after her when she strode into the main section of the hall and toward the bellowing Centauri. She did not reply; thinking about this would only change her mind.


  “Are you in charge here?” she said to the heavily armed rogue. He was of a heftier build than was common among his towering but generally slender people, adding a frightening dimension to his surly demeanor. It took a moment for him to realize that she was addressing him.


  “What?” he said, somehow making that word sound like a growl.


  “I want to speak to someone who is able to do a bit more around here than point his gun at things,” she said. Djari had come around to the side and watched with an expression of sheer terror when the leader turned to face her.


  “What do you have to speak about, Human?” the rebel said.


  A Caspian strolled over to observe her with curiosity. He carried a medical scanner, apparently looking for those well enough to be removed from the clinic.


  “What did Siks have to say?” the Centauri giant asked him.


  “Progress,” the Caspian said, using his native language. “The place is totally deserted. Some flyovers but we’re not seeing any patrols on the ground. Looks like everyone is here now. Sloban’s going to hit it tonight.”


  Nova managed to keep her reaction to this information to herself. A diversion? All of this? She squared her shoulders. “These people are suffering. Two more died last night. Look at this! We don’t have enough supplies to help them all. Some of them are your people.” She gestured at the thinly-furred rebel beside him. “None of the medics know how to treat Caspians. We’re running out of clean bandages and disinfectant. There isn’t enough food. The water is probably tainted. We need scanners and decon wands. We can only type Bellac and Centauri blood and there isn’t enough of that, either. By the end of the day we won’t even have enough pain meds to let them die in peace. This has to stop.”


  Arter’s forehead lowered into deep grooves as he contemplated the angry woman before him. He turned to his companion. “I think that’s her. Has to be Air Command, with a lip like that on her.”


  The Caspian nodded. His yellow eyes narrowed; perhaps he was worried about the information he had just slipped to his leader. “What’s your name, Human?”


  “Speak so I can understand you,” she said. “Centauri or mainvoice will do.”


  Before she could react, he grasped her wrist to turn her forearm outward. She winced when he stabbed her with a small tool and then released her again.


  “What was that for?” she said, rubbing her arm.


  “Not a lot of Humans in these parts,” Arter said. “Your people are looking for an MIA soldier. Little pilot girl. Sound familiar?”


  “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. She watched the Caspian enter the sample he had taken from her into his scanner. An expensive scanner of the sort that could save lives. She glared at Arter. “That’s the kind of equipment I’m talking about.”


  They ignored her until the Caspian tapped the display. “Yes, that’s her.” He reached out and tugged the scarf from her head to reveal her tousled red hair before activating a small device on his chest to take some video of her. His leader stepped outside the scope of the recorder. “Done,” the Caspian said after working with his equipment. “Sent.”


  “You’re lucky Air Command wants you back, girl,” Arter said. “Seems they don’t want to talk to the likes of us until they know you’re alive. Where’s the other one?”


  “Dead by this evening if you don’t listen to me and find us more to work with,” Nova said. “At least get us a scrubber so we can have clean water. Let us take the children out. Air Command will take care of them.”


  The two rebels turned away.


  “Dammit, I’m talking to you, Centauri!” she snapped.


  The hulking rebel leader turned back, moving very slowly. His huge fist reached out to wrap around her neck. He tightened it. “We are a little busy, Human. And I’m not in the mood to be shouted at by a Union soldier. Do you get that or do I have to snap your scrawny neck?”


  She did not take her eyes from his, nor did she struggle to get out of his iron grip. After a thoughtful silence, he let her go with a small shove.


  When he turned away again he waved at some of his men. “Get them a scrubber and get whoever is left in this dump to find some food.” Impatiently, he snatched the scanner from the Caspian’s hands and thrust it at Nova before stomping to the exit. “None of the civilians are to leave. Get this place cleaned up!”


  Nova slumped against the wall, coughing and clutching her prize to her chest. Her knees suddenly seemed awfully wobbly.


  Djari came to wrap an arm around her waist to hold her up. “That is either the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen or the bravest. Or maybe a bit of both.” He pulled the computer from her hands and gave it to one of the medics who immediately hurried away with it.


  “Stupidest.”


  They looked up when Coria, his Bellac colleague, approached. “The last time someone annoyed them they took five of us outside. They’re still out there, unburied.” She scowled at Nova. “I told you not to play Air Command soldier around here. You’ll get us all killed.”


  Nova pulled out of Djari’s loose embrace. “What I got you is a scanner and clean water. If things don’t improve soon we’ll have dysentery to deal with as well.” She turned to Djari. “Centauri have a weak spot. You can tell by the color of their eyes what’s going on, if you pay attention. You probably noticed that with Reko and some of the other Centauri here. Their eyes stop glowing when they’re sick or very tired and they can get really pale, almost grey. But when they’re upset or angry they go dark and the way they reflect light shifts. Takes a while to recognize but once you see it, it’s clear. From what I heard the same is true for Delphians except their eyes don’t glow. Never seen one close enough to check that out, though.” She glanced at Coria. “This Arter’s eyes didn’t change the whole time. He’s all bluster and that seems to be working for him.”


  Djari chuckled. “I think I could learn much from you, Sunshine.”


  Coria barked a short laugh.


  Nova stepped very close to the woman. “You could, too,” she said, keeping her voice barely above a whisper, tightly controlled to avoid the hissing sound that could draw attention as much as a shout. “See that Bellac rebel by the far window? And the one coming this way? Their rifles aren’t charged. That means they either don’t know what they’re doing, which makes them dangerous because their side arms likely work just fine, or the Shri-Lan here are out of ammunition, which is just as interesting. Something else you should notice is that none of them are patrolling the hallway to the latrines, likely because they just don’t want to. That tells me that they’re a little short on discipline here. Also both dangerous and useful. Perhaps you could quit sniping at me and start paying a little attention to our options here. Sitting around and waiting for rescue isn’t likely to work out too well for us. So let’s damn well remember we’re on the same side!”


  Coria glared at Nova for an interminable moment as if working on some sort of retort. In the end, she simply gave Djari a long, meaningful look and stalked away.


  Nova sighed and shook her head. “She doesn’t get it.”


  “We all cope in our own ways, Nova,” Djari said. “She’s afraid. Everyone is. She’ll come around. Hey, breakfast is served. Today’s menu is a lovely clotted rice paste with at least three pieces of dried fruit. Accompanied by a cup of hot water that has once been in the same room with a tea leaf. My treat.”


  “Sounds lovely. I’ll be there in a bit.” Nova left him to hurry to the injured rebel whose bullets they had stolen yesterday evening. The woman was still dealing with her broken arm and had been left behind by her compatriots.


  Nova knelt beside her pallet and checked the bruise on the woman’s face. “How’s the head,” she said softly.


  The Bellac groaned. “Like someone’s hit me with a rock. Now that I think of it, that’s probably what happened.”


  Nova gambled. “Arter said to get on your feet quick. I told him you’re not going anywhere with that arm. He’s got to chew on that.”


  “Thanks. Not much in the mood for getting shot at right now. Damn Air Command had a convoy of grunts brought in from Rim Station. Some General’s taken over. Looks like there might be a ceasefire unless Arter gets in a mood. Which is likely.”


  This news gave Nova some hope. General Ausan led Air Command operations on Bellac and was not someone who would allow a siege to go on for long. “You think Arter’s going to get desperate?”


  “Don’t know him that well.”


  Nova glanced around, trying to recall the name that the Caspian had used earlier. She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial tone. “Heard the furface say that Stoyan’s outfit going to hit tonight.”


  “Good, about time. This is a lot of blood to give up for a damn prison. Pe Khoja better be worth all this. As diversions go, this is the biggest foul-up I could ever imagine.”


  “Can’t imagine they’d leave a prison unguarded.”


  The woman made a scoffing sound. “Moshon ridge is hardly a prison.”


  Nova patted her shoulder. “You get some rest. I’ll send something to eat.” The garrison at the ridge was just a holding area for captured rebels and local sympathizers. They were sorted, many of them let go, some turned over to Bellac authorities. If someone important was among them, perhaps unknown to Air Command, it would certainly be the place to hit before he or she was transferred to Siolet’s far more fortified prison. She rose and hurried to where some of the workers sat around a shared bowl of food. She tugged on Djari’s sleeve to pull him away from the others. Startled, he scooped up a plate of the rice mash and followed her to a less crowded spot.


  “A private dinner,” he said. “I like that.” He handed her the plate when they had settled into their corner.


  “We need to find out more about these rebels,” she said, keeping her voice low. She ate quickly to avoid tasting the meal.


  “What do you mean?”


  “They must have supplies, food, equipment.” She peered around him to ensure that no one was listening. A few of the guards had watched her talk with the rebel but now resumed their listless pacing along the perimeter of the hall. “I wonder if you can get some of the kids to scout around,” she said, meaning the young Bellacs that were sent outside to fetch water and burn soiled bandages and other refuse. “Some of the slum rats are pretty savvy, from what I’ve seen. I’m sure that the Shri-Lan are hoarding supplies for their leaders and whoever they feel is more important than this rabble.”


  He raised both eyebrows in surprise and with a hint of amusement. “You want us to steal from the rebels to help the rebels?”


  She grinned. “Yeah. Though I need to get my hands on a transmitter. If they’re talking to Command about the hostages, they will have stopped jamming com traffic. I’m guessing they’re using the relays on the tether.” She tapped the small metal triangle at her temple. “I can probably use this to get into their system and from there to Command.”


  “Sounds dangerous. Can I look?” He leaned closer to her and brushed a strand of her hair out of the way to study the device. Nova’s first impulse was to shrink back but there was something wonderfully pleasant about his presence. Perhaps it was this special trait that made him such a skillful healer in the almost complete absence of any real training. She held still, drawing comfort from his closeness without bothering to explore why she felt that way. It had been a long time since someone had touched her this gently.


  “Amazing,” he said, so close to her ear that she felt the hair at her nape rise. “To think that this small interface can let you steer entire spaceships as you wish. It’s almost magical.” He drew away. “But then a brain is a magical thing, isn’t it?”


  She exhaled a little shakily and just nodded.


  “Why don’t you just use that as a transmitter? Or a sort of homing beacon, anyway? There must be a way to track you with it.”


  “There is, but using these to transmit directly is too easily tapped. We’d be spotted by rebels at once. It’s why we rarely use them wirelessly. But I can embed my ID code into a message using their transmitter and they won’t know it’s me.”


  “Why are you so set on sending a message? They must know where we are. They just have to figure out a way to get us while we’re still alive.”


  “I overheard some things. All of this might just be a diversion to draw local Air Command troops here.”


  “Why?”


  She pulled on her lower lip, thinking about that. “Just a feeling, really.” She nudged his arm. “So do you think you can find us someone to look around? Nothing more. I’m not looking to get anyone into trouble. I just need to contact Command.”


  He nodded. “There’s a delinquent or two that wouldn’t mind sneaking around a bit. I think they’ve found the trick of getting around the Rhuwacs.” He nudged his plate around on the floor. “I wish there was a way to get some of these other people out of here. Your friend Reko is not going to make it much longer and that Bellac with the chest wound won’t either. They only have one lung.”


  “I’m sure someone’s negotiating something. The explosions have stopped now.”


  “You have a lot of confidence in your people.”


  “Why wouldn’t I?”


  “Do you really think they care about a few civilians out here? For all we know, we’re the only ones left.”


  “They’ll worry about the outcome of not doing anything. As long as we’re not yet allied with Bellac, the Union is going do all they can to avoid more casualties.”


  He smiled sadly. “That’s it? Politics? And once Bellac has handed the planet over to you, would you walk away from these things? The rebels aren’t going to leave us alone. Will you still be here?”


  “Of course we will. We’ll have a big stake in this place.”


  “The jumpsite.”


  “Well, yes.”


  “But not the people.”


  “Of course the people,” Nova said, puzzled by his response. “We have bases wherever rebels are trying to take over. We’ll keep the garrisons here on Bellac to protect you. And we’re putting a monitoring station near the jumpsite to keep rebels out of your airspace.”


  “Wouldn’t be necessary, would it, if there were no rebels.”


  “Now you sound like Coria.”


  He shrugged. “She has a point. You’re only here because of the jumpsite. Those make it possible for your Union to expand, to travel to new places, to set up new trade. It’s commercial. It’s about wealth. And now so are the Shri-Lan.”


  “If they had any sort of organization they’d set up their own trade instead of trying to steal from others. There are other competitors of the Commonwealth and things work just fine with them.”


  “They’re as tainted by rebels, criminals and pirates as your own groups are.”


  She frowned. “Who have you been listening to, my poet farmer friend? That’s rebel propaganda you’re getting into now.”


  “Is it?” He smiled. “And I thought I figured that all out by myself.” He shook his head. “You control the jumpsites and that makes you very powerful. It’s bound to create wars where us local poets get caught in the crossfire.”


  Nova nodded. He was right, of course. A stable jumpsite inside a solar system meant relatively short jaunts through real space before reaching the sub-space entry point, a most valuable convenience for any planet. These sites were understood to belong to local sentient populations, if there were any. But, once discovered, they were quickly invited to join the Commonwealth to form trading partnerships.


  Bellac Tau’s jumpsite led directly to the busy Magran sub-sector which had not just one but several other sites opening important points within Trans-Targon, including Targon itself, the hub of their military network.


  The Union’s Air Command had not been an especially necessary organization until some of the locals rebelled against newly imposed rules and the changes that alien newcomers brought. Rebel groups merged into factions that slowly grew into a sizable opposition. Certainly, by now the Shri-Lan were no longer truly rebels although lesser, mainly harmless other offshoots existed on almost all planets.


  Over time, the powerful Shri-Lan had become an enemy force without a home planet and made up of any species that opposed Union presence. Funded through extortion, piracy and illegal trade in slaves, drugs, and weapons, they had established large territories not only on remote planets outside Union interests but also on vital worlds such as Magra and Pelion. Bellac had been in their sights when the Union finally escalated their negotiations for control of the planet.


  And so pilots like Nova patrolled jumpsites and valuable installations, escorted transports, hunted down rebels, and defended settlements against enemy attacks. It had never occurred to her to question the rightness of doing any of this. The rebels were her job; their extinction her priority.


  “It’s the way we have to live now,” she said. “Maybe we’ll all have peace someday.”


  “At what price?” He pointed toward the untidy rows of pallets crowding the hall. “Look around, Lieutenant. Most of those people were maimed by your soldiers. Or got caught by missile strikes while trying to flee. Collateral damage is all we are.”


  Nova was surprised by the anger that had finally cracked the surface of his outward serenity. He had seen enough, done too much these past few days to hang on to his optimism and it pained her to see him in this state. She had to admit to herself that she had come to rely on him to infuse her with some of his tranquility.


  “I don’t pretend to understand all of it,” she said softly. “And sometimes I wish we weren’t so heavy-handed. But look. The Shri-Lan are using your people like shields; we often display our uniforms even when camouflage seems a lot more sensible. They recruit children and species barely able to comprehend what they’re fighting for; we train our troops to treat our enemies humanely. We don’t hold dying people hostage. We—” Nova interrupted herself with a sudden and peculiar awareness that her own words sounded like so much propaganda. She thought about Captain Beryl, as cruel and cold-blooded as any rebel. About Captain Dakad, quick to order the ‘mitigation’ of his downed pilot. Djari was right to worry about all of them being mitigated. “Maybe we’re not so noble, but given a choice I know on what side I stand.”


  “Do you have to be on any side?”


  Nova hesitated. This was the second time someone had asked her to think about that. Only a day or two ago Reko had assumed that she would leave Air Command at some point. Was it really that simple? “You’d have me stand by and do nothing? If I can help to defeat the Shri-Lan, why wouldn’t I?”


  He began to say something, paused, and then shrugged. “I suppose that makes sense. You’re a warrior, Lieutenant Sunshine.”


  She smiled back at him, glad that he seemed willing to put this subject aside. “I am. And this warrior needs to stop being a nurse and get back to soldiering. Just don’t tell Coria.”


  



  


  Chapter Five


  “Are you sure you want to do this?” Nova whispered. “It’ll be safer here for you.”


  Night and silence had fallen over the hall, interrupted only by the occasional moan from the injured and the murmurs of their guardians. A fan whirred somewhere in an attempt to stir the stifling and fetid air. Things had improved a little today with the arrival of another scanner and a handful of decon wands. More disinfectant was not to be found but they had received enough soap and fresh water to improve sanitation.


  “I am,” Djari said. “I’ll be your lookout.”


  She retied the scarf around her head and then gently nudged Reko’s legs to retrieve some of their concussion bullets. She transferred them to the pockets of the baggy trousers that now hid her own combat armor beneath it. Reko stirred with a groan but did not wake. She murmured soothingly and stroked his stubbled cheek. His fever had grown alarmingly and his wound was hot and swollen. They had tried to cool him down but there was little more than water for that. Nova thought of all the wonderful medical equipment available even out here, at the garrison near the other end of town, that would have him up on his feet and firing off his lame jokes within hours. Right now, it might as well be on the next planet.


  “What are you going to do with those?” Djari asked.


  “Just in case.” She showed him the modifications Reko had made to the capsules. “Too noisy to use around here, but better than nothing if we find ourselves in a tight spot.”


  He untied a braided leather string he had been wearing around his neck, looped several times. He held it up to reveal a leather cup sewn into the middle, hidden behind his hair. “We use these for hunting. I bet I can throw one of those things a long distance.”


  “Nice!” She examined the sling with appreciation. “And much safer, frankly. I throw like a little girl.”


  He laughed, a pleasant sound in the dark.


  They looked up when Coria came with a bowl of water for Reko. She said nothing while she wiped his face and picked up some discarded bandages. Before she left, she looked from Djari to Nova, her gaze clearly conveying what her silence did not.


  Nova watched her go. “She really doesn’t like me.”


  “No, I don’t suppose so.”


  “Why?”


  He shook his head. “Doesn’t like Humans. You seem to bother her especially.”


  Nova hesitated. “Is she your… I mean are you two…”


  His teeth flashed in the dark when he smiled. “No. But she thinks I’m sweet on you.”


  Nova blinked. She had expected him to repeat Coria’s fears that she was a risk to them, or perhaps even reveal that the woman was a rebel; something Nova had begun to suspect. “Um, what?”


  He shrugged.


  Nova tilted her head. “Is she right?”


  “Subtlety is not your greatest gift, I think,” he replied. “But I like that about you.”


  They waited for one of the rebel guards to wander past them, his gun dangling lazily at his side. She nodded to Djari and they crept into a narrow hallway to the crude toilets that served the clinic. A service door leading to the septic area was only rarely inspected and quickly unlocked with a tool Nova had fashioned earlier. Clearly, their guards relied on the Rhuwacs patrolling outside to discourage escape attempts.


  “Do the Rhuwacs have any weak spots?” Djari asked.


  “Not really. They don’t even feel pain. They don’t see very well, but they can smell things going on in the next valley. Not much we can do about that.”


  Once through the exit, Nova paused and breathed deeply of the sweet, hot air outside the building. The sky was overcast but their eyes were already accustomed to the dark. She stopped Djari from slipping away and put a finger to her lips. Gradually, the night sounds around them became identifiable. A shuttle in the distance, possibly at the garrison. Some herd animals left behind by the fleeing population of Shon Gat. Muted voices far to the left. And, finally, the congested snuffling of Rhuwacs.


  She flattened her hand high over her head before realizing that Djari would not know that to mean Rhuwac. But he nodded and held two fingers up for her to see. She agreed with his guess that there were two of them. She pointed away from the sounds of Rhuwacs. Circling around them meant a delay in finding the shed their young scout had discovered. It also seemed a whole lot safer.


  They moved silently. Djari’s hunting experience served him well and she grew more confident in crossing the shadowed spaces in this warren of alleys and passageways. She counted the twists and turns until they reached the ancient wall that used to encircle the town before it had sprawled beyond its fortification. As reported, a metal shelter huddled among the whitewashed buildings, looking as out of place as any of the off-world constructions here. Light spilled from the open door and a lone Bellac sat on the stoop, busy with a pan of food.


  Nova’s eyes followed a rusted tower upward to see a net of wires spread out from it, anchored to the nearby wall. A primitive array used by the Shri-Lan in remote areas, it provided excellent reception but was less effective for transmission. A lamp swung from the same mast, casting a bleak pool of light over the building.


  She turned to Djari with a few gestures, cautioning him to remain here and hidden. He moved as if to object but she shook her head firmly. He scowled, obviously not convinced, but then nodded. She watched him fit one of the explosive charges into the sling and then turned her attention to the Bellac rebel.


  Grateful for the long, drab vest that helped her blend into their surroundings, Nova sidled closer to the metal shed. There, she tested a plastic crate before stepping on it to peer into the dimly-lit interior. She made out some field equipment along the far wall where a woman slouched in her chair, feet on the cluttered bench. She was idly bending a piece of metal wire into shapes while she monitored incoming messages that didn’t appear to hold her interest. A rifle was placed just within reach on a cot beside her. The rest of the interior was crammed with crates and barrels, some of it arranged to form crude table and seats. Nova lowered herself back down and approached the front of the building.


  The other rebel was still working on his dinner. Nova realized how hungry she was when the greasy chunk of bone and meat on his plate actually seemed appealing to her. She wrapped a long, thin string, made from a braid of sutures and some tape, around her palms to form a garrote. With another quick glance around the alley, she stepped forward and used the choke to pull the rebel into the dust where his flailing legs made little noise. She felt the garrote cut deep into his throat, cutting off his shouts of fear and pain and, soon thereafter, his life.


  Nova waited another minute, breathing harshly, alert to any sounds from the shed. She did not look at the rebel’s face. As a pilot, she rarely faced her victims and she doubted that she could ever get conditioned to defeating them in close combat. It was best not to look, not to think about who these people were. Quickly, she searched him for weapons and came up with a sidearm laser, a decent knife and, oddly, a dart gun.


  She raised her hand to prevent Djari from approaching. She was unable to see him in the shadows but no doubt he had been watching intently. She raised one finger and pointed toward the shack. The stoop creaked when she stepped on it.


  “Hey, Jast,” the woman inside called out. “Check this out. I should be an artist.”


  Nova stepped into the room and fired her new pistol at the back of the rebel’s head. The stench of burned hair filled the room and she quickly went outside again to wave to Djari. She waited while he hurried to the hut. “Hide that body behind the shed,” she said to him, indicating the first rebel she had dropped. “Then sit here. Look like a rebel.”


  “What is all this?” he said, looking over the boxes behind her.


  “Hopefully something useful. Oh, look!” She picked up a canvas bag that had caught her eye. “Med supplies. See if there’s anything in there for Reko. I could use him on his feet.”


  Nova walked over to the console and pushed the rebel’s chair out of the way before looking over the displays to tap into the com system. Random conversation dribbled from the speakers in sporadic bursts, none of it the sound of battle. Some expletive-laden exchanges among patrols, a more cerebral conversation regarding the hill villages, a lot of static.


  She smiled when she spotted a portable perimeter scanner dangling in its case from a hook. “You know,” she said to the lifeless rebel as she pulled the woman’s data sleeve from her arm and a pistol from her belt. “If you’d watched your scanners instead of your art project you would have seen us coming.” Grunting, Nova shifted the body to the floor and pushed it under the cot. It meant a small delay if someone came by here, but desertion was common among rebels and would be assumed before they’d start looking for bodies.


  Nova connected her neural interface to the com system and entered a coded signal, barely a blip among the traffic. She waited. After a few seconds of peering out of the shack’s grime-smeared windows, she sent another.


  Finally, an answering signal came back to her from the base. She closed her eyes, concentrating on chatting in a bored, Feydan-accented voice about the miserable conditions out here and what she thought of Air Command. She carefully embedded, through code words and timed signals, the information about a possible prison break on the ridge and the name she had gleaned from the Caspian rebel. Whoever this Pe Khoja was, he was surely important enough to stage an assault against a guarded Air Command installation.


  A hissing noise from the door caught her attention.


  “Thought I heard something,” Djari whispered when she came to stand behind him.


  “Rhuwac, guessing by the size,” she said after adjusting the scanner she had found. “Just one. Over that way. Let’s get back to the clinic.”


  “Huh? Just shoot it.”


  “Ever try to lift a Rhuwac? We’ll never get him hidden away. Besides, they smell, alive or dead. Those boxes are locked. Let’s get out of here.”


  “Could be supplies in there.”


  She aimed her gun at a lock without using the tracer. It hit the spot, anyway, and the lock melted. “What’s all this?” she said when the container revealed stacks of tightly packed tubes, coiled like some sort of green sausage. She pried another box open and found the same.


  “Mince,” he said.


  “What?” She turned her head to survey the stack of similar crates along the wall. “All this is dope?”


  “Looks like it.”


  She sighed. At least this made some sort of sense. The demand for mince, a paste made from one of Bellac’s succulent plants, was boundless in other parts of Trans-Targon. The local, sturdy desert population enjoyed a chew of it as much as she might enjoy a glass of wine. Certain other species, notably Centauri and Feydans, achieved far more significant results with the drug, none of them healthy. Mince was extremely addictive. It was frowned upon in some places, illegal in others, and a very significant source of income for the Shri-Lan rebels.


  “So that is what this is about? The reason why there are so many rebels in Shon-Gat?”


  “Been going on for years. Long before the Union even started to build the elevator. The stuff gets smuggled across the hills through Shon Gat and by caravan to the coast. Once it’s on ships to Panyan they’re in the clear. It’s not illegal there. There are caches like this all over town. Some of the locals process it into other forms, too. Of course a lot of this gets smuggled off-planet as well. Your new garrison is complicating things.”


  “I had no idea. I suppose that’s why everyone got so upset when Air Command started knocking on doors.”


  “Keeping you in the dark like a proper grunt, are they?”


  She shrugged. “Just one more reason to rid this place of Shri-Lan. I don’t care.” She gave him a sheepish look. “Well, I do. Are they using the elevator for this?”


  “Doubtful. Not with the kind of security you have. I mean, the elevator is standing right in the middle of your base. The governors are touchy about Air Command harassing the nomads, so the caravans are pretty safe.” He lifted a length of mince from its box. “We’ll take some of this. If we run out of pain meds for the Centauri at least we have this to get them through.”


  Both of them ducked for cover when the sharp rapport of a ballistic weapon cut through the night silence. Nova leaped from the doorway and pulled Djari into the shadows between two buildings, expecting rebels to return to this station. More gunfire racket reached them.


  “Is that from the hospital?” Djari said. “Is that Air Command?”


  Nova shook her head. “They wouldn’t just blast in here at night. I’m not that important or they would have done that already. Let’s get closer. Stay in the shadow.”


  A terrible roar rose up behind them, like something huge and angry and possibly in pain.


  “Rhuwac,” Nova said just as the creature ran at them from the alley. He was wielding a massive club in massive hands and Nova suddenly felt very very small. The brute shouted something about Humans and they saw spittle fly from between the slabs of teeth he bared. “Ugh,” she said and aimed her weapon. It took a few passes from her gun before he fell, silenced.


  Shouts reached their ears, closer than the gunfire still sounding in the distance. The Rhuwac’s noise had alerted someone.


  Djari stepped away from Nova and readied his sling. He let it swing a few times before it rotated around his wrist. At the correct moment he heaved back and let the projectile fly high into the sky. They heard it detonate in the distance, surely drawing attention for a while. As one, they turned and fled in the opposite direction, along the wall and into the slums.


  They were breathless by the time they had put a safe distance between themselves and whatever was going on back there.


  The door to one of the deserted homes did not yield to her pick but Djari forced it open with a few well-placed kicks below the lock. The single-room dwelling looked like whoever had lived here left in a hurry. Pieces of clothing and household items cluttered the floor and storage boxes stood open and empty. The corner used for cooking was empty and cold. Djari poked around the looted shelves and found nothing edible.


  Nova placed the scanner stolen from the rebel station onto a windowsill and found it in working order. There was no one nearby. “Safe here for a bit.” Although there was still much interference from the rebels’ jamming systems, she detected moving bodies throughout the quarter, many more than she had assumed to be here. Shots still rang out at intervals but the sound of voices and the ugly growl of Rhuwacs had faded away.


  “What do you think happened?” Djari looked over her shoulder at the screen. “Are you sure those aren’t soldiers?”


  “Those guns are not military issue. I know the sound. Those are rebels. Maybe they noticed us gone.” She winced. “Maybe they took that out on the others. Coria was right, perhaps.”


  “Don’t think that way,” he said. “There’s nothing to be done about that now. That might not even have come from the hospital. We probably got turned around back here.”


  “Wish I could do that,” she said dully.


  “Do what?”


  “Look at things the way you do. Don’t you get scared?”


  “Are you scared?”


  She adjusted the display screen on the sill. “Of course I am. We’re surrounded by rebels. Completely outnumbered.”


  “You do very well for someone who’s scared. Not too scared to kill a man with your bare hands and a piece of string. Not too scared to shoot a Rhuwac like you’re swatting a bug.”


  She lifted her shoulders slowly in a shrug. “That’s just training. It kicks in. You must think that’s all pretty awful.”


  “I do and it is. I could not do this… work. But being scared doesn’t help things.”


  She turned to face him, suddenly aware that he was standing very close to her. His grey eyes were fixed on her own and there was a half smile on his dark face.


  “You’re scared right now?” he asked again.


  She nodded.


  “Wait a moment.”


  She frowned, mystified, but waited quietly for a long interval where only the sound of their breathing broke the silence.


  “Now,” he said at last. “Are you still scared?”


  “Yes.”


  “So what good did it do you to be scared the first time I asked you? We’re still in the same spot, with the same problem.” He tipped his chin toward the town. “Be scared when you need to be. When it’s actually useful.”


  “And when is it useful?”


  He tapped a finger against her forehead. “When it keeps you from doing stupid things that’ll get you killed. Good thing you have the training to keep up with your willingness to take risks, Lieutenant.” His hand, roughened by work but gentle, moved to cup her chin.


  Nova recoiled from his touch, her mind suddenly filled with a grim reminder of the last time a man had touched her that way. She stared at Djari’s astonished face, momentarily and utterly disoriented, heart pounding.


  “Nova?”


  She shook her head to banish the memory, unable to recall what the head doctors at the base had told her to do with it. At the time it hadn’t seemed so important to listen to their advice. “We have to keep moving,” she said. “If we can scan them, they can see us, too.” She snatched up the scanner and slung it over her shoulder. “If we keep moving they might think we’re a rebel patrol. We need to get back there.”


  “Are you all right? I’m sorry if I… startled you.”


  She shook her head, wishing for nothing more than to go back a few seconds to feel his touch again. “No. You… you didn’t. I’m sorry. Being silly. Jittery and tired.”


  “We should try to leave the town. Find a place to get some rest and then make our way around the foothills to your base. You can’t go on like this. I’m barely able to stand on my feet, either.”


  “I have to see what’s happened at the hospital. I won’t leave Reko to them. Or the others. Coria doesn’t much like me, but she’s your friend. We have to try to help them now that we have some weapons.” She pulled her gun from her belt and headed for the door.


  “Nova.”


  She turned back again.


  Djari took her arm to draw her close and this time she did not flinch when he bent to kiss her softly. He touched only her arms but Nova returned the kiss, letting the moment spin out deliciously to banish the hate-filled night from their minds, if only for a little while. More than that, she felt herself respond to the closeness of their bodies, of wanting him to touch her. The sudden and happy realization that this need had not been destroyed by Captain Beryl, after all, allowed her to reach up to wrap her arms around his neck.


  But when she felt his hands on her waist to draw her closer to this powerful body she pulled away at once, the fear and memory a dash of cold water in her face. They stared at each other for uncounted moments, neither sure of the other.


  He finally cocked his head and gave her a gentle smile. “Should I apologize?”


  “Huh? No! I mean…”


  He raised a single finger to point toward her. “Not going to shoot me, are you?”


  She looked down to see that she now gripped her pistol close to her chest, one hand around the barrel, the other ready to engage the trigger. She exhaled forcefully and lowered the gun.


  “This is what you look like scared,” he observed. “But why?”


  She looked away and then up into his face again, seeing only concern and curiosity. “I’m sorry. I… I got hurt, not so long ago. It’s made me jumpy, I guess.”


  “Boyfriend trouble in the military? Is that allowed?”


  She shook her head. “Not that. Not a boyfriend. I mean really hurt. On the base.”


  The soft smile faded from his lips. “On the base?”


  She nodded.


  He took a step closer, slowly as if worried that she might run away. He brushed her cheek with the tips of his fingers. “You have nothing to fear from me,” he said. “You know that, don’t you?”


  She nodded and reached up to cover his hand with her own but then pulled away to open the door behind her. Perhaps there was time for this later, when she could allow herself to find out what his touch just now had meant. When she could admit to herself how much she needed it. She ground her teeth and shoved aside an overwhelming desire to hide in his embrace and, if even for just a little while, forget that she ever set foot on this planet. No time for any of this now.


  “Let’s walk slow so we don’t look like we’ve got something to hide on the scanners,” she said. “If we move fairly at random we could get close to the hospital without being noticed.” She paused to consider. “Actually, let’s not be seen by anyone. Ours or theirs. If they did send Union patrols they’ll think we’re rebels, too.”


  They made their way back to the edge of the slum and the meandering route they took was as much the result of a lack of compass as it was to appear to be a rebel patrol. Things finally began to look familiar to Djari who’d spent far more time in these quarters than she had. But the Rhuwacs no longer loitered in the alley and no one else was moving nearby, according to her scanner. The hospital showed only a handful of life signs.


  “No!” Djari exclaimed and she had to grasp his arm with both hands to keep him from rushing back into the building.


  “Stop,” she hissed. “We don’t know who’s in there.”


  He scowled at her but after a moment relaxed enough for her to let him go. She pulled him into the shelter of a courtyard wall and studied the dim glow of the scanner. This model only showed life signs but no specifics about species or state of health. At least they were alive. “Not moving. Could be our patients. Or people hiding.” She pointed at the screen. “Is that the back area where we left Reko?”


  “I think so. That’s the hallway there, I think, given the exit.”


  She nodded. “Let’s use the back door again. Just move very quietly. We’re not helping anybody by walking in on rebels.”


  They stole around the side of the improvised clinic and pried the door into the washroom. The floor was slippery with things she refused to examine more closely. No sound came from the main hall and power to the building seemed to have been cut. Feeling their way in the dark with an eye on the scanner, they crept forward to the nearest person.


  It was, indeed, someone hiding. A Centauri woman, wrapped in a sheet from her bed, cowered in a corner.


  “Shh,” Nova whispered and touched her gently as she crouched beside her. “Are you hurt?”


  The woman raised her tear-streaked face and looked from Nova to Djari, taking a moment to recognize them. “They shot them,” she said. “All of them.”


  “Who?” Djari said. “What happened?”


  “I don’t know! They just came in here and started yelling and shooting. I ran and hid. They were shouting about the Union but no soldiers came. They just left.” She stared blindly into the dark. “They just left.”


  “Stay here,” Nova said. “Stay quiet.”


  Djari moved ahead of her around the corner and to the front entrance. They found another survivor, this one a Bellac worker, and then one of the locals that had supplied them with food these past few days. Nova pressed her hands over her face to stifle her cry when she saw a tall Centauri sprawled face down near the door.


  “Gods, Reko,” she moaned, although her scanner had already told them that none of the bodies strewn through the hall were alive. “Please, not this.” She dropped to her knees beside him and heaved him onto his back. “Oh, damn!” She squeezed her eyes shut and dug her hands into his borrowed tunic as if to tear it.


  “Come on!” Djari gripped her arm to pull her up. “We have to get out of here.”


  She shook him off. “I can’t leave him here, in the dirt.” The half-closed eyes in the dusty face seemed to accuse her of something. Why had she left him here, unable to defend himself? Now who would teach her to curse in Centauri? “I can’t…”


  “We have to. Let’s go!”


  “Djari,” they heard a whisper. Coria came out of the shadows, uninjured but her eyes were wide with fear. “You’re alive! Thank the Gods!” Djari held her tightly, his voice a soothing murmur, until she had collected herself. She seemed less excited to see Nova near him.


  The three of them shifted Reko onto a pallet and covered him with a blanket. The next priority was to collect the survivors and leave the hospital, more to escape the gruesome carnage than with any hope of finding a better hiding place. The alley outside was silent although they stopped and listened anxiously when some shouts reached them from afar. Another escapee huddled in a doorway of a looted and burned home and they convinced him to join them.


  Coria led them to a small stable, smelling cleanly of hay and wood, where Nova arranged them along a rickety stairway to hide their true number on the sensors. She took stock. None of them were too injured to move on their own. The shell-shocked Centauri woman would have to be minded carefully. One of the Bellacs was little more than a child. The others just looked stunned and exhausted.


  “What happened?” Nova asked Coria. She glanced guiltily at Djari. “Did they notice we left?”


  “Then it’s our blood on your hands, Human,” Coria snapped.


  “They did not,” the Bellac medic said. “There is some sort of mutiny going on. Some of the rebels are trading captives to save their hides. Taking them out in the dark to bargain with. Thank the Gods they took the young ones out, first. Arter’s people came and shot whoever’s left, just to make a point. They shot their own, too!”


  “The rest are trying to get back into the hills,” Coria said. “The ones who aren’t turncoats.”


  Nova tapped her lips with a forefinger, considering this. “Air Command is going to be all over those hills. Snipers are just going to pick them off. Surrendering is probably much healthier right now.” She looked to Coria. “Do you know where and to whom they’re delivering the hostages?”


  The woman shook her head. “Guessing along the east side where it’s more open.”


  “Going to be light soon,” Nova said to Djari. “We need to get out of here. No guarantee that we’ll be found by the right sort of rebel.”


  “No, I suppose not. What do you have in mind?”


  She looked up at the people on the stairs. “We’re going to play Shri-Lan. I’ll be your prisoner, and so will they.” Nova pointed at the Centauri and a Bellac with a long gash across his cheek and a bandage around his head. “The rest of you look well enough to be rebels. We have a few guns.” She turned away from them and pulled the data sleeve she had taken from the dead rebel from her pocket.


  “Calling home?” Djari said and looked over her shoulder.


  “Sort of.” Nova frowned when the unsophisticated device balked at her manipulations. She managed to recode the access scan and then briefly touched the device to her neural implant.


  Djari raised an eyebrow. “You can interface with that?”


  “Not exactly, but I can create a recognizable signal. They’ll know it’s me.”


  “How?”


  She shook her head. “You’d have to hold a gun to my head to find that out.”


  He frowned. “You don’t trust me?”


  She looked up, startled. “Of course I do. It’s just not the sort of thing we talk about.”


  “Of course. I’m sorry.”


  “No need.” She touched his hand and felt his fingers close around hers like the briefest of hugs. She turned back to the others. “Coria, you and… what’s your name? Selvan? You two go back to the hospital and grab some clothes that look like something rebels would wear.” She met the woman’s eyes. “I’m sure you can figure that part out.”


  Coria looked as if some retort burned to be flung at Nova but then said nothing. She tugged on the medic’s arm and they slipped back into the street.


  


  * * *


  There were nine of them now, making their way slowly along the outside of the old city wall toward the north end where Union patrols were sure to pick them up. The sun had risen not long ago, but a hot, dry wind already flapped their loose clothing and frayed their nerves.


  Nova turned to walk backwards for a moment, counting heads, before returning her eyes to the uneven terrain around them. She now showed her Air Command uniform and her hands were loosely tied behind her to appear as a hostage. It made walking on the uneven ground awkward and tiring.


  A young man with a crutch hobbled beside her, slowing them all down, but he was a great story teller and managed to keep them distracted with his commentary. The Centauri woman had stopped talking long ago and continued moving only because Coria had tied a scarf around her wrist. Djari and the medic walked in the back, armed with the guns. The others surrounding them tried their best to look armed and menacing, a difficult feat for any of them as they stumbled along in the heat, not having eaten since the day before and with only a small bag of gritty water to sustain them. They stopped often to rest in what shade they found and each time they started out again it seemed more difficult to put one foot in front of the other.


  They had met a small group of retreating rebels earlier. Their questionable disguise had worked or perhaps the rebels were too intent on fleeing into the hills to bother with challenging them. Feeling a little more confident, they continued their journey without having seen anyone else. The arid ground now sported considerably more scrub and the occasional tree, blocking the view from town and offering a little more shade.


  She turned again, briefly, to look back at Djari. He looked up as if she had called to him and his tired face lit up with a smile. She remembered their brief moment together those few hours ago and the thought of another one like it, as his smile seemed to promise, gave her hope and renewed strength.


  Nova glanced at Ulos, the young Centauri beside her. “Didn’t anybody notice that he wasn’t from around there?” she asked, referring to his latest, somewhat convoluted tale. Her head ached and she had trouble following the plot but it kept her from thinking about other things.


  “That’s the fun part. The difference between his markings and his lover’s people are some loops across the left chest. So he used her paints to change his markings.”


  “He must have been truly in love,” Nova said. Few things were as prized by Caspians as the intricate patterns on their short hide, a system that proclaimed their birthplace as precisely as a regional accent. Some females colored their hair to better display the patterns but males spurned the practice as effeminate. Neither men nor women would readily change the markings with which they were born. “So did they get found out?”


  “Yeah,” he said dryly. “He painted himself in front of a mirror.”


  Nova laughed.


  They found an ancient wash-out and moved into the shade provided by the striated rock face of the gully. The ground sloped gently toward the north. “Let’s hope it doesn’t start raining,” Ulos said. “A man could drown in here.”


  “Do not mention water.”


  He shrugged. “Would be salty, anyway.”


  “Someone coming,” Coria said. She was holding the scanner. Interference was again reducing its range to just a short distance around them. “Four of them, that way.”


  Only a few moments later an armed rebel group traveling in the opposite direction came into view, like many of them hurrying to escape into the hills. Their guns were loosely pointed in their direction but they seemed to have no clear intent.


  Nova’s ragged column came to a halt when their way was blocked by the newcomers.


  “Where would you be going?” A Centauri in a desert robe walked toward them. He stopped in front of Nova who kept her eyes on the ground and tried to look like a captive. It didn’t take much pretension. “And where did you get the soldier?”


  “Taking her back to them, what do you think?” Coria said.


  The rebel shifted his eyes to her. “Arter broke off those useless talks. He said to scatter into the canyons. You’re heading into the wrong direction.”


  “To hell with Arter. We’ll be scraped off the hills one by one as target practice. I’m getting out of here.”


  “You might want to rethink that, Bellac,” he said. Nova groaned inwardly at their sad luck of having run into a rebel actually loyal to this lost cause. The man stabbed his gun into Nova’s midriff. “I think we’ll be taking her off your hands.”


  Just then a row of armed Union soldiers rose up on the embankment above them, appearing out of absolutely nowhere. No one had noticed their silent approach, too worried about the rebels coming their way. Confused, all of them looked around to face a wall of muscle in battle gear.


  “Away from her,” one of them ordered.


  Nova gasped when she recognized Captain Beryl, not monitoring his squad, but himself behind the barrel of his gun.


  The leader of the newcomers whipped around, gun ready, and was immediately met by a storm of laser fire. Others, too, fell to their aim and Nova saw Coria collapse and then Ulos also dropped before she managed to tear herself out of her shock. She pulled apart the loose knot that tied her hands and waved frantically.


  “Stop! Cease fire!” she shouted, not daring to move into the crossfire. “Stop! Civilians!”


  They did stop, but her companions lay dead or dying on the ground. She turned to find Djari still on his feet but with an arm scorched from wrist to elbow. Another burn had blistered the side of his handsome face. He stared at the bodies on the ground and stumbled back, shaking his head in disbelief. She took a few steps toward him but someone gripped her arm.


  “Djari!” she cried, but the look he gave her felt like an accusation. He lurched away to flee into the scrubby hillside. When one of the soldiers aimed to fire after him, Nova pushed the gun aside to let the shot go wild. “That’s not a rebel!”


  She turned and launched herself at Beryl, gaining speed over the short distance to hit his chest with outstretched arms. “You fucking bastard!” He stumbled back, utterly surprised by her attack, and fell over a rock beside the path. She landed on top of him and smashed her fists into his face, cursing, unaware of the tears that poured over her face, unable to stop even when blood gushed from his nose and lips. “You. Fucking. Bastard!” she yelled again and finally someone pulled her away, needing another soldier’s help to keep her from returning to cause more damage.


  Nova struggled with the men, too enraged to give up her insane desire to seriously hurt the captain, a man more than twice her size. He struggled to his feet, wiping at his streaming face.


  “Look what you did, you stupid bitch,” one of his men said. “What the hell was that about?”


  Beryl explored a gash across his eyebrow and then looked at his blood-covered hands. “Let her go,” he said.


  “Captain?”


  “You fucking heard me.”


  Nova nearly fell when the soldier released her with an angry shove. She breathed in sobbing gasps, her hands on her knees, furious and exhausted. “Those are civilians trying to get me out of this place. Why did you open fire? Look at this!”


  “He raised his weapon,” Beryl said and then seemed to realize that he sounded defensive. “As far as we saw, they were rebels. Our orders are to retrieve you. Now get your ass in motion and back to base.”


  “I’m done taking orders from you,” she said and paid no attention to the looks of astonishment among his men. She knelt beside the unconscious Coria. “We’re taking her with us. And anyone else who’s still alive.” She glared at Beryl. “Do you get that?”


  He grasped the back of her suit and hauled her to her feet. “You are pushing your luck,” he said. “We’re going to assume you’ve lost your fucking mind.” He turned to his men. “Grell. Silas. Double-time to the gate and bring an evac back here.”


  


  * * *


  The hours that followed passed like a feverish dream. Too weak to continue the trek to the base, she was made to sit in the shade while the soldiers stood guard. She did not recall talking to any of them or seeing Beryl after this. Someone eventually pulled up with a skimmer and the few survivors of this latest massacre were taken away.


  The medics at the base received her, someone propped her up while she took a long shower and then she was tucked into a cot in the garrison’s well-equipped hospital compound. Coria was also there, asleep or unconscious, and an armed guard stood by the tent entrance. Nova was treated for dehydration and finally allowed to sleep before she remembered to ask why they had posted the guard.


  The following day brought a bedside debrief. And another, conducted by someone else. She talked about Sergeant Reko and Arter and the conditions at the crude med station near the slums. She tried to recall the location of the anti-aircraft guns they had seen in the hills and that still hadn’t been found. She asked about Coria, who was no longer in the hospital tent, and was not given an answer. Then she was left alone again, feeling restless and ready to leave this place.


  At the end of that day several officers entered the tent. She sat up and put her feet on the floor as did two of the more able patients that shared her space.


  “At ease,” they were told as the general approached.


  “Yessir,” Nova said, not at all at ease to be sitting here in a hospital gown while General Patrina Ausan stood before her. The Centauri, who once spoke at the flight academy on Magra while Nova was still a greenie, had been an inspiration for her since her image first appeared on the massive overhead screen of the lecture hall. Now she was leading Air Command’s primary base on the other side of Bellac Tau, making the new skyranch her responsibility. Nova had to remind herself to stop gawking at the woman.


  “I heard you were still lazing around, Lieutenant.”


  “I… um what?” Nova stammered.


  The general surprised her by sitting on the edge of the cot. Her glossy black hair was tightly bound and the uniform more crisp than any fabric had the right to be in this weather. Nova wondered, not for the first time, how senior officers managed this. “I’d say it’s well deserved,” Ausan said. “How are you feeling?”


  Nova blinked up at an adjutant waiting by the door and then back at the general. “I’m recovered. I was not injured. Just exhausted. Ready to return to duty, General.”


  “We’ll let the doctors decide that, Whiteside. I just wanted to commend you for your warning about the attack on the ridge. We got some reinforcements out there just in time. And you were correct. One of the captives there turned out to be a very important Arawaj rebel, most notable for the fact that he’s working directly for Tharron himself.”


  Nova whistled. Tharron’s position as the absolute leader of the Shri-Lan made him Air Command’s most desired target. “Thank you, General. I’m glad I was able to help. I’m afraid not much else went according to plan back there.”


  “Yes, well, we cannot gleefully call this a victory. The militants have been routed from Shon Gat and the hill villages but the price was too steep.” The Centauri stood up again. “You’ll return to your base in the morning. When you’ve been declared fit you’ll rejoin your squad and head for the jumpsite.” She smiled. “I think we can use someone with your resourcefulness up there.”


  Nova was certain that the broad grin that spread over her face made her look just a bit foolish. “Thank you, General.” She bit her lip. “May I… may I ask, um…”


  The officer raised an eyebrow.


  “There was someone, a Human, who helped us. At the hospital. When we went out to send the message. And later, when we escaped. He was lost. And injured. I wonder what’s become of him.”


  Ausan nodded to her aide. “What is his name?”


  “Nathon something Djari. Goes by Djari. He’s applied to work on the skyranch so we probably have a record of him here.”


  Ausan’s lip twitched in amusement. “And you’d like to see him make his way there?”


  “Well, yes. But mainly I’m just worried about how he’s doing.”


  “We’ll see what we can find. You just get rested up, Lieutenant.”


  “Yessir,” Nova said firmly. She watched the general leave through the tent flap held aside for her by her aide and then nearly collide with a soldier trying to enter. He stood aside and saluted as she passed him without comment.


  “Gods, Rander, you idiot,” Nova said. “You almost knocked her over.”


  The sergeant looked over his shoulder and shrugged. “Don’t think Lady Patrina is so easily knocked over.” He flopped onto her cot far more casually than their commander had just done. “How come you rate your own bedside general?” He gave her a bowl of pudding filched from the mess hall.


  She accepted the bowl and decided not to scold him for scattering dust over her sheets. She had recently become very fond of clean bedding. “Congratulating me, I guess. No one even told me why she’s out here.”


  “Mopping up this mess, of course. Plus she found out that Major Trakkas is shuffling his pilots to places they have no business being and I think that irked her plenty. I hear she almost had his stripes when she heard you were MIA. Misplacing a pilot is a bit of a problem, I guess.”


  “Is that why he sent that commando after me? With Beryl at the helm?”


  “Yah. They caught your signal. Nothing more fun for Beryl’s bunch than tracking rebels. Must have been a party for them. They never seem to get prisoners back in one piece. Going to finish that?”


  “Yes. Hands off.” Nova savored the sweet treat. “Sending Beryl must seem amusing to him.”


  “To Major Trakkas? Why?”


  Nova shrugged. “Long story.”


  “Give me some gossip, Loot! I heard you punched him out.”


  “You guys are like little old ladies. I barely touched him.” Nova stared into her pudding. No one had mentioned her attack on Captain Beryl. No one had asked about the death of those civilians. Collateral damage in shades of grey where both of them had stepped over the line. A matter best left in the dark, perhaps.


  Sergeant Rander reached over to nudge her hand, bandaged where the skin of her knuckles had split on Beryl’s teeth. “He got sent out with his squad, but when I saw him his face was a shiny purple mush. An improvement, some say.”


  She shook her head to push the memory aside. “I’m out of here, too. Guess I’m getting my plane back, finally. The general said we’re heading up to guard the jumpsite. I can’t wait to get off this rock and back out into space.” She set the empty bowl on a table beside her cot. “I’m sorry about Reko. Tell the others he did his job. There wasn’t any way he could have avoided getting shot.”


  Rander winced. “Yeah, I know. We were briefed. He was a good soldier. We lost thirty-two troops, plus Beamer’s unit in the hills. Almost two hundred civilians. As many shipped off to hospitals. Could have been worse, I guess.”


  “Could have been better, too.”


  



  


  Chapter Six


  “This is the fourth time I’ve brought this ship in here and you people ask me the same thing every single time. It gets tiresome.”


  Nova kept her eyes on the data display scrolling a list of the new arrival’s inventory. Her scanners reported a shipment of foodstuffs not found on Bellac Tau along with barrels of liquor from Feyd and what scanned like bales of fabrics, possibly clothing. There were also about a dozen passengers in one of the cabins of the transport they had waylaid as it emerged from the jumpsite. Her findings were confirmed by the sensors of Lieutenant Rolyn’s Kite on the other side of the trader’s ship.


  “Yes, sir,” she said.


  “You know I have to go through all this at customs,” the captain of the cargo ship complained.


  “Your destination is Siolet, then?” Nova entered the name of Bellac Tau’s largest city into her system. Besides housing the Union’s main base there, it was also its primary trade hub. “Not the skyranch?”


  “You know damn well I’m going to Siolet! Why don’t you go chase rebels instead of bothering traders?”


  “Rebel activity has increased in this sub-sector, sir. Your safety is our prime concern. Do you require an escort to the planet?”


  “Your rebels aren’t going to chase me for my dresses. I told you I’m going to Siolet. I don’t need you to follow me to make sure of that.”


  Her shift partner cut in, unheard by the civilian. “You’re so polite, Whiteside. He’s going to pop a vein for sure.”


  She grinned. “Anything on voice?”


  “Yeah. Human. Not so much irritated as scared spitless. Spiking all over the place. Can’t see what he’s hiding in there, though. Those could be slaves.”


  “Let Ground handle this one.” Nova returned her attention to the trader. “It’s no trouble at all, sir. We’re glad to help you arrive safely.” She watched Lieutenant Sool pull forward and take up position beside the transport ship, ready to escort it to the surface. “We wish you and your crew a very pleasant stay on Bellac Tau.”


  Nova closed the com link and sent their findings to the Air Command carrier hovering not far from the jumpsite. Their squadron had patrolled this area for fifty of Bellac’s short days in anticipation of saboteurs that might have dodged patrols on the other side. The Union relay station near the jumpsite, still under construction, made an attractive target. Once it was staffed and fully armed, the squadrons would leave for their next assignment.


  “You’re a wicked woman, Whiteside,” Rolyn said.


  Nova signaled him to return to the jumpsite to join the rest of their flight and await the next arrival. “We were told to be courteous, weren’t we? Been a quiet day, sort of. I like that.”


  “Since when?”


  Besides a shipment from Targon of materials for the unfinished relay, they had monitored just five arrivals during their shift. Three had exchanged polite conversation with the tedious but necessary Air Command checkpoint, one had tried to bribe them and was tagged as smuggler but harmless, and this was the only one today to complain about Union presence here. Predictably, it also seemed to be the one with the most to hide.


  To traverse these instant sub-space connections between far-flung sectors required powerful shields and even more powerful processors. Commonly, massive transport fleets provided berths to lighter vessels for the passage. It made for crowded ships and chaotic inventories. The liners, meant for migration and trade, often smuggled rebels between sectors and presented the greatest challenge to Air Command patrols.


  “Black sky cruiser coming in from Bellac,” they heard Lieutenant Sulean’s voice. “Origin Panyan. In a hurry.”


  “Panyan, eh?” Heiko Boker cut in. “Not a lot of traffic coming out of that continent. Is this something new?”


  “Negative. No air fields in that jungle. Looks like our visitor took a round trip to hide home base. Piece of junk. Strange configuration.”


  “Your turn to get the story, Heiko,” Nova said.


  Boker and his wingman moved to intercept the new arrival. Nova scanned the ship while he made his respectful inquiries. “Surprised that thing made it this far,” she said over a closed band. “But fully shielded. I can’t even get a good look inside. Want to bet it’s carrying something it doesn’t want us to see? Might want to get your fangs out, Boker.”


  The squad moved into a slightly more aggressive formation as the cruiser approached the jumpsite without slowing as was expected in this area.


  “Well, he’s not talking to us,” Boker said after repeating his request for identification. “Tower?”


  “We’ve notified Siolet,” came the reply from the carrier. “Do not engage. Stand by.”


  “I feel they are definitely lacking respect and common good manners,” Boker grumbled but stood down to let the cruiser pass. Without permission from Bellac’s governors none of them had the authority to waylay a traveler, even if the captain chose to ignore a simple hail.


  “What did I just see?” Rolyn yelled.


  The others, too, took a moment to realize that the large cruiser had disengaged two smaller ships, no bigger than the Kites themselves. The main body veered and headed for the relay construction, firing as it approached on a collision course. The separated components streaked toward the jumpsite.


  “It’s going to try to ram the relay,” the Air Boss transmitted. “We’ve got this. Engage the two bogeys.”


  Nova whipped her Kite around and raced after the escaping ships.


  “Jumpsite is opening,” Boker said. “I’m right behind you, Whiteside.”


  Indeed, their systems warned them that someone aboard the small enemy ships was powering up to incite the breach in space to create an opening large enough to allow them to enter.


  “Who the hell’s aboard this thing? What fucking nerve!” Boker yelled. He fired into the lead ship’s shields. The other plane, not busy with opening this gateway to Magra, returned his fire and kept all of them dodging and weaving in their wake.


  “Going in,” Nova said.


  “Shit,” Rolyn replied. They were all aware of his aversion to travelling through sub-space. It was a common phobia, even among pilots.


  “Stay here, Rolyn,” they now heard Captain Dakad from the carrier. “Boker, Sulean, Nieri, Whiteside. Go.”


  Nova set her course to follow the lead ship into the breach at ever-increasing velocity, letting them use up their coolants to calculate the passage. Sulean’s guns streaked past her and the second ship spun away, disabled. “Nice shot, we’re going—”


  Nova’s remaining words were only in her head. They had passed the threshold into the ‘Big Empty’ and hurtled into the frightening nothing-void of sub-space. She saw nothing, or at least there was nothing that her brain seemed to recognize any more. Felt nothing. Heard nothing. She was unable to move and only her thoughts felt alive, reaching a panic state that, for some, could cause lasting damage during a long jump.


  This was not a long jump and the breach soon spewed the ships back out into real space to scramble for bearings. Nova’s neural interface grappled for the momentarily disrupted controls and she wasted no time in scanning for their quarry. It was also tumbling through space ahead of them and, as she watched, steadied and changed course.


  “Battle cruiser ahead!” Boker called.


  “I see it,” Nieri said. “Probably thought we’d take the carrier through instead of the Kites. Damn.”


  “We’ve got time,” Nova said. She reached for her console to override the power management system.


  “Time to get roasted, maybe,” Sulean answered. “We’re in range. Their range.”


  “Whiteside…” Nieri began.


  Nova punched every bit of power into her Kite, shortcutting a few routines via her interface to coax more speed from her plane. It raced ahead of the others, pushing the limits of the machine to bring the enemy fighter into her gun sights.


  “Should have just said hello when we asked, assbucket!” Boker chortled when her guns took the ship down. “Uh oh.” The cruiser had issued a swarm of Shrills in retaliation, looking like angry insects around a hive.


  “Out of here!” Nova shouted and then held her breath while her Kite seemed to make the turn back to the jumpsite far too slowly. The other three Union pilots fired past her to hold back the enemy planes as she raced toward the jumpsite. “Going negative,” she warned as the first to arrive there. She directed her ship’s processors toward the site, feeding energy forward to create the opening.


  “Remind me, Whiteside, you do have your chartjumper creds, right?” Sulean asked, somewhat nervously.


  She did not reply, too focused on the mental connection with her plane. Once again, they plunged into the breach, losing all senses until they had crossed the unimaginable distance between Magra and Bellac Tau.


  The other ships awaiting them veered out of the way to let the four Kites right themselves.


  “Might be some Shrills coming through, team,” Nieri said, unruffled by any of this. “Do we still have a relay?”


  “Everyone’s accounted for, Lieutenant,” the Air Boss transmitted. “That delivery didn’t make it. Salvage team is on the way. Return to base, Sulean. You’re reading a little jittery. Status, Nieri.”


  “Enemy battle cruiser over there,” the pilot said. “Complement unknown. We took down the bogey. Whiteside’s probably a little short on coolant.”


  “Heard. We’ll alert Magra. Resume patrol pattern. We’ll send replacements early.”


  The squad hovered around the jumpsite, waiting for any sign that it might be opening to admit the enemy Shrills, perhaps even the battle cruiser, into Bellac space. It didn’t happen. Whoever had awaited the two rebels over there had decided to cut their losses.


  “Too scared to come over here with their fancy cruiser and engage properly,” Nieri guessed.


  “Just think,” Boker said, sounding meditative. “We were almost home there for about a minute or two. Hard to imagine.”


  “Where’s home, Heiko?” Nova asked.


  “Got family on Zera. And here I am, back on the other side of Trans-Targon again. Should have dropped by to say hello.”


  She chuckled. “It’s another jump from Magra to that sub-sector. And about five days in real space between jumpsites to get there.”


  “Well, still closer than this blip on the map.”


  “Where’s home for you, Nova?” Rolyn asked.


  She looked up from her controls and out into space. “Right now right here, I guess.”


  “Oh,” he said. “Well…”


  An hour later a trader came through, somewhat startled by the squad’s battle-ready formation, to inform them that there was no one near the jumpsite terminus on the other side.


  “Boys and girl, our relief is here,” Boker announced not long after that. “Gather round, another busy, busy day in the service of our glorious Commonwealth Union is about to conclude with a considerable imbibement of glorious grain spirits personally smuggled from Bellac by your role model, Lieutenant Heiko Boker.”


  “You are such a drunk, Boker,” Nova said and moved to formation.


  “Role model for my pet churry, maybe,” another pilot said.


  “Imbibement-whatever you said isn’t even a word,” Rolyn added.


  “Don’t grief me, Rolie,” Boker shouted. “We’re on the brink of three days’ worth of downtime. Admire my stupendous splendicity or I’ll go to Siolet without you.”


  “Nice work, Rolie!” Nova said. “Three days having your quarters all to yourself.”


  “Wait a minute…” Boker said.


  “What’s your count now, Whiteside?” Lieutenant Nieri asked. So far, Nova had not been able to accumulate many of the sort of flight hours needed for her Hunter Class minimum. For the most part, they had cruised around, mindful of Captain Dakad’s complaints about wasting fuel, and harassed the tourists. What she needed to qualify was documented precision flying or combat.


  “This little jaunt’s going to buy me four points, at least,” Nova said. “Five if I’m lucky.” Jumping in a Kite through sub-space, even just via a charted breach, certainly counted. “We need to start a brawl like this every day.”


  “Why five?”


  “Depends on Dakad’s mood,” Boker supplied. He drawled his words as if that somehow made him sound more like a Centauri. “If he says: ‘That was damn bold, Whiteside, good job,’ she’s got the point. If he starts yelling about chasing bogeys toward an enemy battle cruiser stuffed with Shrills she can forget about it.”


  The last of the Kites, except for Lieutenant Sool currently on his way to the surface with the disgruntled would-be smuggler, had joined formation and they now swooped past their arriving replacements to head back to the carrier.


  Nova was not particularly eager for time off. She did not care to join the others in whatever carousing they had in mind for their time in the capital. There was nothing for her at the base and remaining aboard the carrier just meant that someone would surely find work for her to do. She listened silently to her squadron mates’ artless banter while they slipped their Kites into the carrier’s narrow chutes to be turned over to the hangar crew.


  The daily debrief was of course focused on the mysterious and, as usual, random rebel attack on their carrier. Reports about the battle cruiser in the Magran sub-sector had not yet been forwarded. Nova pulled her head between her shoulders when her Kite’s recordings of the last part of the chase were displayed. Captain Dakad pinned Boker with a violet glower when he said, “Good job, Whiteside.” Rolyn gave her a congratulatory punch on the shoulder.


  Finally, Dakad held up a hand when the pilots started to shift in their seats, expecting dismissal. “One more thing,” he said. “We’re a go for rotation. We’ll transfer to the skyranch for a couple of sets so you can get familiar with the place. Have your quarters cleared before downtime – we’ll be billeted on the orbiter.” He looked meaningfully at some of his men. “I want those cabins left spotless. I want you ready to clear out the moment we dock. What you do then with your downtime is up to you. You can take the shuttle to Siolet or stay on the skyranch.”


  “Yesss,” Nova whispered happily. Although the orbiter was still very much under construction, she had been eager for a chance to look around. No doubt some of the others were also rethinking their plans. Her memories of a few years spent on a skyranch were happy ones. Routines and rules were less stringent than those on the bases where she had lived and she had found friends among the other children. Somehow there had always been something to do between the lessons and chores designed to keep them all out of trouble.


  She also looked forward to joining up with Caga squad, part of her wing and already stationed at the skyranch. Unlike her own, that squadron included female pilots and Nova looked forward to gentler company, perhaps even an interesting roommate.


  But something else was foremost on her mind. Had Djari made it up to the ranch? During these past few weeks of duty aboard the carrier, she had heard nothing more about him or any of the others that had survived the Shon Gat siege. Memories of that one sweet moment they had shared kept returning to her but when she recalled his face she saw only the reproachful look he had given her before he disappeared.


  She had been tempted to make inquiries or to pull up personnel files but then decided not to. Looking up a fellow captive of the Shon Gat siege might just catch the attention of her counselors who still monitored her post-trauma state.


  Dakad tugged on his nose, something he did when putting his words together. “Whiteside. Stay a moment. The rest of you are dismissed.”


  The others filed out, not without throwing a few curious glances in Nova’s direction. Boker rolled his eyes and gave her a smile meant to encourage. Dakad rarely dealt with his pilots individually. It was usually a sign of trouble.


  The captain tipped his head toward the exit and waited for her to get up and join him. Puzzled, she walked with him around the clearance of the landing chutes and then into the interior corridor of the carrier. “Whiteside, I want to give you some notice about the rotation to the skyranch,” he said finally.


  “Sir?”


  “We’ve had noise about rebel movements and there was some evidence found to assume sabotage attempts on the station.”


  “I’m aware, sir.”


  “General Ausan decided to provide Skyranch Twelve with additional security units. In fact, she’s rotating the current skyranch and elevator security personnel to the base and vice versa to give everyone a change of scenery.”


  Nova winced. “Major Trakkas is coming up here?”


  “No. He’s going to command the Shon Gat garrison at the elevator base. The skyranch is commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Thedris until we turn it over, so we’ll be working under him. We’ll make the announcement tomorrow.”


  “I don’t suppose Major Trakkas is very happy about that.” Nova peered up at him, suddenly realizing why he was telling her this now. “Ausan transferred the ground units up, too, didn’t she? Beryl and his thugs.”


  “Yes. She doesn’t want to use pilots where ground pounders will do. They’re providing security around the loading docks up there. Patrolling the construction sites. They’ve been there a while and I wanted to give you some warning. I don’t have to tell you…” he trailed off as if he actually planned to say nothing further.


  Nova stopped walking. “To keep my door closed? To make no trouble? Not hit him, maybe?”


  “No. I won’t do that. I am giving you the option to transfer to Zenta squad flying out of Siolet if you prefer. No one will think less of you for that, Lieutenant.”


  “I’m not running from him,” she said at once.


  “Think about it.”


  They continued to walk toward the officers’ quarters. His offer, made in private, seemed sincere. It would mean less tension among his pilots if she transferred and it would certainly be a relief for her. Perhaps one of her well-meaning counselors had even suggested it. Still, hiding from Beryl was utterly unacceptable to her. It felt like running away. She had found acceptance, even friends, within her unit, especially after the gossip about Beryl’s blackened eyes had circulated.


  “No,” she said. “I will stay with my squad.” She hesitated, needing to know. His ire over her decision would tip the scales here. Did he really think of her as so fragile? Perhaps punching Beryl had not been the best way to display self-control and fortitude under pressure. “What is your preference, sir?”


  He did not look at her. “You’re a fine pilot, Whiteside. You have the grit. The men respect you and that’s where it counts. You will make Hunter Class and that looks good on me, too.” He allowed himself a faint smile. “I see no reason for you to transfer.”


  Nova kept her expression carefully neutral. “Thank you, sir.”


  “I also think you can work out your issues with him here. Deal with it. You don’t have to interact. I can perhaps try to get his gang scattered a bit. But anything more would require explanations to our new CO and perhaps even the General. And that will raise questions about the reporting by both you and Major Trakkas.”


  “That won’t be necessary.” Nova had heard the note of disapproval in his comment about the reports. She wanted to ask him, but then decided not to press him about it. “Thank you for giving me the option.”


  He gave a curt nod and opened the door to his quarters. “Whiteside,” he called her back when she continued along the hall. She turned. “I’m pleased by your decision. I think maybe I was wrong about you.”


  


  * * *


  “Now this is what this entire place is all about.” A Centauri officer waited at the door for her small gaggle of sightseers to gather on the catwalk overlooking the elevator hub. Skyranch Twelve was not designed to attract much of a tourist crowd, unlike the ones above the ice-bound Feron where few inhabitants had ever seen food grow above ground or Feyd where a thick atmosphere made launching into space from an orbiting platform far more affordable.


  The two orbiters that would serve Bellac were designed purely for the manufacture of food and electricity and down here, on the lowest level where the tether from the ground met the station, things were pretty much utilitarian. Nova had expected a modern passenger handling area, perhaps kiosks where one could get more information about the tether’s nanotube construction, or a spot to take some video of the distant planet hanging over their heads.


  Instead, the area they were now shown looked like any loading dock she had ever seen on any base station or transport ship, albeit much larger. Metal floors and walls, cold metal railings, hoists, trolleys, storage containers and control stations. Workers bustled in the clear space around the tether to prepare for a new arrival from the ground. Nova’s group leaned over the railing to watch, restricted from entering the steady, well-ordered routines on the floor.


  “Hard to believe, isn’t it?” Boker propped his elbows on the metal bar. After Lieutenant Rolyn had decided to abandon him in favor of the skyranch, Boker had given up his plans for Siolet’s alehouses. Besides, the orbiter had two very nicely stocked lounges. His eyes travelled upward along the cable. “Look how thin that tether is. You don’t notice that down on the ground.”


  Nova nodded. Their temporary guide chatted about tensile strength, payloads and velocity while actually holding a cross section of the nanotube belt in her hands. On the ground, near Shon Gat, the bottom part of the elevator was protected by graphene cages as well as shielding. As support for a system of sensors, com gear and defensive measures, its width seemed far more reassuring than this ribbon. Maybe the extra girth near the ground was intended to keep passengers from fleeing in terror. “I think I might be too scared to go for a ride down this thing,” she said. “The skyranches I’ve been to weren’t tethered.”


  “Imagine sitting in a box tied to this for three days.”


  Nova turned to the guide who had stopped to take a breath. “Will this be used for passengers?”


  “Not at this time. It just takes too long. Once we’re fully staffed, the station will operate a commuter shuttle for round trips every fifty days. We’ll have emergency vehicles, of course, and a private transport company is going to offer trips to the surface if you can’t wait for the shuttle. So far we have just cargo pods travelling along the tether. Eventually we may bring in a passenger car for those who want the experience of travelling through space that way. It’s not a priority for Bellac.”


  A slight vibration ran through the metal plates on which they stood and then a massive climber descended from the ceiling. Those among the pilots who had not seen a climber at the Shon Gat base gasped in awe at the sheer size of it, looking like a small transport ship sliding down along the tether. Nova had expected rollers and cables or perhaps magnets but the assembly attaching the climber to the elevator reminded her of one of the frustrating engineering puzzles at the academy. The cargo bins, once released by the protective shielding, slid effortlessly onto tracks leading into the adjacent holding area.


  “Not a box, then,” Boker said. “Might actually be fun.”


  “I prefer to be in charge of steering whatever is hauling me through space,” Nova replied.


  “The elevator is of course powered by solar energy,” their guide gestured downward although from here they were unable to see the transparent dome on the other end of the station, surrounded by vast arrays of solar panels and communication systems. “But we also use the regenerative braking power of the downward crawler to power the upward movement.” She smiled. “Of course, up and down is a matter of opinion. Halfway there, gravity plays a big part no matter which way you go. And since the station’s gravity spinners are now below us, the planet is actually above our heads. We are, from Bellac’s point of view, upside down.”


  Nova watched the dock hands unload the container. “What’s all that?”


  “Supplies for the station, water, gases. Much of that will of course be manufactured right up here eventually but we still have a lot to do before the farm rings are producing. We also accept shipments of export goods. Beyond those doors are air locks able to accommodate five transports at a time. The freighter leaving from there is taking those barrels of anai oil into Trans-Targon. It’s worth a lot there. So by acting as a shipping port, the station is already starting to pay for itself because those shippers don’t need to land in the atmosphere. Currently, we see one of these transports once every few rotations, but eventually the traffic will be constant.”


  “That’s a lot of anai oil,” Boker said. He bent far over the railing to look over the rows of shipping containers waiting to be handled. Nova resisted an impulse to grab the back of his jacket to keep him from going over.


  “Bellac also exports frozen seafood that your people eat in huge amounts, Lieutenant. Skyranch Thirteen will be at sea and include a sub-surface processing plant. By using the ranches for most of Bellac’s import and export activities, we should be able to curtail the smuggling of mince and exotics.”


  “Drugs and slaves,” Boker translated out of the side of his mouth. Nova boxed him lightly in the ribs.


  Their guide had heard him. “Unfortunately that is true, Lieutenant. The demand for mince outside Bellac is increasing. Fortunately, so far no one has tried to smuggle slaves using the elevator. We have, however, confiscated animals in stasis destined for the pet trade, a horrible practice and of course a violation of other planets’ ecosystem management policies.”


  “Huge demand for churries on Targon,” Boker said wisely. Some of the others snickered.


  “What about security here on the platform?” Nova asked.


  The officer pointed around the domed hall, probably glad for the change of subject. “This area is normally restricted to all but transport personnel. We’ve got video surveillance, armed guards on all levels, and this access area to the tether can be closed off from the station in a matter of seconds. Air Command presence here will depend on current threat levels. The tether itself is shielded in ways that I can’t tell even you, Lieutenant, and of course the cargo bins are shielded individually against radiation and temperature fluctuations on the way to and from the planet.”


  “She probably doesn’t know, either,” Boker mumbled behind his hand as they dutifully trotted after their host and out of the shipping area.


  “Expect some gravity shifts,” she advised as walked along a curving passage. “We are going to walk around the gravity generators on our way to the upper levels. If you use the lifts this will hardly be noticeable. They move horizontally as well as vertically. Of course, you won’t have much need to come down this way.”


  They soon reached a broad observation level that allowed a view of the exterior of the orbiter as well as an overlook into the hollow interior space. They were able to step out onto the bowed wall and, as pilots and inured to vertigo, all of them took that option to look down into a central recreational area and then up to see the massive skylight. The station core was flooded with sunlight and its floor and terraces showed the beginnings of gardens and green space. Five levels of residential and work areas overlooked this space, alleviating the claustrophobia that struck so easily on base stations and long-distance transports. Some levels were still open as work crews completed the construction.


  “As you will have seen during your approach here, the station is spindle-shaped with the gravity generator at the center, which is now slightly below us.” She gestured through the window. “The residential and administrative wings are operated at point eight of Bellac’s gravity and dampened toward the station terminals.” She turned to Boker. “The pointy ends.”


  Nova poked him again before he could retort with some wisecrack.


  “As you noticed, gravity down at the elevator hub is much lighter, making work there more efficient and allowing for far larger containers. The same is true for the upper end of the station, where the solar collectors are nearly weightless. Below that, of course are the two combat plane levels. A much grander landing bay is centrally located between the grow rings for the most spectacular view of the station upon approach. All civilians and off-duty personnel use those locks.”


  Nova left the interior wall to walk across the broad, empty concourse to look out over the exterior of the station. The central portion of the orbiter was surrounded by multi-level, mostly transparent rings where they would grow food and recycle water and gases. Two of the rings were in place, a third was nearly complete. She saw people moving through them, partially afloat in the curving tubes. Against the black backdrop of space it looked as surreal as she remembered from past visits to places like these.


  Some of the others also strolled over to where she stood with her hands pressed against the transparent wall.


  “We maintain minimal gravity out there, basically just what the station pulls,” the guide said. “The shells can be adjusted for radiation and light. The arms holding the rings are lined with conveyors that transport the bins of…”


  Nova was no longer listening. “I’ll see you later, Heiko,” she whispered to Boker.


  “Eh? Where are you going? I thought you wanted to see the place.”


  “Got something to do. They won’t let us into the construction sites, anyway. Or the Command center.” She stepped away from the group and hurried upward along the curving concourse and then took a lift to the next level. The design of this station included improvements over those built before it but she knew her way around well enough. The exit she sought was a quarter of the way around the station from where she had left the tour.


  “Evening,” she greeted a technician standing near a workstation.


  The Centauri looked up briefly and then back again when he realized that she was uniformed. “It’s morning over there,” he pointed through the glass frontage before them and the planet below. “Though my stomach says it’s supper time. I’ll never get used to it.”


  She smiled. “Me neither.”


  “Kind of out of your playpen, aren’t you?” he said. “Don’t often get pilots coming around up here.”


  “Grew up on a skyranch.” She shrugged. “Lots of memories. And there’s someone here I know. Maybe you can help me find him.”


  “Sure. Got a name?” The tech tapped on his screen to pull up a duty roster.


  “Djari,” she said and held her breath while he consulted his system. “Nathon Djari.”


  “Oh, I know that one. Human but from Bellac. You’ll find him in the upper ring.” He noticed her hesitation and gestured toward a service access ladder nearby. “Go on. Not restricted.”


  She followed his direction and climbed up into the transparent tunnel reaching out toward the farm rings. Humid air met her and she soon wished that she had left her jacket behind. Gradually, the pull of the station’s gravity released her and she bounced lightly as she moved. Open service carts lined the wall to transport produce and supplies and probably some of the more adventurous staff to the ring. A transparent door swished aside when she approached and she was greeted by another draft of hot and humid air.


  Some workers, more sensibly dressed than she was, looked up with some alarm but soon identified her by uniform as a pilot, not a security detail armed with some dreadful news.


  So far, the growing platforms were empty except for a few racks of experiments. To Nova’s untrained eye, the seedlings looked perky enough to eat, whatever they were. The transparent shell of the ring was fogged in places, hinting that some balancing and fine-tuning was still to be done here.


  She bounced along the central pathway, respectfully dodging workers and their carts, prepared to pace the entire circumference of the ring to find Djari. Aisle upon aisle of trays marched off into the distance and she paused at scan each one. He would stand out among the garnet-skinned Bellacs working up here.


  She had come about halfway, starting to get bored of this, when she finally spotted him near the end of one of the aisles. He stood turned away from her, busy with a tangle of tubes and gauges. He wore the loose-fitting white coveralls made for this climate but she recognized his powerful build and the shock of sun-bleached hair even from this distance. It came as a bit of a surprise to her to feel a surge of excitement upon seeing him again.


  “Djari!” she called out and jogged down the aisle.


  He turned and a broad smile spread over his face when he saw her. The one that could light up the dark and that had kept her from utterly despairing during their brief captivity in Shon Gat. But as quickly as it appeared, it vanished and when she reached him he turned his face away from her.


  Nova faltered. “Djari? No hug for your favorite officer?”


  He glanced at her only briefly. “I… I hadn’t expected to see you up here. They said you were at the gate now.”


  She frowned. “Yes, but we rotate often. What’s wrong? Aren’t you glad to see me?” She peered at him more closely. He did not resist when she reached out to turn his face toward her. “Gods, Djari,” she breathed.


  He faced her for a moment before turning away again. “Didn’t turn out so pretty, did it?”


  “Don’t hide from me,” she said. The laser blast that had strafed his cheek and jaw had left a brutal wound on his face that was only now healing. “Why didn’t you have that breezed,” she said. “That’s going to leave a scar.” She looked down to see that his arm, below the rolled-up sleeve, was also a mass of twisted flesh.


  “Too late now.” He shrugged. “I don’t need a pretty face up here.”


  “Can’t you look at me when we’re talking?”


  “Can you?” He turned and she had to bite back a startled gasp. It wasn’t the wound that troubled her; she had grown up among battle-scarred veterans and had seen worse than this. It was the look on his face that suddenly seemed so foreign. Something had erased the mild, open expression she had come to like so much and replaced it with anger and distrust.


  “It’s not so bad,” she stammered, wondering if she sounded as lame to him as she did to herself. “Can they do anything for that?”


  He shook his head. “No. After… after I left you at Shon Gat with your people I got caught up by a rebel group. They kept me for days, up in the hills. I don’t know why. I was sick. And in pain. I finally got away and made my way back down and to the garrison.” He bent to tuck some tools into a box by his feet. “By that time it was too late.”


  “We have an amazing exobiology clinic on Targon. There’s a whole department specializing in Human—”


  “Just leave it alone, Nova! I’m a civilian. How do you think I can get to Targon? Like you said, it’s not so bad. It doesn’t matter.”


  “Seems to matter to you or you’d look at me,” she snapped back and regretted that immediately. “I’m sorry,” she said more softly. “I’m so sorry about the whole thing. I wish they hadn’t started to shoot. I wish you had stayed.”


  “I’d be dead now. Like the other civilians they murdered.”


  “They were… confused. It seemed like you were all armed.”


  His eyes narrowed. “There was no need for that and you know it, Lieutenant. That’s what your people do if you give them the chance. And if you think that this was just some rare misfortune, you’ve been up in your plane for too long.”


  She reached out to touch him but he pulled away. “Please, Djari. I don’t know what to say. How to make this right.”


  “You can’t fix the world, Nova. This is what you’ve chosen. So live with it. You saw them down there! Maimed civilians, sick children, bodies in the streets. That’s your war. Not Bellac’s. Yours. You can’t make it right any more than I can.” He threw his hands up in a helpless gesture. “Why do you make excuses for this? Civilians get in the way. Your own people tried to break you. And you don’t think there’s something wrong with that?”


  She frowned. “The Commonwealth was never meant to be a military force. It’s about trade. Gods, Djari, if it weren’t for groups like the Shri-Lan we’d need no military at all. We’re spread out with few resources over just too much space. It can’t possibly be perfect, no matter how hard we try.” She looked around the endless rows of racks as if to find answers among the drip trays. “If… things happen so far out here, it’s because of people, not some organization. People who don’t care about rules. People who are in this for their own profit. And that includes Union members.”


  “More excuses,” he grumbled, unconvinced. “I’ve seen enough. Neither of us belongs here.”


  “And yet, here you are,” she said, gesturing at the farm flats with a sweep of her arm. “Working for the Union.”


  He said nothing for a moment. His eyes shifted to the orbiter seen through the transparent dome of the grow ring. “I’m working for Bellac,” he said finally. He turned away. “You’re working for Air Command.”


  She grasped his arm. “Don’t do this, Djari,” she pleaded, hurt by his dismissal of her and worried by the pain that obscured the gentle, nurturing man she had met in Shon Gat. “Please.”


  He turned back. For a moment she thought he would say something to show her that he was still in there somewhere. He searched her face and raised a hand as if to touch her. Her breath caught when the angry tension shifted to something softer, perhaps something she recognized. Instead he snatched that hand away and covered it with the other as if to hide the scars on it. “Leave me alone,” he said, his voice nearly a whisper. “Please just go away.”


  



  


  Chapter Seven


  “So that’s why I drink,” Nova said and tipped back another thimble of what was not at all rotgut. Nor was this quiet, elegant lounge aboard the brand new orbiter even remotely comparable to the echoing rec halls that passed for bars around the ground bases. A skyranch was built for civilians and, given the isolation that comes with living in space, amenities were at the top of the health and wellness arrangements. It suited the pilots just fine.


  Lieutenant Rolyn propped his face onto his palm and observed her critically. “Except that you don’t.”


  “Don’t what?”


  “Drink. Much, anyway.”


  “I’m starting today,” she said and tipped the jar over her glass for another shot.


  “You’ll puke,” Heiko Boker, the other officer at the table, warned.


  She shrugged. The two of them had lured her to the lounge at the end of today’s shift, determined to cheer her up, or so they said. She suspected that they were mainly driven by curiosity.


  The days since her painful encounter with Djari had passed like sand through an hour glass. She did her work steadily and without enthusiasm, letting the time pass between shifts with morose walks along the station’s exercise ring or by sleeping too much. She wanted to return to him, talk more about what had happened, perhaps even convince him to turn to the post-trauma team to help him get over his anger. Shon Gat had changed him, somehow, of that she was certain.


  Boker and Rolyn were less convinced of that. They had dragged the story out of her over several shots of very smooth spirits, which actually made her feel a little better, and then set to analyzing the problem as if they had gathered for a debrief.


  “You gotta deal, Whiteside,” Boker said. “For all you know he’s a right bastard all the time. You were stuck with him for just a couple of days. Maybe he was trying to impress you.”


  “And get himself some bag time with you,” Rolyn added. “Let’s not forget that.”


  She shook her head. “I can’t believe that.”


  “You don’t think he was?” He raised a hand and counted off on his fingers. “You’re behind front lines. It’s tense. You’ve come to count on him keeping his shit together when others aren’t and you’re a scrumptious example of femality. Now you’re alone. Boom. Nothing takes the pressure off more than a good hard…” He checked himself. “…love-making.”


  Nova rolled her eyes although the sporadic attempts of her squad mates to curb their more colorful language were as amusing as they were condescending. “That’s not all it was.”


  “I’ve seen him around,” Boker said. “That’s one nice looking pedestrian.” He batted his eyelashes at the ceiling. “Shoulders out to here, dreamy streaky hair, a smile that’ll melt Feron’s core and, I have to admit, a shapely backside. Nice catch, Whiteside.”


  “That is not all it was!”


  “No?” Rolyn said. “Now you’re up here where it’s safe. Lots of other bedmates to be found. You’re a pilot and he’s crew. Civilian, like Heiko said. Those worlds don’t even fit together.”


  She frowned. “Does it always have to come down to just that?”


  “Yeah,” Boker watched her take another shot. “Come clear with us, Whiteside. You’re not bemoaning a lost love. You’re pissed because he ditched you.”


  She scowled at him.


  “Ah, I’m right,” he grinned. “You’re too tough for this shit, admit it. You don’t get mad crushes on some pretty thing that you barely know. I can name a few fine-looking slabs of officer-hood that’d take you home in an instant and you barely even look their way. It’s not what you’re here for, Lieutenant, and they know it. But then you fall for Farmboy? I don’t buy it.”


  She pushed her glass around the table. Compelling or not, attractive or not, Boker was probably right about Djari. His rejection of her had stung. She hadn’t encountered anything like it since a brief infatuation with a senior at the academy on Magra. “I just want to help him,” she said. “He seems so lost.”


  “You’re not helping anyone by letting this get to you,” Rolyn said. “Let him sort out his own issues. You’ve got enough to deal with.”


  She looked up, sharply. “Like what?”


  He smirked and elbowed Boker. “Do we tell her?”


  His friend took a surreptitious and at the same time terribly theatrical look around the lounge. A few officers chatting over the drinks, a few couples having dinner, some civilians enjoying some sort of celebration. No one seemed particularly interested in overhearing their conversation.


  Nova gave his arm a playful punch. “Come on, Rolie. Now you got me curious.”


  “Don’t tell the others. Lady Patrina is coming up. Inspection. Some engineers came in from Targon to go over the rings but she’ll be here to give us a comb-through.”


  “The general?” Nova whispered loudly. “How do you know?”


  “We have our sources,” Boker said loftily. “Make sure your shoes are polished. She’s not been pleasant since the Shon Gat thing.”


  Nova sat back. “Please tell me we’re doing a red flag for her!” A major military exercise like that counted fully toward the flying hours she needed for her next qualification.


  They understood her excitement. “So it’s told,” Boker said. “And we’ll get one day notice. The pilots, I mean.” His expression grew a little more somber. “Dakad’s going to need you to shine, Nova. He’s going to put you on the Red team, I’m sure. Forget about your farmer. This is business.”


  She nodded. Red team meant that she would fly an enemy Shrill rather than her far more familiar Kite. A disadvantage in this mock battle but a position granted to only the more esteemed pilots. Another very solid highlight on her record. “I’ll go crazy if he doesn’t. When’s this happening?”


  “A few days. They’re delivering the Shrills to the Old Man so we don’t get wise to this. Already have a command center set up.”


  “Ah,” she grinned. “You got this intel out of the crew. The techs have to be in on this.” The moon called Old Man by Bellac’s people had served as a base for microgravity exercises before. Setting a transport down on its surface was the easiest way to establish a livable environment for those monitoring the action. Still, placing the rally points and game beacons required more than just landing a ship.


  “What? No. I seduced the Air Boss. Honest. She let it all spill in the throes of passion.”


  “Yah, right. Last time I saw you two together she asked you if you were better at cleaning latrines than landing your plane.”


  “It’s all a front,” he said. “She’s mad about me.”


  Rolyn reached over and scrubbed Boker’s closely-cropped head with his knuckles. “The boy is delusional.”


  Nova was not the only pilot thrilled that Boker and Rolyn’s gossip turned out to be unusually accurate. Two days of rising excitement and endless speculation later, a cruiser from Bellac arrived, bringing with it General Patrina Ausan and a delegation of native governors and civilian engineers. Air Command’s defensive measures up here on the orbiter were not the focus of their visit and, after an inspection of the pilots and soldiers in formal attendance, they were hustled into the grow rings to admire their future source of food and profits.


  It was nearly time to turn in for the night when a last-minute assembly was called and the pilots gathered in the upper fighter craft hanger. Nova joined Boker, Rolyn and Lieutenants Nieri and Sulean to await the longed-for announcement. She gave a quick thumbs-up to her roommate Jianna, a member of Caga squad. Some of the technicians loitered near the back to watch.


  The hall fell silent when Lieutenant Colonel Thedris, commander of Skyranch Twelve, and General Ausan, commander of all Air Command operations on Bellac, stepped onto a repair platform at the end of the hangar. The general made a brief speech that could probably apply to any military outfit doing its job on any of a dozen Union planets. But, finally, she announced the exercise and did not mind when the cheers from the pilots interrupted the presentation.


  Each of the squadron leaders stepped forward to assign roles to their pilots. Seven Cagas and six Cet squad members were to fly defense, along with six of Nova’s squad. Captain Dakad took his turn last. “I seem to have been elected to command the ‘rebel’ wing this time,” he said, awkward with the informality of the moment. He glanced over his data sleeve.


  Boker gripped Nova’s elbow. When they were named to fly the quick, highly unstable enemy Shrills, both of them jumped up at once. More names were announced but she heard none of that.


  “I’ll never say anything mean about Dakad ever again,” Boker said.


  “You just hope those Shrills are glued together properly.” Rolyn sounded worried. “Those are captured enemy planes. Junk, in other words.”


  “Have some faith in our techs,” Boker said. “And hope they remembered to take the fire out of those guns, ‘cause I’m going to climb all over your six, brother!”


  Nova pinched him to shut him up as Dakad gave instructions. “The Red team leaves after breakfast for the Old Man. The shuttle will be on Deck Two. Green team is taking the Kites directly. You’ll get parking instructions upon arrival. Video coverage will be shown in the lounges. General Ausan will join us on the moon as well.” He seemed to pick Boker out of the crowd. “So behave yourselves.”


  


  * * *


  Nova was keyed up and ready to fly when she stepped through the door separating the pilots’ quarters from the lower of the two combat flight decks long before any of them really needed to be there. As always, she felt the strange sense of displacement when she moved from the sound-baffled, muted corridors into the noisy, echoing clamor of the hangars. She walked down the long by-way, passing the closed chutes used by the Kites to the air locks designed for larger ships. Some of the other pilots were also already out here, impatient to head to the moon.


  “Nova!”


  She stopped to look around for the familiar voice. “Djari?” She waited while he hurried toward her. Oddly, it felt like she was seeing someone she had known for a long time. Had he really been on her mind that much? She smiled tentatively. “What are you doing up here?”


  He held up a package, still out of breath. “New seeds just came in.”


  She groped for words, unsure of the moment and unprepared for this meeting. Ahead of her, Lieutenant Sool had turned to wait for her. She waved him onward.


  Djari hesitated and the moment grew more awkward. “I hadn’t expected to see you here, either,” he said finally.


  “What, on the flight deck? I work here.”


  He blinked. “I meant now. Don’t you do the later shift?”


  “Special exercise.” She gestured to the transparent wall between the airlocks where the shuttle as well as General Ausan’s cruiser stood ready for departure. “We’re going to the moon.”


  “Can I talk to you?”


  She looked to the ships again and then back at him, undecided.


  “Please,” he said. “I… I’ve been wanting to… apologize, I guess. Just give me a few minutes.”


  Nova peered into his face and something there seemed so miserable and urgent that she relented. The planes were not yet ready to leave, anyway. She followed Djari into one of the ready rooms overlooking the busy air lock area. “I’m not angry with you,” she said to him. “You have reason for the way you feel.”


  He shook his head. “No. I was wrong to treat you like that. You’re not like the others. I saw that on Shon Gat. I have no right to talk to you that way. Been losing sleep over it.” He smiled crookedly. “So I talked to… to some people. I was wrong and I’m sorry. I wanted you to know that.”


  She smiled back at him. He did seem to be more his old self again, the way she had met him. She resisted the impulse to reach up to brush aside that rebellious shock of hair that seemed to constantly fall over his eyes. “You’re not trained for… this. I’d be bitter, too, after what happened.”


  “I’m glad I ran into you. I was afraid to call on you. I didn’t think you’d ever talk to me again.”


  “I don’t hold a grudge,” she said. “Been kind of worried about you.” She frowned when she looked past him through the open door and over the deck. Outside, the general’s shuttle had moved away from the lock where it halted to await departure clearance. But it seemed strangely off-kilter, as if it were slowly rolling over; an unlikely maneuver while still within the station’s gravity well. Someone ran toward the lock. Something flew past the window.


  Nova lunged forward and threw herself at Djari to shove him backward and over a short podium step to the floor. A massive explosion roared through the open hangar space, muted only by the internal shielding. Its pressure wave was enough to shatter the window and collapse the doorframe of the ready room, showering them with shards and twisted pieces of metal. Nova pressed her face to Djari’s chest until the noise had subsided. Alarms brayed into the brief silence that followed.


  She came to her feet to look out into the devastated hangar. The locks that had just moments ago supported the two ships were gone. Massive, warped metal shapes littering the interior reminded of some familiar parts. Casualties, mostly hangar jockeys and a few soldiers, were scattered among the wreckage. Overhead lights had turned orange as soon as the shield generators had detected the change of pressure. Already, security personnel arrived to assess the situation. “Gods, the shuttle!” she gasped, frantically trying to remember which of her wing mates had already boarded. Sool, maybe also Drayson and Xiachiu. She hoped Boker was running late as usual.


  “Djari?” she turned back to him. He was still on the floor and still clutching his package of seeds. There was blood on it. “Djari!”


  He groaned. A piece of the window transparency had cut deep into his shoulder. “I think I hit my head.”


  “Lie still. I’ll get some help.”


  “I’ll be all right. You?”


  “Not even a scratch.” She went outside to flag down a medic before returning to his side.


  “You know, maybe we shouldn’t keep meeting like this,” he said through clenched teeth as he sat up. Blood poured from his wound and he twisted to try to get a look at it. “Do you ever have a quiet day or something?”


  “All pilots to scramble,” they heard the Air Boss snap over the com unit at her wrist. “Roof deck is a go.”


  “They didn’t get all of the decks,” she translated as she tapped her com unit. “Whiteside able.”


  “They? You think that was an attack?”


  “We always think that.” She stood aside when someone arrived with a med kit. “Shuttles don’t just blow up. We’ll talk later.”


  She raced to a companionway at the end of the platform, dodging damaged equipment and harried personnel along the way. Two other pilots followed her to the upper deck, also not bothering to wait for the lift which might not even be operational. She stopped near the supply shed to pick up an appropriate helmet. It did not fit as well as her own, already waiting for her in the Shrill she was supposed to have used today, but the interface matched and that was all that mattered.


  “Rally at Launch Three,” Dakad’s voice came from her com sleeve.


  She changed direction and ran along a row of Kites to where he waited for his squad. Ground crew paced up and down, scanning for explosives. “Rolie!” she cried out with relief when she saw the young Lieutenant. His constant companion, Heiko Boker, was not in sight. She did not dare to ask.


  Dakad also wasted no time with roll call to find out what was left of his squadron. The next explosion could well happen on this level. “Let’s get these planes in the air,” he snapped. “Section One: Whiteside lead for tether.” His eyes found Rolyn and moved on to another pilot to assign her wingman and then the rest of the unit. “I’ll lead the array defense. Rolie, you’re with me.”


  They scrambled to their assigned Kites and, one by one, entered the chutes to launch into space.


  From here protocol took over. Nova led her flight around the station and down to the tether where they took up defensive positions around the bottom of the ranch, its most vulnerable part. The cargo pods had stopped and each level had been sealed off from the next. She sent two Kites down to the halfway point.


  “Nothing on sensors,” Sulean muttered needlessly. They all saw that. While an enemy fighter could conceivably slip past their eyes and make it to the station, nothing with the power they had witnessed would easily approach the skyranch without notice.


  “Tower concurs,” Dakad said from his position above the solar arrays. “We’ll stay out until all decks are cleared.”


  “What do you think—”


  “I want no chatter, no speculation, no talk at all. Continue patrol pattern until all clear.”


  They fell silent, sweeping the area with sensors and eyes, swinging wide when a swarm of service shuttles issued from the lower decks. The blast had been powerful enough for some pieces to escape the orbiter’s gravity and a scatter of debris slowly spread out from the site of the detonation. Suited-up ground grew searched the exterior for bodies and evidence. The pilots felt useless out here, doing little more than minding their expensive planes without an enemy in their sights.


  How many had they lost? Nova thought about Sool, a quiet and polite Caspian who seemed to forever stumble over his outsized feet. He had three mates, as far as she knew, but no children yet. Where was Boker? Floating around out here in small pieces? Still on the station, now perhaps in the medical center? Or maybe in the small morgue where bodies and specimen were kept until someone claimed them. She thought about Rolie, now in Dakad’s firm grip, no doubt beside himself with worry about his friend.


  And what about Djari? He had fought whatever demons had followed him from Shon Gat to reach out to her only to be quite literally knocked back down by the Union’s never-ending conflicts. She watched a med-evac plane speed away from the station; casualties too badly wounded to be treated up here. Djari’s injuries had not been severe but she worried, anyway.


  Hours passed before two cruisers arrived from the planet, no doubt investigators from the base at Siolet. They hovered briefly and then slipped into the upper landing bays.


  Dakad’s voice rasped into her earpiece. “All clear. Section One, return to base. Proceed to ready room and wait for Section Two.”


  They obeyed silently, filing into their berths and then took their seats in the pilots’ lounge. Nova had peeled out her flight suit down to her tights and body shirt and huddled in her chair with her legs drawn tight to her body. There was nothing to say. Nothing to do but wait.


  Dakad arrived with his section and another officer. He was still checking communications on his data sleeve. Everyone’s eyes were on the door to see which of their comrades were going to join them. Nova shifted over to sit with Lieutenant Rolyn.


  “Men,” Dakad said with an apologetic nod to Nova. “We have some info but they’ll be sifting the hangar for a while. Initial reports say that the target was the general’s cruiser. I regret to inform you that General Ausan and most of her crew were lost. No explosives found so far but they have not ruled out sabotage. The shuttle got in the way of the blast. We’ve got eleven ground crew injured, two dead. Among the pilots, in the vicinity were Tashti, Khateka and Whiteside. Tashti is down in the med station.” He tugged on his nose before continuing. “All hands aboard the shuttle were lost to explosive decompression due to a large rupture of the starboard side of the ship. Shuttle pilot Anina, three Caga squad pilots.” He glanced at Rolyn. “The other four were ours: Drayson, Ash Ngava, Sool, and Boker. Their bodies were recovered.”


  Dakad droned on about damage to the station, which was confined to the hangar and central platform, expectations of replacements for the lost pilots, adjusted schedules. Nova had grasped Rolyn’s hand in both of hers but whether that was for her comfort or his was a moot point.


  She had lost fellow pilots in battle and some of them had been friends. She remembered Chidi Lux, her roommate on her first assignment and a decidedly free spirit, taken down by an enemy fighter over Tannaday. There had been a training accident on Magra that had cost two cadets. She had been in a few major engagements with heavy casualties on both sides. But never this many of what Dakad had called ‘ours’, all at once. Never people with whom she had just finished breakfast. Never this pointlessly. And why Boker? she thought and then looked over the somber, disheartened faces of her squad mates. And why Reko?


  Apparently Dakad had finished. Nova looked up when Sulean bent over her seat. “You guys all right?” he said.


  Rolyn frowned as if his words were spoken in some other language. At length he shrugged. Then nodded. Someone came to take him away, possibly to get very drunk.


  “You coming, too, Nova?” Sulean asked.


  She blinked. “Huh? Oh. I’m going down to the hospital.” She hurried from the flight deck and down to the support level of the station. The clinic there was very new; today’s victims were the first casualties of anything more worrisome than construction crew injuries and stomach upsets. She stopped a service staff member to ask about Djari.


  “He’s been released,” she was told rather curtly.


  “Can you tell me where I can find him?”


  The clerk consulted his data pad with an air of great impatience. Nova looked around. The hospital level was designed to service a full complement of five hundred souls once the station was fully operational. Surely today’s half dozen casualties did not tax their systems. She bit back a reprimand, unsure of how one even dealt with civilians here.


  “He is quartered on Level Two, cabin Six.”


  “How is Lieutenant Tashti?”


  The clerk’s eyes swept over Nova to find the insignia band around her bare upper arm, perhaps wondering how much authority that carried with it. Finally, he called up the pilot’s profile. “She is sleeping. Come back later.”


  Nova left the hospital and made her way back up to the second residential level. She found Djari’s room and knocked urgently, not even sure why she needed to see him so badly.


  “Nova!” he exclaimed when he saw her. He wore only a short kilt favored by Bellac natives and a thin plaster over his injured shoulder.


  She rushed into his room and when she reached for him he could do little more in his surprise than hold her close. She felt his strong arms wrap around her and buried her face in the curve of his neck, just wanting to stay there for a long time. It felt like it had in Shon Gat and she let his presence soothe her as it had before.


  “Are you all right?” he said softly. His hands stroked her back.


  She shook her head still pressed against his skin. “No, I’m not. Seven of them gone. My friends. And half the damn ground crew. General Ausan! All dead.”


  “I’m so sorry,” he said.


  She finally lifted her face. “I’d be gone, too, if it weren’t for you. I was supposed to be on that ship.”


  He brushed a few loose strands of hair from her cheek. “And you probably saved my neck with that tackle.”


  “We keep thinking this can’t happen to us, but it does. I feel so bad! I wish there were something I could do.”


  He wrapped his arms around her again. “So do I. I wish I could make this all go away for you.”


  She looked up into his eyes. “You can.”


  “Nova,” he began, trying to look away and failing. His eyes shifted to her lips. She felt his chest expand with a hitching breath. “This isn’t right,” he whispered.


  “It is.”


  Djari shook his head, the gesture slow and unfinished. He gripped her arms as if to pull them away but then he did not. “You’re upset,” he said thickly. “Just cry.”


  She pressed more tightly against his bare chest. “I don’t need to cry. I need you. Make it better.”


  Some unclear, wordless sound escaped him before he bent to kiss her. It was not a gentle kiss nor was she looking for that. His hands and lips were demanding and perhaps he needed her just as much as she craved his touch. They staggered on their feet and he pushed her against the wall. When he gripped her thighs to lift her up she felt his growing excitement not just by his hungry kiss but through the thin fabric that separated their bodies.


  She froze when a cold stab of fear intruded upon the moment.


  He eased back as if sensing the shift and turned to carry her to his cot. She looked up at him as he placed her there, moving more gently as he joined her in carefully removing her clothes. Their hands and lips continued their exploration and it did not take long before she reached for him, assured once more that nothing he did could ever hurt her. She received him joyfully, moving with him in a rising fervor of passion that, once peaked in a blinding burst of ecstasy, left them gasping for air and utterly spent.


  He shifted her to sprawl across his chest, making the most of his narrow bed. “You know,” he said when he was able to speak again. “I think now I know why they call you Nova.”


  She looked up. “Hey, my daddy named me that!”


  “It was a good choice.” His thumb stroked across her cheek for a thoughtful moment. “Your smile is back, Sunshine.”


  She lowered her head again and sighed deeply. “Because of you.”


  “I’ve thought about you since… since Shon Gat. You’ve been on my mind. I’ve never known someone like you. But you’re so far away.”


  “I’m right here,” she said, quite aware of what he meant. “And not going anywhere soon. Well, unless your roommate decides to come home.”


  “Don’t have one. The crew is so small right now. We’re still experimenting and balancing the systems. The workers won’t arrive for a while yet.”


  “Is that why you have room for all this stuff here?” She pointed at stacks of flat, unlabeled boxes piled on the other bed in the room. A collection of analysis tools cluttered a narrow shelf along with small bottles of some colored substances. “Bringing your work home with you?”


  “I guess,” he said. “Some pilfering going on in the rings. I kept losing trays of our nutrient experiments, so I just packed them up. The stuff is expensive.”


  “Hey, maybe by the time the rest of the crew gets here you’ll have your own suite. Something tells me you’re not just a worker.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “You don’t strike me as someone who’s happy counting seedlings.”


  “True. I’d like to continue work on hybridizing some of Bellac’s produce. Longer daylight hours can make all the difference. Lots of good ideas coming from the other ranches.”


  She brushed her lips over his smooth chest. “Well, as long as you get your own room. It’s hard to sneak into the pilot quarters if you don’t belong there.”


  A small, vertical line appeared between his brows. “Is that what you have in mind? A secret lover among the ground pounders?”


  She pursed her lips. “Well, yes.”


  “So it’s: I like you, you like me, let’s sleep together?”


  She shifted her eyes away from his watchful scrutiny and leaned over the edge of the bed to fish for her discarded shirt. “Should there be more?”


  He watched her pull her shirt over her head and then attempt to untangle her tousled hair. “You don’t have to run from me, Nova. This is not a day for promises. Take what you want; I won’t ask for anything more.”


  “I know,” she said softly. “You make me feel safe here.” Then she grinned mischievously. “Of course, we might fall madly in love and then I’d have to become a farmer or you join the ranks of neglected pilot spouses.”


  “They’re neglected?”


  “Yeah, you don’t get to take one with you until you rank higher. It’s expensive.”


  “Doesn’t sound like much fun.” He pushed her shirt out of the way again and then pulled her down to nuzzle her tenderly.


  “I should go,” she said and closed her eyes.


  “Yes,” he agreed. “In a while.”


  



  


  


  Chapter Eight


  Her quarters were empty when she returned there. Her roommate, a somewhat bland and overly organized Centauri pilot, had left word that members of all three squads of their wing were gathered in one of the lounges.


  Nova felt a twinge of guilt, mostly because the memory of Djari’s skillful hands on her body still lingered in her memory. She dropped her clothes to the floor and stepped into the tiny decon chamber, letting it rinse away the pain and the pleasure that this day had brought. The thought of joining her dispirited team mates filled her with dread but she worried about Rolyn. Drayson was as well-liked as Boker and no doubt those who belonged to the other squad had left a hole in their friends’ lives as well.


  She wished Djari was here to join them. His gift for putting others at ease would be welcomed. But even as the thought passed through her musings, she realized that it would not be so. The distance between civilians and Air Command pilots was more than rank. And certainly more than a matter of organizing spouses and lovers into home bases and camp followers. She had been right to quip about falling in love and he had responded in kind. They were worlds apart, in the distance her next assignment may bring, in ambition, and in temperament.


  Nova dried her hair and caught it up in a loose knot before slipping into a sleeveless blouse and knee-length tights to join her squad. She didn’t want to feel like a soldier tonight. She had missed dinner while in Djari’s much more sustaining embrace but she doubted the others had eaten, either.


  When she arrived in the lounge she found them all as depressed as she had expected them to be. Talk around the tables was subdued; the staff kept the music somber and muted, drinks were dispensed in large quantities. Nova slid into a bench where Rolyn stared into his glass while some of her squad mates sat in awkward silence.


  She gave his shoulders a quick squeeze.


  “You checked out all right?” he said, barely looking up.


  “Huh?”


  “At the hospital.”


  “Yes, I didn’t get hit. I went to check on the others. Tashti was sedated.”


  “I saw her earlier,” Lieutenant Cierol said. “She’s got some internal damage and a broken leg. They transferred her to Siolet.”


  “Do we know what happened?” Nova looked up to signal for a drink.


  “They’re still combing through things,” Sulean, across from her, said. “It’s pretty clear that the general was the target. We’re lucky that Thedris was still topside.”


  “Their timing was damn excellent,” Nova said.


  He nodded. “Whoever planned this must have known that there’d be pilots on that shuttle. Worthwhile target, besides making Deck Two totally useless for a while.”


  “Could be a warning of more to come,” she said. “Did Shri-Lan claim this business?”


  “No idea. I’d expect so.”


  “I wish someone would just wipe that whole bloody faction out,” Rolyn exclaimed forcefully. There were dark rings under his bloodshot eyes. “We know where they are half the time. Let’s just finish this already!”


  Nova moved to cover his hand with hers but he pulled it away. “We wait till they hit us and then we slap them around a bit. That’s it. Where’s the offence? The pre-emptive?”


  “We do hit them, Rolie,” Nova said. “You were there when we took that Rhuwac nest out. And the transport going to Siolet before that.”


  “Those fucking Rhuwacs are nothing! I’m talking about taking out the damn rebel hideouts. They’re not even rebels! Rebels have at least some goddamn ideology, like the Arawaj faction does. The Shri-Lan are nothing but thieves and smugglers. Let’s just get this over with.”


  “They’re tucked in with the locals,” Nora reminded him.


  “So what! If someone’s hiding rebels let them pay for that. We’ve got twenty-something fighters hanging around up here doing nothing. Fifty on the ground just around the Rim. What are we waiting for?”


  “You don’t mean that, Rolie,” Nova said. She had seen the damage rebel presence did even when Air Command was not bent on scorching the lot. Had he?


  He looked around the circle of worried faces. “No,” he said glumly. “I guess I don’t.”


  “We’ll be concentrating on the jumpsite once we own it,” Sulean reminded him. “We can choke them off at the front door. It’ll make a big difference here.”


  Nova listened to talk of attacks and rebels and sabotage until she felt like she might slide from her bench into a puddle of despair on the floor. Unable to take much more, she finally excused herself and left the wake, not with another stab of guilt when she felt immediately better after the door to the lounge slid shut behind her.


  Not ready for sleep, she wandered through the corridors, finally stopping at the observation window overlooking the open core of the orbiter. She watched a couple stroll through the half-finished green space below her and thought about Djari, of his perfect smile, his soft words and his hands on her body. She wished for him now, here with her. When she let her eyes wander pensively to the stars outside the dome she saw the terrace of the administrative level still brightly lit.


  What was going on behind those closed doors? The investigators would be busy going over video recordings, dispersal patterns, injuries, communications and hundreds of other details that were part of the sabotage. None of this would be shared with the pilots and, not for the first time, she wished she were part of that larger view of their military. Those who really understood the rebel factions and who planned for their elimination fascinated her. Like her fellow pilots, she was merely a weapon pointed at a certain target at a certain time. Working diligently toward gaining rank and distinctions would perhaps someday bring her up to that level below the skylight. Until then, she could only wonder about what truly drove their mighty Union.


  She continued around the promenade and climbed up to the flight levels. Access to the lower tier of air locks was cordoned off and she stood at the barrier to watch workers in color-coded coveralls still comb through the site while others were already working on repairs. Structural engineers were busy with lasers and analyzers to determine the damage to the adjacent fighter chutes and hangars. Someone was arguing somewhere. Someone else was laughing. As out of place as that seemed, it comforted her.


  “Almost bought the farm, didn’t you?” a low voice rolled out to her left.


  She turned to peer into the shadows. A hulking figure leaned against the wall, one foot raised and propped up against it. She gasped and took a step back. “Beryl.”


  “In the flesh,” he replied but his eyes travelled down along her body when he said the last word, giving it more meaning than it needed. Nova suppressed a shudder and took another step backwards.


  “No need to run away,” he said with a lazy wave of his hand. “Not scared, are you?”


  “Disgusted, maybe,” she said, aware of the sudden pounding of her heart, unwilling to show the fear that gripped her even here, well in sight of the ground crew and under the scrutiny of the overhead security cameras. She wished for her gun, just to feel its comforting weight at her side. But, unlike on the ground bases, pilots did not walk around an orbiter fully armed.


  He snorted something like laughter. Nova frowned and narrowed her eyes to study his shadowed face. His eyes glittered in the dark and his voice had a hollow, dragging tone. The body slumped against the wall was anything but battle-ready.


  “You’re stoned!” she gasped. The symptoms he showed looked quite clearly like the result of ingesting a few pinches of mince. Likely, given his size, more than a few pinches.


  His sneer faded from his lips. Slowly, he pushed away from the wall and rose up above her until she had to tip her head back to look up at him. She refused to back off another step.


  “You haven’t learned to mind your own business yet, Lieutenant,” he said. “Others have, and they’re quite healthy.”


  “Don’t you dare threaten me,” she said in a relatively firm voice.


  He looked over her shoulder when another member of the security team strolled into the hangar entrance from the hall. “Or what?” Beryl said. “You think it’s worth reporting me? Again?”


  She glanced over to the Centauri silently smirking at her. Was it worth it? A drug-addled soldier who already bore her a grudge? Whose equally ruthless squad would walk through fire if he told them to?


  “Get out of my way,” she snarled and stalked away without looking at either one of them again.


  


  * * *


  The days that followed aboard Skyranch Twelve were both a trial and a joy for Nova. The mood among the pilots had not lifted. The station was on alert but the patrols they flew were merely exercises and make-work and did little to keep their minds from wandering. Every one of them ached to get down to the planet surface where the chance of striking back at the rebel was far more likely.


  The leadership recognized their unrest and there was talk about a rotation back to Rim Station to let them all blow off some steam in active patrols.


  Nova was torn about that. Nothing gave her more joy than sitting at the controls of her fighter plane, feeling it respond to her mental touch, watching her shadow race over the planet surface. She longed for a deep space assignment but flying within an atmosphere such as Bellac’s made the heart race.


  But so did Djari. Nova did not see him on the day after their first intimate encounter, almost glad as she still brooded over both the loss of her wing mate and her ugly encounter with Beryl. It would not do for her to fling herself into Djari’s arms every time she needed comforting like a little girl. She was stronger than that, she thought. Maybe not strong enough to march up to the station commander and give him her view of Beryl and his men. That felt more like suicide.


  She came to him again the following day and the one after that. He welcomed her into his quiet, safe place where they made love and talked a while about nothing at all and then perhaps made love again before parting ways. She reveled in his attention and nearly craved the powerful body that lifted her own to such heights. A rotation to the planet was little enticement to leave his bed.


  “Djari?” Nova said when, at the end of a far too long and uneventful shift, her soft knock on his door brought no response. She checked the time to assure herself that he would be expecting her now, at the end of his own day. He had given her access to some of his files and when she checked his location she was told that he was in his cabin. She knocked again and still there was no response.


  Likely, she thought, he was on his way here, perhaps with a bottle of wine cadged from the lounge as he had done before. She placed her hand over the access panel beside the door and, once recognized, stepped into his room. It was a bit of a tumble and Nova wondered if she could dare tidy up in here. Even after just a few days together, his laid-back ways had made it easy to feel unreservedly comfortable around him.


  Deciding against housekeeping chores, she pondered over some slides scattered beside an analyzer on the small desk. Curious, she peered into the apparatus to see some cell structures which told her absolutely nothing. Djari probably felt the same about her navigational charts. She frowned when she noticed his com band among the equipment, left behind here and the reason why the station’s system thought him to be in his room.


  No cause for alarm, she told herself. Djari gladly worked long hours to ensure the success of this new ranch but the thought of being so easily summoned by his superiors for their never-ending emergencies and special projects irked him. She had seen him without it before.


  Soon bored with waiting for him, Nova left the residentials and made her way to the upper grow ring. Security had tightened since she had last come this way. She submitted to a retina scan which, once her credentials were verified, exempted her from having her pockets checked and motives questioned.


  She asked a few of the workers and biologists about Djari before she was directed to his supervisor, busy at a small work station overlooking the long curve of the ring. He was deeply immersed in whatever he was viewing on his screens and apparently oblivious to the breathtaking view of the planet through the transparent ceiling. She looked up at it for a while, feeling a little vertigo and a lot of awe. The station itself did not spin and the gray, cloud-swathed planet hovered motionless in the distance.


  It was a while before he noticed her standing there. “Yes…” he squinted at her armband. His black hair was far longer than what was currently fashionable among Centauri and was caught up in a disorderly knot atop his head. “Officer Whiteside?”


  “I’m sorry to interrupt. I’m looking for Nathon Djari.”


  “He’s off duty.”


  “I know that. I thought perhaps he was working late.”


  The botanist shook his head. “A man’s got to rest,” he said and, with another look at her, added, “or whatnot. More to life than work, you know.” He returned his attention to his screens.


  “Do you know where he might be?” she said, amused.


  “I think he said something about taking the shuttle down to the surface. Or maybe that was yesterday.”


  “He was here yesterday.”


  “Well, then it was today.”


  “Did he say why?” Nova asked, puzzled.


  “A man’s time is his own,” the Centauri said philosophically. “I don’t ask.”


  “Of course. Thank you.” Nova left him to his work and returned to the station, pondering. Civilians were not often given the privilege of taking trips to the surface unless whatever shuttles travelled there had the room to spare. Why would Djari not have mentioned a trip to Bellac? They had spent so much time together these past few days, surely something like this would have come up.


  She strolled to the pilots’ favored lounge and found Rolyn staring into his glass of ale. He had kept to himself these past few days, at a loss without Boker who had been his constant source of entertainment and vexation. They chatted quietly for a while, avoiding talk of the dead pilot in favor of less painful subjects. Eventually, she coaxed him into joining her for some dinner instead of another glass of the limpid, nearly flavorless beer and then turned him over to Nieri and two Caga squad pilots who preferred games of chance over alcohol.


  Rolyn was an excellent pilot and she worried about him. Although Dakad had eased up on all of them since the explosion on the flight deck he would not put up with poor performance because of hangovers.


  The day’s shuttle from Bellac was due to dock at the main gate and Nova took the lift there, eager for a few moments with Djari before needing to turn in. Some of their recent evenings together had stretched far into the night and the lack of sleep was beginning to affect her in the cockpit. Then again, she thought, he might have decided to spend the night on the surface and she’d be getting all the sleep she needed tonight.


  The passenger bay was already bustling with arrivals when she stepped out of the lift. She scanned over guards on a shift rotation, a visiting Caspian family with a gaggle of children, grow ring workers, a few officers back from shore leave.


  Then she saw Djari leap down the ramp to get ahead of a wheeled bin. He was casually dressed in a white shirt that contrasted nicely with his deeply tanned skin and her breath caught a little when he beamed a broad smile at one of the crew. He seemed more like someone taking a vacation than someone returning to work. He chatted briefly with the woman rolling the bin from the shuttle and then walked to the main corridor before Nova could call out to him.


  She hurried after him, hoping to catch him before he got to the lifts. But he continued past them into the main concourse, perhaps on his way to find a late dinner. The Green House Eatery there was developing a terrific selection of Bellac delicacies far beyond the usual list of interspecies mainstays offered by the mess hall. She was about to call his name when he stopped abruptly. A uniformed guard strode toward him. Nova groaned when she recognized Captain Beryl.


  She hung back, curious, while the two men spoke. Djari’s back was turned to her and she saw little of their exchange. The expression on Beryl’s face was as unpleasant as always. There came a moment when he raised his hand and Djari took a quick step back as if surprised by the gesture. A moment later Beryl looked over Djari’s shoulder to see her walking toward them. He sneered and left the corridor.


  Djari turned. “Nova! How did you know I’d explode if I didn’t get to see you tonight?”


  She stepped into his embrace and kissed him quickly. “I looked for you earlier. They told me you’d gone down.”


  He nodded. “Yes, I got volunteered to pick up the swampers. Too fragile to ship up with the elevator. Very tasty, though. They’ll grow like mad up here.”


  “You didn’t take your com unit?”


  A trace of a frown appeared on his face. “We get the cheap toys. That unit is only good for up here. So I don’t bother.”


  “Oh. Right.” She looked into the direction that Beryl had taken. The concourse was now deserted except for a few construction workers ambling to their dinners and showers. “What did Beryl want?”


  “Just talking. Why do you have more questions than kisses for me, Sunshine?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t like that man.”


  This time his frown was more pronounced. “Have you had dealings with him?”


  “Not good ones.” She did not look at him. “He’s… not a good soldier. That’s all. His ways are… undisciplined. It’s not the way we’re meant to be.”


  “Well, as I’ve been telling you, Lieutenant.” Djari softened this reminder with a gentle smile. “What you’re meant to be and what some of you are... Well, they’re not the same. I guess it gets the job done. Beryl seems… efficient.”


  “Was he rude to you?” she asked carefully. For all his openness and what she hoped was trust for her, Djari would not easily admit to having fallen victim to Beryl and his gang. Their petty tortures would only confirm his view of Air Command’s methods.


  “No.” He took her hand. “I have an idea. Come, I want to show you something. Down by the hub.”


  Puzzled, she followed him to the lifts leading to the lower tiers of the station. He would say nothing more until they reached the public corridor outside the elevator shipping level. He nudged her to walk ahead of him to the end. “In there,” he pointed to an unmarked door. “It’s unlocked.”


  “You’re so mysterious today,” she said, utterly curious now. What could there possibly be to see at the docks? A new plane, perhaps? Some remarkable delivery?


  They slipped through the door to enter a shaft containing only a set of rungs embedded in the wall. It looked much like a small cargo lift on which someone had forgotten to actually install the car. Looking down, she saw a metal floor with lines painted on it. Someone walked down there and she realized that she was looking into the access area to the elevator. Djari pointed upward. She climbed the ladder ahead of him and stepped out onto a catwalk of sorts at the top.


  “What is this?”


  “I don’t know, but it’s really beautiful.”


  “It is?” The walkway up here formed a ring around the top of the shipping area, circling the tether, she assumed. The construction was not finished here and they passed piles of building materials, coils of wire and conduit, debris and tools.


  He halted for a moment to peer around a gap in the wall and then gestured to her to scurry around him before they could be spotted by the workers below. “This is just a standard part of the orbiter design,” he whispered. “Not likely to ever be used unless they get a lot of demand for sight-seeing up here. This gap here was meant for a staircase.”


  “Sight-seeing what?”


  He ushered her into an enclosed space beside the gap in the wall and closed the door behind them. “Look,” he said.


  They had come to a curved room whose ceiling and most of one wall was made of a slightly domed, transparent window. Nova gripped his arm when she looked up to see Bellac Tau above them like an enormous moon in the sky. She made out its continents and oceans, partially obscured by swirling cloud patterns. The tether itself extended from here and disappeared to a point on its way to the planet. The sun’s light reflected by Bellac, along with the stars in the sky, was all that was needed to illuminate this space tonight. Standing close to the window, she felt as if she were floating in space. “Beautiful,” she whispered.


  “Isn’t it lovely? We’re actually at almost the lowest point of the orbiter and, technically, upside down. Come sit.” He drew her to where someone had placed a thickness of foam padding.


  She grinned. “You come here often? How did you find this place?”


  “Poking around. I’m down here quite a bit when things come up from the base. Someone mentioned that there was an observation platform up here. If you look out long enough you feel like you’re flying out there.”


  “What are those?” Nova pointed at a row of blue metal bins stacked in a corner.


  “No idea.” He sat on the pallet and pulled her down to lie beside him. “Look outside. This might not be such a big deal for you, Pilot Lady, but for me this is the next best thing to being out there.”


  “No, this is stunning.” She laid down on her back and gazed up at the canopy of stars. They shimmered slightly behind the orbiter’s shields as if seen through a planet’s atmosphere rather than as the stark pinpricks of light she saw from her cockpit.


  “I used to watch the stars from Bellac,” he said and stretched out on his side, close to her. “On those rare nights when the skies are clear. And dream of travelling.”


  “To where?”


  “Doesn’t matter. Anywhere that’s new. You must have seen many places.”


  “I’ve seen many Air Command bases. They all look the same. Although my parents made sure that we took trips off-base as often as possible. I’ve been on a few of Magra’s continents. Callas once. A trip to Phi Four a long time ago. I barely remember it. I want to travel to other places, too. Feyd sounds interesting. And I’ve heard a lot about Delphi.”


  “Feyd is dangerous to Humans and Delphi doesn’t allow foreigners.”


  “And you think that’ll stop me?” She raised her arms as if to embrace the night sky. “I am going to see them all. You just watch.”


  He leaned forward to kiss her softly. “You will, I’m sure.”


  “Yeah. Meanwhile, we have this.” She tilted her head to let his lips travel over the skin of her neck. “And this is a very, very nice place to hide out.” Vistas like the one before them existed in other parts of the station, but none so private and none where being seen with a member of the crew in such an intimate display would not raise questions.


  He seemed to guess her thoughts and began to unfasten her shirt.


  “What do you have in mind, sir?”


  “Shh,” he whispered. She shivered when he bared her to the sky and each other and his hand, calloused but infinitely gentle, moved over her body. “Wanted to see you like this, in the star light,” he said. “A Nova among the stars.”


  She purred under his touch. “You are a poet. I told you.” She gasped when he pulled on the string of her loose trousers. “Not here!” she whispered.


  “I locked the door.” He smiled when she did not resist losing the rest of her clothes and happily submitted to his questing fingers. She looked out into the endless expanse of time, thinking of nothing until she was swept away to somewhere out there, arching her back with a guttural groan that he silenced with his kiss. Still befuddled by the moment, she turned to him and he lifted her over his lap to watch her move languidly above him, outlined by the stars and a halo of hair. He held her for a long while after finding his own release in deep, shuddering waves of pleasure.


  



  


  Chapter Nine


  “Whiteside!”


  Nova looked up from her breakfast bowl when the call cut through the chatter, the scrape of chairs on the bare floor, the clatter of dishes being stacked and sorted in the nearby kitchen. Lieutenant Sulean and her Caga squad roommate also scanned the mess hall to find Captain Dakad striding toward them. Nova slapped the com screen on her sleeve as if that would make it work properly. “I could have sworn that I wound this thing up this morning.”


  Sulean snickered and nudged one of the replacement pilots who had finally arrived just two days ago. “He likes to shout. The com bands aren’t conducive to shouting.”


  “He’d find a way,” Nova mumbled. The day had barely begun and already Dakad had found some reason to bark.


  “He scares me,” the pilot said, not frightened enough to let it interrupt his breakfast.


  Nova cast a curious glance his way. That Lieutenant Ko hailed from Feyd was clear by the deep brown of his skin, embellished on all exposed parts with intricate tattoos that carried much meaning for his people. Having seen him at his exercises, she knew that the patterns were not restricted to just his face and neck. But his long-limbed body was typically Centauri as was the black hair. Centauri and Feydans carried nearly identical DNA and most other Prime species were also not that far removed. This was as much a reason to suspect divine intention as much as some shared origin in another part of the galaxy, depending on one’s viewpoint. Nova had no precise viewpoint but she found the possibility endlessly fascinating. Interspecies breeding was rare and often problematic and so generally not encouraged by those who had any say in the matter. Still, people had a way of getting together. Proof of that was sitting right here, slurping the last of his fruit soup.


  The captain had reached the pilots’ table where four of his men and Nova were finishing their meal, already suited up and ready to begin their patrols and exercises.


  “Saddle up, Whiteside. You’re taking a few pedestrians back down to the Shon Gat garrison and then you’ll pick up three more pilots while you’re there. Bunch of day trippers want to go, too.”


  “Aye, sir.” They still hadn’t replaced the lost shuttle pilot and so the combat pilots had filled in for her, not averse to the break in routine or the chance to spend the occasional evening on the Siolet base.


  “No layover. You’re back here tonight.”


  “Thank you, sir,” she said.


  Dakad’s narrowed eyes exuded disapproval while he tried to decide if sarcasm was involved in her reply. Seeing nothing on her guileless face, he spun and left them to their tea.


  “Some day, Nova…” Sulean warned.


  Her roommate smirked, like Lieutenant Rolyn well aware of how Nova was spending her downtime. “Something tells me she meant it.”


  Nova stood up. “Bus is leaving soon. Better be on it.”


  She left the mess and bypassed the restricted lifts leading to the fighter plane levels to take the one to the passenger concourse. The supply clerk supplied her with the latest gossip while issuing her the uniform used by non-military pilots. He also promised her a fresh flight suit upon her return, for which she was grateful. The suits had a way of picking up an unpleasant rankness well before new ones were issued.


  She waited at the shuttle gate while security checked it once more for possible sabotage and then completed her own pre-flight inspection before allowing the passengers aboard. The civilians returning to the base were the last of the team still investigating the explosion on the flight deck. Despite Nova’s carefully padded inquiries during the trip to the surface, none of them seemed inclined to discuss the case. She wondered if the supply clerk would have better luck with them. Perhaps he gave lessons in prying gossip out of people.


  She landed them on the small air field that served the elevator base garrison and saw them to another plane leaving for Siolet. Then there was not much to do but wait for her new passengers. She knew no one here that she cared to visit. Her temporary squad during her stint as ground troop was now manning Rim Station, her old base. She cared little for the ones here now, consisting mostly of those either belonging to or afraid of Captain Beryl. She ambled to the garrison administrative building, craning her neck up at the elevator looming over the landscape. It was impossible to ignore.


  It was cooler inside and she flapped the front of her uniform blouse to circulate the air under there while she filed her report with a bored clerk. “So where is everybody? I’m expected back topside today.”


  “Not here yet. Sandstorm grounded their skimmer. I’ll tag you when they’re ready to leave.”


  “Storm heading this way?” The least entertaining thing she could think of was to be grounded at the Shon Gat garrison overnight. Perhaps there was time to head to Camomas or one of the other towns instead. She had no desire to wander around Shon Gat even if the town had been officially cleared of militants.


  “Nah. Blowing itself out over the flats. You’ll be okay.”


  Nova looked out of the dusty window over the training grounds. Some grunts were jogging around out there, no doubt cursing the grit drifting into their lungs. How fortunate they were aboard the skyranch with its new, clean exercise equipment and a view of the green space while doing their laps.


  “Is the pilot here yet?” she heard a gruff voice through an open door.


  “Yessir, right here,” the clerk replied.


  “Send him in.”


  Nova raised an eyebrow and walked into the commander’s office where she saluted with the least amount of decorum she could get away with. “Major Trakkas,” she said.


  He looked up. “What are you doing down here, Whiteside?”


  “Driving the bus.”


  “You air jockeys don’t have enough to do,” he grumbled. He gave her a card. “Get over to the climber hub and pick up a packet from Sergeant Srilk to take up with you. I don’t have three days to get it up there.”


  “Yessir. Who is the receiver?”


  “Just leave it with Private Maxen at supply. Dismissed.”


  She hesitated a moment. As far as she knew, Trakkas had not once inquired about her capture during the Shon Gat siege. The fact that he was to blame for her even being there didn’t seem to bother his conscience. She wanted to ask about the others and perhaps say a few words about Lieutenant Reko, but staring at the top of the major’s unevenly shaved head suddenly made her averse to even talk to him. She left without another word.


  The air outside was now thick enough with the abrasive dust to force her to pull up her scarf to cover her mouth and nose, glad that she had remembered to grab one from the shuttle. The tether’s anchor building loomed above the surrounding structures, looking impressive and efficient and, although really little more than a shipping facility, decidedly military. Most of that was due to the armored vehicles, patrols and of course the massive scaffold surrounding the lower part of the tether, studded with communication and surveillance equipment covering the entire hemisphere. The security checkpoint at the entrance was meant to look sleek and elegantly designed but whoever was in charge of the place had by now lost the battle of trying to keep the dust from covering everything. She patted her clothes to add her contribution while the guard checked her credentials and retina.


  The zone beyond the checkpoint looked like a larger version of the elevator hub on the orbiter. The climber loading deck was more tightly guarded and armed guards walked among the rows of containers awaiting shipment. She walked around the hub to a service area and presented the card Major Trakkas had given her.


  The clerk glanced at it and then nodded to his left. “Go see Srilk. The Caspian over there.”


  She nodded and followed his direction. The woman he had pointed out was busy overseeing some sort of repacking of one of the containers. She turned her long, densely furred head when Nova approached. Her yellow eyes were watering even in here. Caspians wore clothes only where custom or policy demanded it but Nova suspected that this one was glad for the coveralls that kept the dust from her intricately patterned hide.


  “Sergeant,” she said and showed her card again. “Trakkas asked me to pick up a package?”


  “And about time,” the woman said and dug through some of her pockets while walking away from the dock workers. “Can’t wait to get rid of this.”


  Nova followed her, baffled by this process and the soldier’s lack of manners toward an officer. The Caspian found what she was looking for and slapped a flat metal case into Nova’s hand. “Those guys are paid far too well for easy work, if you ask me. Tell Beryl his bag is in—”


  “Srilk,” a harsh voice barked behind them. Another guard, this one Centauri, glared at her. Nova had no trouble recognizing him as one of Beryl’s associates. The last time she had seen him had been with her gun to his throat at Rim Station. “Whiteside,” he said pointedly. “Moonlighting again? You just can’t keep your ass in your Kite, can you, Lieutenant?”


  The Caspian’s short intake of breath told Nova that a different sort of courier had been expected here today.


  “Got to keep things interesting,” she said and flipped the container into the air before dropping it into her pocket. “I’ll tell Beryl you said hello.”


  Having no other place to go, Nova walked quickly across the garrison’s central square and to the mess hall where she asked for cold tea. Her hand explored the lump in her pocket while she sipped. Payment for what? What was Beryl up to? She frowned, rejecting the idea that he and his men were behind the recent sabotage. They were rotten to the fibers of their pharmaceutically enhanced bodies but they were in this for themselves. She doubted that any of them had the necessary interest or concentration to work for the rebels.


  Smuggling was the most likely reason for this payment. If they themselves weren’t smuggling goods past the checkpoints, they were allowing shipments to go through uninspected. With Beryl’s men in control of security at both the base station as well as the hub on the ranch, not a difficult feat. And of course Major Trakkas seemed to be in charge of it all, adjusting duty rosters to place his men where they needed to be to keep the goods moving.


  Nova tapped her com unit to contact the tower. “Boss, how long till the transport from Siolet arrives?”


  “Hours yet, Lieutenant. Still grounded.”


  Nova considered. Technically, she was on her own right now, with her commanding officer somewhere in orbit. “How’s the weather to Rim Station?”


  “Clear. Storm’s heading west.”


  Nova signed off, gulped the rest of her tea and hurried to the vehicle depot where she borrowed a skimmer for a trip to visit a friend at her former base. No one seemed to care very much. She remembered to let the clerk at the administrative building know where she was going before jumping into the car and heading out into the flats north of Shon Gat.


  An hour of zooming over the barren salt flats brought her to where the base nestled among the foothills. Drab and storm-battered, it resembled any of the Air Command stations on planets like these. If she imagined the dusty ground red, this might be Targon. If she pictured more sand and less rock, it might be K’lar. She pulled into a filling station and left the hangars for the base interior.


  “Welcome, Lieutenant,” she was greeted by a mechanical attendant at the entrance to the base clinic. Her profile was already displayed in front of the Bellac medic at the main desk when she got there. He greeted her as well but only to inform her that she was not due for an appointment.


  “I’m here to see Doctor Soren,” she told him. “Could you ask her if she’s available, please?”


  “I will. Please wait here.”


  Nova paced around a bit and then stopped to run her hand through a scanner provided for self-assessment. “Ah, I’m Human. Good to know. And indeed a healthy specimen.” She slapped the top of the display. “Shots? I’m not due for my shots, you snoop.”


  “Lieutenant?”


  Nova turned.


  “Doctor Soren said that she can see you for a moment.”


  Nova smiled politely and followed his direction to the doctor’s workspace. Soren came to her feet when Nova entered, a concerned look on her face. “Hello, Lieutenant. I hadn’t expected to see you back here so soon. Is… is everything all right?”


  “Yes, I’m fine,” Nova assured her, realizing that the doctor worried about some lingering effect from her encounter with Captain Beryl. “Everything working as it should. I need to talk to you about something else.”


  “Oh?” Soren’s curious expression was guarded.


  Nova sat down and gestured for the doctor to do the same. “I want to ask you something about the previous crew here. I think you know who I mean.”


  “I guess I do.” Soren let the door slide shut before taking her chair again.


  Nova wondered how to approach this. Now that she was here, the whole thing suddenly seemed a lot more delicate. “I’ve got reason to suspect that Beryl and his gang are involved in some smuggling at the elevator,” she said finally, as so often choosing the most direct route to get to the point. She made a mental note to look up the talented gossip at the ranch to find out how to start conversations with non-coms.


  Soren said nothing for a moment. She looked out of the window, thoughtfully tugging on the purple tips of her white hair. “What do you want me to add to that?” she said finally.


  “What you know about it.”


  “I can’t.”


  “You won’t?”


  “Maybe.”


  Nova sighed, having half expected this. “I think they’re smuggling mince. I’m pretty sure they’re using it, too.”


  Soren frowned. “What else would you smuggle out of this place? Half of his thugs are chewing that garbage. Makes things hurt less and it covers up the rest of the dope they use when I test them. The sort that I have to report or the system will do it for me.”


  “What else are they using?”


  She shrugged. “You don’t get to be that size without some help. Certainly not the Centauri. They’re not built for carrying around all that muscle. They didn’t get it from me, if you’re wondering.”


  “I’m here to ask about the mince. I’m guessing they’re smuggling the stuff up to the station and from there onto commercial ships heading elsewhere.”


  “It’s much bigger than that. They’re just paid off to look the other way when the shipments arrive. To make sure they’re not searched for contraband. Believe me, the best present Major Trakkas ever got was when General Ausan moved the whole outfit to the elevator. Before that they only had the supply ships that came by here.”


  “Could they be gun running as well?”


  Soren shook her head. “I can’t picture it. I can’t think of a life form lower than those men but they look down upon rebels as the scourge of the galaxy. They live to destroy them and take pleasure in finding interesting ways to do that. Beryl’s squad doesn’t take prisoners. The only reason to smuggle guns is to get them to the rebels. They’d never consider that.”


  Nova nodded. “And Major Trakkas is steering this whole thing?”


  “He takes a cut but he lets Beryl do the work. It’s why he let them hound you off the base.”


  “Because of who I am. Because of my father,” Nova said, mostly to herself. “They didn’t think I’d bend.”


  “Probably. Not like some of us.”


  Nova looked into Soren’s face, seeing little more than shame there. She leaned forward and placed her hand on the woman’s arm. “You can help to stop this,” she said urgently. “I have some proof, but not enough. I can’t just point a finger and hope Beryl doesn’t break my leg for that. You can come forward and tell what you know. What you’ve seen.”


  “Including what he did to you?”


  “Yes. Including that. This isn’t just about smuggling. It’s about people getting hurt if they get in the way. We can’t let this happen. Not in the Air Command that I want to work for.” Djari’s angry face passed briefly through her mind. “This is the sort of thing that makes people distrust the Union. Hate Air Command presence.”


  “What proof do you have?”


  Nova reached into her pocket for the parcel she was to deliver. “I’m guessing that’s money in here. Maybe instructions, messages they can’t broadcast. Trakkas told me to take this up to the station. The woman who gave it to me let a few things slip about where it’s going.”


  “So?” Soren smiled sadly. “Trakkas will have a million reasons for whatever he’s doing. They’ve been in this for a very long time.” She took the box and stood up to run it through an analyzer. “No organics. No dope in there.”


  “Trakkas has no reason to send money up to the orbiter unless it’s pretty damn personal. We don’t deal in hard currency, if that’s what’s in there.”


  “Maybe it’s a pretty bauble for his girlfriend. Even if it isn’t, he’d find a way to make sure that’s your dope. Or your money. You have nothing.” She looked over the results of the scan again. “The only DNA on that thing is yours. I don’t even see a Caspian on that.”


  “She wore gloves.” Nova recalled taking a curious glance at the woman’s six-fingered hands. “Can we tag the box somehow? That way we can trace it to Beryl after I deliver it to supply.”


  Soren laughed. It was a brittle, cold sound. “This is a clinic, not a Prime Staff lair full of gadgetry and dark schemes. Leave the spying to the agents, Lieutenant. Go to your CO. If you need to expose this, tell him what you suspect and walk away.”


  “Is that what you’re doing?” Nova said softly. “Walking away?”


  “Yes,” Soren said, equally subdued. “Because the things that’ll happen to you if Beryl is even just questioned are not something I want visited upon me.”


  


  * * *


  It was not the best of moods that accompanied Nova as she left Rim Station and headed back into the flats. She flew manually, mulling over Soren’s words and very clear warning. The only thing accomplished here was to update her immunization shots, giving her a throbbing arm and another reason to have visited the base. She doubted that anyone had even noticed her absence.


  She watched the rocky ground pass silently beneath her vehicle as she raced over a landscape too lacking in interest to distract her from her thoughts. Was Soren right? Was it once again simply the best choice to stay out of the fray? Avoid getting hurt again? Certainly, the doctor was right in that Nova had little evidence for her accusations. Some vague mumblings from a stranger, her assertion that Beryl was possibly impaired while on duty, some orders from a superior officer that weren’t entirely protocol. So what?


  And what if more people were involved? What about Dakad? What about the station master in charge of the shipping traffic? There was no way to know. Perhaps Djari was right, all along.


  Nova’s eyes shifted to the horizon when she thought about Djari. His work took him down into the shipping level as new supplies for the grow rings arrived daily. Was he aware of something going on? Perhaps he had seen something, heard something that would offer more evidence.


  She brought the skimmer to a halt so abruptly that it nearly crashed the short distance to the ground instead of settling gently according to its design. She opened the canopy and leaped out of the plane, pacing away only to turn around to pace back again.


  Djari! She recalled his unheard conversation with Beryl in the corridor. What about that trip to the surface he had not bothered to mention and that his supervisor knew nothing about? Those boxes in his room? With all the equipment available in the grow rings, why would he clutter up his quarters with those analysis tools? Nova leaned against the skimmer, feeling her stomach churn. Could it be? Djari a smuggler? Djari as part of that miserable gang of louts?


  So stupid! Nova glared into the direction of the distant elevator, invisible in the haze above the flats. She wanted to storm up there right this very minute to confront him with what she had found. She wanted to shout and rail at him for disparaging the Union’s ethics while all along playing his own games. She swore loudly and in several languages, her voice unheard in the empty afternoon desert.


  Most of all, she wanted him to deny all of it and show her that none of this was true. Maybe all of this was only a series of coincidences, a chain of small events that really didn’t fit together.


  But what did she really know about him? Nothing at all. They had shared a few difficult days together and she had been swept away by good looks and a concerned face like some little greenie fresh out of the academy.


  A buzzing sound from the skimmer’s dashboard interrupted her furious rumination to alert her to the perimeter alarm. She leaned into the vehicle to look at what approached, likely a caravan or perhaps an Air Command patrol. Instead, she saw two skimmer sleds closing in from the direction of the base, their destination unmistakably this very spot.


  “This is Lieutenant Whiteside to approaching traffic,” she said, sounding even to herself like someone not in a mood for company. “Identify yourselves immediately.”


  There was no reply.


  She set her skimmer in motion and veered toward the rolling hills to the east, not surprised when the two other vehicles changed their course as well. Bandits, likely, roaming the flats in search of anyone stupid enough to be out here on their own instead of joining a caravan. But was it possible that Trakkas had sent someone to waylay her? She coaxed more speed out of her machine but a glance at her sensors showed that the skimmers behind her were faster.


  She was now heading directly toward the edge of the flats. Hiding herself and the skimmer was not possible with both the vehicle and her com band quite clearly broadcasting her location. Her pursuers were still lost to the distant haze but they drew nearer with each second that passed. “Son of a leprous Rhuwac,” Nova cursed. “And you, too, Dakad. Could have sent Sulean. But, no, you had to send Whiteside. And Whiteside had to get nosy. Stupid, stupid—”


  Something landed just off her skimmer’s port side and exploded in a cloud of dust and sand. Whatever they were lobbing at her from the distance, although not terribly accurate, was sure to stop her skimmer, if not flatten it entirely.


  Another burr from her sensors showed more life forms ahead. “Enough already!” she shouted. But these were scattered and there were no power signatures among them. Likely, a caravan bedded down for the night at the edge of the desert.


  Without thinking much about the likely outcome of her unformed plan, she entered a new course into the vehicle’s systems, working with little more than the view of the hills in front of her. Quickly, she unclipped a gun from beneath the console and then dropped her data sleeve to the floor of the skimmer. Slowing only enough to avoid a broken neck, she retracted the canopy and vaulted to the ground where she tumbled wildly, endlessly until she fetched up against a rock.


  Nova lay still, ignoring the pain from whatever damage she had sustained, her attention only on the skimmer. It followed her program to veer south and accelerate toward the rock formations ahead. It was soon out of sight and then Nova heard the distant roar as it crashed into the rocks.


  She scrambled to her feet, daring to test her limbs for breaks and sprains, finding nothing more serious than a twisted ankle. “Where is the damn gun!” she shouted, looking around. It had spun from her hand when she leaped from the car and was now nowhere in sight. She decided to ignore the blood on her arms and knee and limped toward where she thought the caravan had stopped. Her pursuers would soon realize that she was not in the crashed skimmer, depending on how much fuel had to burn out before they could check the wreckage.


  She fumbled her way through the boulders and scrub, painfully aware that her career choice had made her reliant on the latest of onboard sensors and guidance systems. Her standard training in more primitive navigation was ridiculously inadequate for wandering around the plains of Bellac. Trying to remember if Bellac’s tusked, meat-eating and much-dreaded owgs roamed as far west as this desert didn’t make her feel much better about being out here. She stopped to calm her breathing and to listen for the approaching sounds of the sleds.


  Fortunately, the nomads weren’t concerned about concealment out here. The mournful bellows and bleats of their animals revealed the way to their camp. Nova pushed forward and reached the edge of a herd ambling around the meager scrubland. She sprinted toward one of the churries lolling in the sand. A startled herder moved aside when she lifted the beast’s front paw and slipped into the sandy wallow below.


  She lay quietly, hoping that the animal, unaccustomed to her, would not decide to evict her. Breathing through the fabric of her sleeve to filter the dust and the churry’s aroma, she waited, listening for nearby voices. Soon, she made out the muffled vibration of a skimmer’s thrusters through the ground. It stopped.


  She flinched at the sound of projectile weapons. It was followed by a clamor of panicked animal grunts and bellows and then the ground shook with the thunder of hooves. Only her sheltering churry remained, apparently trained to stay on the ground when someone lay beneath it. Surely a convenience but now it served only to point out her hiding spot. She felt it tremble.


  A long moment later the animal finally rose and shuffled aside. Nova turned onto her back and then slowly came to her feet to face the two Centauri looming over her, both dressed as civilians. She did not recognize either of them. Their guns, however, were of military issue as were the two nearby skimmers.


  She looked to her right and left to see the nomads silently approaching from the direction of their camp to investigate the cause of the stampede. They looked like thin, ghostly figures of dun-colored cloth in a dun-colored landscape. Most covered their dyed hair with a burnoose worn against the drifting sands and she did not see their faces. They moved warily, as if waiting to see what would happen here today.


  “What do you want,” Nova said to her pursuers, doing her best to sound belligerent.


  One of the Centauri grasped her arm to pull her toward their vehicles. She moved defensively, drawing on years of close-combat training to escape the man’s grip. She got free but he simply raised a fist and slammed it into the side of her head.


  The response to that was immediate. Nearly every one of the nomads stepped forward to raise a weapon. They moved like a tide of dusty rags and shiny barrels to propel the Centauri away from Nova, without words and without touching any of them. Her assailants staggered back, arms and weapons raised in surprise as much as surrender.


  The nomads surged forward and forced them to the ground. Dazed, Nova sat in the dust and watched the scrim, waiting for the sound of fists and the screams of pain. None of that happened. Instead, the nomads withdrew after a while, having stripped the men nearly bare of anything even remotely valuable or useful. For one of them, that meant a pair of expensive leather trousers.


  The Bellacs waited, weapons poised, while the Centauri returned to their skimmers, cursing and glowering but not inclined to linger. One of them shoved aside a young nomad who was busy raiding the skimmer’s storage compartment. They departed in the direction of Shon Gat.


  Hands reached out to pull Nova from the sand. She let them, crying out when someone gripped her abraded elbow. A searing pain in her foot told her that something wasn’t quite right on that end of her body, either.


  She was made to sit on a rough-spun blanket and someone gave her a drink so strongly fermented that she nearly gagged. After a moment she took another sip, grateful for the soothing heat that spread through her limbs. A young man with long braids dyed an earthy red took her arm and smeared her wounds with some sort of sticky paste. Nova shook her head in disbelief when she realized that both the drink and the salve were made from the cactus also used to make mince.


  Others had come to sit nearby, watching silently while the herders strolled off to retrieve the scattered animals. Nova returned their curious gaze, never having been among a tribe of nomads. Union soldiers were not the most popular visitors to Bellac but the plains people were not known to be hostile toward them. Living in this harsh desert had taught them to make the best of both rebel and colonist presence.


  An older woman, this one with green tufts of short hair and wearing a gown that had probably been fashionable in Siolet many years ago, reached out and poked a gnarled finger at Nova’s insignia. Her long nails were yellowed and thick and resembled claws. “You’re an officer,” she decided.


  “Yes.”


  “They, too?” The nomad showed Nova one of their new prizes, an Air Command data sleeve. It was a basic com unit without security access or identification.


  “Looks that way.” Nova watched two nomads admire each other’s newly acquired duster and leather pants. “You’re well-armed.”


  “As it must be. Now we’re armed even better.” The woman laughed, her voice rough with age and desert grit, and pulled the Centauri’s rail gun from beneath her once-stately dress.


  Nova joined the laughter. By the deep wrinkles around some of the other nomads’ eyes visible above their wraps, it was clear that the others were also amused. It seemed that, instead of a caravan of traders and herdsmen, she had stumbled upon a pack of desert bandits. She was untroubled by the distinction. “I need to get to Shon Gat.”


  “Your plane is broken.”


  “I’m afraid so.” Nova looked around the camp and saw a dilapidated skimmer among the wagons. “Does that thing work?”


  “Well enough.”


  Nova reached into her pocket and withdrew Trakkas’ package. Having those men sent after her had added a whole new dimension to things today. Perhaps this thing held some answers. “Do you have something sharp? A blade?”


  The matriarch beckoned one of the other nomads who produced a ferocious-looking dagger.


  Nova took it gingerly, not without first admiring its design. The handle was a traditional carving although the blade itself was bartered from an off-world supplier. Carefully, she sliced into the seal on the box, aware that those around her were as curious as she was about its contents.


  “Well, now we know,” she said when the broken case revealed colored and etched metal rods bound with tape. Her new companions exclaimed in wonder at the currency but it meant little to Nova. As Soren had said, a stack of money was proof of exactly nothing. Disappointed, she held the sticks out to the woman. “Will this buy me a quick ride back to the garrison?”


  “And dinner, if you wish.” The Bellac showed her few remaining teeth. The rods, like her gun, disappeared into the depths of her gown. “Every day for the rest of the wind months.”


  Nova decided that churry would not be on her menu today. She came to her feet, happy to find her ankle more or less in working order. “No, I need to get back fast.”


  After enduring a cup of gritty tea that was not to be refused, the nomads tinkered with the skimmer until it started up. The vehicle chugged away from the camp on thrusters so misaligned that the man at the controls had to continually correct its course to keep it going straight. But it moved at a decent speed and the perimeter scan worked, even if its protective dome was long gone and Nova had to avail herself to one of their dense head-coverings to shield her face. Another Bellac rode behind them, legs dangling over the back end, a rifle held across his chest. They left her at the edge of the garrison with a wave and a smile. She looked after them for a moment before limping to the gate.


  She stayed carefully within view of the buildings along the entrance into the base and was soon met by several surprised soldiers and ground personnel. She exaggerated her limp and allowed them to usher her to the small hospital, a place she had hoped to never visit again.


  Major Trakkas burst into the room, ignoring the medics’ protests as he strode to the table where she was still being patched up. “What the hell happened, Whiteside?” he thundered.


  She lowered the cooling pad from her lip and stared at him, wide-eyed. “It was terrible, sir! Bandits! I was on the way back from visiting Sergeant Rander and the others at Rim Station when they hit. Out of nowhere! Not a single patrol in hailing distance. I bailed just in time before my skimmer went down.”


  He glared at her and she practically saw the gears turning in his head. “The package?” he said finally, very quietly.


  “Went up with the skimmer. I’m so sorry, sir. But don’t worry; those brigands probably didn’t get their hands on it. Was it important?”


  “No,” he said and forced a smile. “It’s nothing that can’t be replaced. We’re all glad that you escaped those pirates. I think it’s best if you stayed with us overnight, though.”


  “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your concern.” Nova swung her legs over the edge of the stretcher and put her feet on the floor. She reached up to twist her hair into a knot, mainly to hide a grimace of pain when the stretched muscle in her foot agreed with the major. “I’m perfectly fine. Colonel Thedris is expecting me to return promptly with the pilots.” She was certain that Thedris had no idea who was piloting the shuttle, if he even knew it was down here. What color was left in the major’s eyes had dwindled at the mention of that name. She beamed at him with a deliberate glance at the nearby medic. “I would appreciate if your depot could spare a fresh uniform, though. I’m a complete mess.”


  His eyes narrowed even as he nodded his agreement. “Of course.”


  She stood up and found that her foot was likely to cooperate until she got to the shuttle and on her way back to the ranch. If she could manage to get there without finding herself alone somewhere with one of Beryl’s thugs, she might even end this day in her own bed behind a locked door.


  And then perhaps figure out what to do with the information she had. Most importantly, she had a few questions for Djari.


  



  


  Chapter Ten


  By the time Nova delivered her passengers to the skyranch she was utterly weary, stiff from her tumble in the desert and wondering why she had gotten herself so worked up about a bunch of thugs and smugglers. She thumped the shuttle quietly into its cradle and waited for the air lock to do its thing, wishing she could fall asleep right here.


  Soren was right. That one thought had wandered around her mind since leaving Bellac’s atmosphere. Keeping her mouth shut about all this would have been the healthiest option. Smuggling was an inevitable part of any shipping port on any planet, Union-owned or not. Was she so driven to seek some sort of revenge on Beryl that she’d risk not only her own neck but Soren’s as well? And now, instead of acting oblivious to that Caspian’s careless comments about payment to Beryl, she was a fresh target walking the halls of Skyranch Twelve. The message she got before the nomads intervened was all too clear. No doubt, news of the failed chase across the flats had preceded her to the orbiter.


  The only way to escape more and perhaps permanent damage was to go directly to Lieutenant Colonel Thedris with what she knew, with or without a witness or anything resembling proof. And ask to transfer off the station to avoid floating out in space without a pressure suit before morning.


  But first she would give Djari a chance to put her mind at ease.


  Could he really be part of this? Or was it possible that he had fallen victim to Beryl’s unchallenged intimidation of those around him? Djari’s connection to the needs of the grow rings would definitely make him a valuable part of the whole scheme. He could easily use his position to bring the drug in as part of his regular request for plant material and grow medium. All of it appearing organic on the scanners and, thanks to the other half of the gang on the ground, not deeply scanned for precisely what sort of organics.


  Once her passengers had cleared out, Nova signed the ship over to the technicians and headed toward the lifts. Before her fingers touched the keyplate the door slid aside and two uniformed Centauri stepped out of the elevator. She recoiled when she recognized Beryl’s men.


  One of them, a sergeant named Rafe, smiled broadly when he saw her. “Lieutenant Whiteside. We were just coming to welcome you home.”


  She looked around. “I’m not sure that welcomes are required. I’m familiar with the place.”


  “Well, the boss sent us to find you. We’ve been looking all over. He wants a word with you.”


  Nova felt her heart jump in her chest. No doubt Trakkas had given Beryl some very firm orders about her immediate future. “What boss?”


  “Lieutenant Colonel Thedris. How many bosses do you have?”


  “The colonel doesn’t even know I exist. Why didn’t he just call me?”


  The Centauri pointed at her forearm, still missing the data sleeve she had dropped in the skimmer before it blew. “A little hard to find without your com. So he asked us to take a look around.”


  His companion nudged her not too gently toward the lift. “And he seems to be in a hurry for that to happen.”


  “I’ll go see him right away,” she said. “After I get a fresh uniform. I just got back from the surface. Tell him I’ll just be a few minutes.”


  The Centauri guards crowded her into the elevator that simply did not seem built for men of their size. Rafe let his eyes wander over her body for a thoughtful moment. “That uniform looks just fine to me.”


  Nova swallowed the ugly lump of fear that rose in her throat. Her every instinct and every bit of training and experience told her to flee. There was no colonel waiting for her. There was only Beryl and these thugs, ready to silence her permanently in some entertaining fashion. The soldiers stood too close to her. She could feel them, smell them. She recalled Djari’s comment about the usefulness of fear. She beat it down, little by little, as the lift rose toward the upper levels. “I mean it. I don’t want to be seen by Thedris like this. It’ll just take a moment.”


  “We’ll come with you,” Rafe offered. “Just to make sure you don’t get lost.”


  “Are you arresting me, then, Sergeant?” she snapped, grateful when her words came out firm. Without waiting for his response, she changed the destination of the lift to stop two floors below the administrative level. With luck, some of the pilots were loitering around there as they sometimes did before hitting the lounge for a late-evening drink. “Because unless you are, I can find my room on my own.”


  Both men stepped out of the lift when she did. The hallway was deserted and there was no one lounging around the common area near the arched windows. Nova took a few steps toward her quarters, spun around again and leaped into the lift just as its door closed. She punched the controls for the floor below, praying to the gods of Bellac that the other lift was on some distant level.


  She squeezed out of the car before the doors had fully opened and raced down the corridor. She passed one, two sub-sections of residential units before slapping her hand against the keyplate of one door among many. It slid aside and she stumbled into Djari’s room with a loud sob of relief.


  She pressed her mouth and nose into her elbow to muffle the sound of her deep gasps for air, out of breath with fear and exertion. She leaned against the door, listening to the menacing thump of combat boots. They grew louder, then passed. Then stopped. Then rough voices murmured something too low to make out. The footfalls returned and then faded again.


  Nova closed her eyes and tipped her head back against the door. Now what? Where was Djari? Working late? Or was he down at the docks, perhaps, packing up the latest shipment of dope? The bed was unmade, which wasn’t all that unusual, and once again he had left his com band on the table beside it. But the room wasn’t just empty of boyfriend but also empty of the stacks of boxes that he had stashed here. None on the floor, none on the unused bunk. She suddenly had a fairly reasonable guess as to what had been in them.


  She picked his com band up and idly turned it over in her hands when a terrible thought struck home. Had Beryl’s men done some harm to Djari? Did they know about her involvement with him? She looked around the room again as if in search of a splatters of blood or some sign of a struggle. Was she the leverage they were using to get him to cooperate?


  It would work, of that she was certain. Neither of them had indulged in breathless declarations of love and dedication during their magnificent bouts of lovemaking but they both knew the possibility was there. She needed his serenity as much as he craved her passion. He would go far to keep her from harm. It was also the reason she had not told him that it was Beryl who had assaulted her at Rim Station. She had no doubt that he cared for her deeply. What was a bit of smuggling to keep her safe? He had little to lose up here.


  Nova looked around for something to use as a weapon, should Rafe still roam the halls. Feeling a little uneasy about looking through Djari’s things, she peered into some of the cabinets. Most held only untidy stacks of clothes and work coveralls. But when she opened a bin near the door her breath caught. A rail gun, fully charged. A small projectile weapon and cases of bullets. A precision laser tool not usually employed by botanists. With a silent curse at finding yet more hints about his new career choice, she took the projectile weapon and tucked it into her uniform blouse.


  She went to the door and pressed her ear against it. Someone, distantly, was singing off-key and joyfully. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and peered outside. Empty. It was only a few seconds to the lifts.


  But instead of directing the car to the administrative level and the colonel’s office, she dropped it to the shipping floor. She had to know for sure. She had to see. Somewhere down there was the evidence she needed. She was also quite sure that somewhere in the back of her mind she hoped that there was nothing to be found at all.


  The hallway outside the restricted area was silent. She listened to the heavy tread of boots to warn her of the guards’ approach. When she heard nothing but the muffled sounds of industry behind these walls, she stole along the corridor to the unfinished passenger lift Djari had shown her. It was still unlocked and she slipped inside and then up the ladder to the catwalk. The stairless gap in the wall showed her a view of the elevator hub, looking much like the last time she had seen it. Workers, supervisors, but no armed guards tonight. Were they all out looking for her?


  She did not resist the pull of the shimmering stars outside and stopped to remember the moments she and Djari had shared here. Perhaps she was avoiding what she had come here to see. Resolutely, she went to the corner of the secret space and pulled one of the bins into the light. It was sealed but unlocked, marked by customs agents as cleared. She broke the seal wire and slid the lid aside.


  And found coil upon coil of mince.


  Nova closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them again, the stuff was still there. She slipped her hand down along the inside of the tub to feel more of them and encountered something hard and smooth. Pushing the coils aside revealed some sort of opaque bottle, tapered at the ends, without markings and likely some liquid form of the drug. Quickly, she closed the bin and pushed it back into the corner to pile another on top to hide the broken seal. There was nothing left to do now but to find someone who was not on Trakkas’ pay sheet and reveal what she had found. One of the other pilots, perhaps. Rolyn, surely, would stand by her. And then it was most definitely time to see the colonel.


  She hurried back down to the corridor and had just pulled the door shut when someone in stained coveralls turned the corner, carrying a container like the ones she had seen above. She froze and he froze and both of them stared at each other for a moment before he dropped the box and ran.


  “Hey!” she called after him, surprised by his escape. She raced after him down the hall leading to the lifts. If he ducked into a restricted entrance on this level the chase would end quickly. Nova’s daily and strenuous exercise routines served her well and she soon caught up to the Bellac. When he sprinted past the elevator doors and to a short staircase she launched herself over the railing and pulled him to the floor. She had straddled him, her gun to his throat before he had even realized what had happened.


  He squeezed his eyes shut and spread his arms out in defeat. “Don’t shoot. Please, Lieutenant!”


  She let him cringe for a moment while catching her breath. “Why did you run?”


  He opened his eyes slowly, one at a time. The network of veins normally visible on a Bellac’s neck had turned a deep purple with the exertion of the chase. “Because you have a gun?”


  She jabbed him with the barrel. “It was holstered. Again, why did you run? You were taking the box up to the stash, weren’t you?”


  “Please don’t turn me in, Lieutenant. I’m just doing what I’m told.”


  “Told by whom?”


  He shook his head. “No, please. I can’t.”


  “You have no choice.”


  “No. Shoot me now. I don’t care. Better that than… that.”


  “Than what?” She shifted away from him and gestured with the gun for him to sit on the bottom stairs. The foot she had injured down on Bellac throbbed steadily after her dash to catch this man. “Talk to me or we’re both going topside right now.”


  Again, he shook his head. “I can’t. I have kids. Two girls. Here on the station.”


  “He threatened your children?”


  “I didn’t say that. But things happen. You know about that accident when one of the deck hands fell off the upper scaffolding?”


  She nodded.


  “That’s not how she broke her neck.”


  “They are murdering people now?” Nova gasped.


  “There were others. I won’t be one of them. I just do what I’m told and get to go home to my girls at night.”


  “Names. Just nod. Beryl?”


  His eyes darted around the hallway before he nodded.


  “Vel Ancel? Tajana?”


  Again, the nod.


  She wavered for a few seconds before asking: “Nathon Djari?”


  “Who? No, don’t know that one.”


  “Human, works in the rings. Nasty scar on the side of his face.”


  “Seen him around. But he never talked to me. Is he one of them?”


  Nova put her gun away and pulled him to his feet. “Look. These people have to be stopped. You can help stop them. Tell the colonel what you told me.”


  “I told nothing!” he said and moved ahead of her back up the stairs.


  “This is going to come out sooner or later,” she tried. “Is this worth losing your job over? Maybe going to prison?”


  He turned back, angry now. “It’s not worth losing my life over. What do I care what gets smuggled through here?”


  “People are dying over this!”


  “Only the ones that don’t mind their own business. I’m doing well so far.”


  “Living in fear?”


  He stared at her and his mouth worked as if he was trying to form some words that didn’t quite make it past his lips.


  She touched his arm, again astonished by the power Beryl wielded over these people. “Tell no one you saw me. You can at least do that, can’t you? Just clear out. Go home to your girls. You don’t want to be here when we get back.”


  He nodded wordlessly and stumbled away, perhaps to retrieve the box he had dropped.


  Nova returned to the lift and directed it to the administrative level. Pointlessly, she tried to straighten her hair and uniform in the reflection of the elevator’s wall. She looked like some lunatic about to storm into her commanding officer’s presence with tales of drug smuggling and extortion. She only hoped that her so-far spotless record would convince the colonel to at least come down here to see the evidence for himself.


  She felt calm and resolute by the time she stepped out of the car and onto the elegantly designed upper floor of the station. Her calm and resolution flew out of the graphene re-enforced windows when she saw Rafe. He, Ancel and two others of Beryl’s security team stood at the entrance of the vast workspace shared by the administrators of the skyranch.


  This time there was no sardonic smirk to welcome her. She walked toward them as if in some sort of nightmare. The men, three Centauri and a Human, seemed like some alien creatures in their ill-used, armored uniforms and well-kept weapons, covered in tattoos and scars and a cloud of ill will. In contrast, even at this hour teams of well-groomed individuals worked quietly, separated by invisible sound proofing, politely oblivious to the lower-level ruffians among them.


  “Whiteside,” Rafe said. “Finally decided to report to the colonel?”


  She frowned. Had he actually told the truth when they had come for her? What would the station commander want with her at this hour? True, he was temporarily their wing commander as well but so far had left those duties to the other officers, relying heavily on his squadron leaders.


  She walked silently past the grunts to look around the vast space. Indeed, she saw the colonel near the terrace in conversation with several officers. She stopped by a receptionist who directed her into a separate area, this one with opaque walls and furnished with a few lounges and chairs. She sat stiffly near the door.


  Two of the guards followed her. Ancel leaned against the wall, so close to her that his hip brushed her arm. She rose from her seat and moved to another. Rafe flung himself into a deep armchair and, out of sight of the staff in the main work space, propped his boot against the back of another.


  “So what did our favorite pilot do to get an audience with the big boss,” he said.


  “How would I know?”


  “Could it be that you have something to tell him?”


  “Not your business, is it?”


  “Maybe it is. Had a little trouble down on Bellac earlier?”


  “No. Why?”


  He leered up at Sergeant Ancel. “Where’s that blond boyfriend of yours these days?”


  She tried to ignore him but found that she could not. “What did you do to him? How did you get him to cooperate?”


  He shrugged, making it clear that he had too much fun in keeping her wondering. “He didn’t take much convincing. Humans are weak. They scare easy.” He leered at her. “Not like you, though, Nova.”


  “Lieutenant Whiteside,” she corrected.


  “By the time Beryl’s had his say with the colonel, you’ll be lucky to be Private Whiteside. Do you really think that we don’t have this covered? That some snoop like you actually matters?”


  “Actually, I do think that. You wouldn’t be up here threatening me if you weren’t scared green.”


  He shook his head but it seemed to her that some of the sneering arrogance had left his unshaven face. “Beryl tells us you spread for him like a blanket.” He placed his hand on his groin and left it there. “Is that true, Nova? He said you had some decent parts on you.”


  “You’ll never know,” she said, sure of his bluff now that nothing remained but lewd suggestions with the threat of more violence. None of them had anything more than that.


  “We’ll see. Guess you haven’t had a nice piece of Centauri before.”


  She regarded him coolly. “Well, I have. Although that one liked to bathe.”


  Ancel, still slouching by the door, cackled with laughter when Rafe scowled at her. He sat up straighter in his chair when a woman in a stylish sky-colored wrap came to the door. She did not look at him but gestured to Nova with a polite smile and an impossibly delicate hand.


  Nova stood up. She bent slightly toward Rafe as she passed. “It’s called soap, shekka’an. Write that down somewhere so you don’t forget.”


  It felt odd to walk past people speaking to each other and yet not hear a word through the discreet sound baffles. She stepped through one of those shields onto the open terrace overlooking the lower levels, waiting to be called. Even at this hour, a few off-duty staffers were enjoying the space. A nice place to take a late meal, she thought, feeling her stomach rumble despite her apprehension.


  “Lieutenant Whiteside,” she heard finally from some hidden sound source. “Please join us.”


  She looked up to see the station commander gesture to her from his workspace further along the terrace. Nearby stood Captain Dakad and a crisply uniformed Feydan major whom she did not recognize. She fought an irrational urge to run away.


  “Sir.” She saluted the officers and stood stiffly before them.


  “Whiteside,” the colonel indicated a seat close to him. There was no table between them and she sat awkwardly, crossing and then uncrossing her legs. Her boots were caked with desert dust and she tucked them under the chair.


  Thedris held a data unit in his hand. He regarded her for a long while and she berated herself for not having taken a minute to at least put on a set of fatigues instead of remaining in this rumpled uniform. She glanced at Dakad and saw nothing helpful there.


  The colonel looked down at his screen. “Your records,” he informed her. The officer seemed relaxed, his formal jacket unfastened, the shock of black hair casually brushed over the crown of his head. The light from above reflected eerily in his eyes when he looked up again. “I’ve had the pleasure of working with Colonel Tegan Whiteside once. Outstanding officer.”


  “Yessir.”


  “From what I see here, you look to be following his example.”


  “I try, sir. Thank you.”


  “Forty hours left until your Hunter Class trials. Impressive. What is your goal after that?”


  She lifted her chin. “Targon, sir.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “A fine objective, Lieutenant. That’ll put you on a battleship into deep space.”


  “I hope so, sir.”


  “Much more interesting than guarding this dust ball.” He pointed down, toward the planet. “Or patrolling a jumpsite.”


  “Those assignments have their challenges as well,” she replied dutifully.


  He nodded. “You’ve lost some colleagues recently. I’m sorry. That is never easy.”


  “No, sir. They’ll be missed. Our squad was… is a tight unit.”


  He looked up at Dakad. “That is good to hear.”


  She glanced at the Feydan major standing beside the colonel. She stood with one hand around the wrist of the other, no doubt recording this meeting with the camera in her data sleeve. Her elaborately tattooed face gave nothing away. She and Dakad would also be sitting if any of this was as informal as the colonel appeared. Nova stopped herself from squirming nervously as she tried to recall anything that might give her cause to feel as nervous as she did. Nothing came to mind.


  “As you know, we’re still involved in the investigation of the horrific event on the flight deck. It appears that a new material was used to compromise the power packs on General Ausan’s shuttle. We’ve traced some components to Pelion so far.”


  She frowned. “Those packs aren’t volatile. What we saw was an explosion.”


  “Exactly. The labs are busy figuring that out.”


  “Sabotage, then? Rebels?”


  “Likely. The question is: how did it get aboard?”


  “I’m sorry, sir. That isn’t my field. I would assume the material was already aboard her cruiser when it arrived.”


  He tipped his head. “A reasonable assumption. Leaving the entire Siolet base under suspicion.”


  “I suppose,” she said uncomfortably. “Some of us were guessing that they wanted to blow it here to make a statement about the orbiter. And bag a few pilots while at it.”


  “Also reasonable. Meaning that someone up here could have tampered with those packs after she arrived.” He gestured to the terraces. “Crew, admin, pilots.”


  “Sir, surely you’re not suggesting that the pilots had anything to do with this. Our pilots suffered as many casualties as the ground crew.” She leaned forward, unable to hold herself in check much longer. “Why am I being questioned? And here? By you?”


  “The rest of the station staff is being interviewed by security. But we have some additional inquiries for you.”


  “Sir?”


  “Tell us about Djari Nathon,” he said, watching her intently.


  “Djari?”


  He consulted his screen for the correct name. “That’s Nathon Lis Djari. You know him well.”


  Nova blinked, trying to discern the direction of this inquisition. “Yes. He was with us in Shon Gat. Working with the wounded there.”


  “Yes, we’re aware of what happened there.”


  “He… he’s a farmer. Somewhere in the Rift. He said he came to look for work up here.”


  “And you petitioned General Ausan to expedite that.”


  “Yessir. He showed great fortitude at Shon Gat. He helped us escape. It seemed a small reward for his actions.”


  “What is your relationship with him now?”


  She furrowed her brow. “He’s been dealing with some… difficulties. But I like to think that we are friends,” she added firmly.


  The colonel came to his feet and gestured for her to remain seated when he walked to the perimeter of the sound-shielded space. He looked out over the terrace for a while before returning to stand behind her. She felt him place his hand on her shoulder and fought an urge to pull away.


  “Your friend is under suspicion of aiding the rebel on Bellac,” he said finally.


  “What?” she cried out before biting her lip and reminding herself to hold it together in front of these people. “That’s not possible.”


  “Oh?”


  “He’s just not like that. He’s suffered as much as any of the locals have. He’s no rebel.”


  “He may be a spy. Or even just a sympathizer.”


  She shook her head. “He has no regard for them.” She looked up at him. “And he would not even think about something as horrific as the sabotage in the hangar. He cares about people. I’ve seen it.”


  The colonel returned to his chair, likely assured that they had enough video of her reaction to this news.


  “Besides,” she said. “If he’s a spy he’s not a very good one. He’s never pushed me for any information that he shouldn’t have. And he was hurt in the blast, too.”


  “He had no business on that deck.”


  She shrugged. “He said he was picking up a shipment of seeds.”


  “Five cargo pods arriving daily and he has seeds delivered to the flight hangar? The whole point of the elevator is to make that unnecessary. Security should have stopped him. Yet he seemed to know how to avoid them.”


  “He’s a farmer. What would he know about placing explosives onto a guarded Air Command cruiser?”


  “How do you know he’s a farmer?”


  Nova closed her eyes. Chemical analysis kits in his room. Boxes of material there one day and gone the next. Guns. Evasive answers. “I don’t.”


  “Coria Taren,” he said.


  “Sir?”


  “Coria Taren, liberated along with yourself and a few others at Shon Gat. I’ll say that ‘liberated’ is not the correct word. She is a confessed rebel operative who’s been working in Shon Gat for months. She was also ‘captive’ along with you and Nathon Djari?”


  “Yes,” Nova said faintly. “I suspected she might have been one of them.” She looked up, feeling caged. “I was in no position to arrest her!”


  “But you did not suspect your friend Nathon Djari?”


  “I can’t believe he would side with the Shri-Lan.” She looked up at Dakad and then stood up to pace, as Colonel Thedris had done, to the edge of the terrace. Crossing her arms she looked up through the skylight to the glittering solar collectors above.


  Was it possible? She thought about Djari’s endless patience and gentle handling of the injured at Shon Gat. His knowledge of agriculture was undoubtedly the main reason for his presence up here, with or without her recommendation. He had been a solid rock in what had been weeks of turmoil for her, and that only for a few exhausting, confusing days.


  But he had not once asked her about Coria. Did he know what happened to her? When he escaped Beryl’s men at Shon Gat, was it to flee for his life or to avoid being taken to the garrison? Had the rebels captured him after that, or had he joined them on his own accord? She had heard him rail against the Union and against Air Command methods. She had dismissed it as weary grumblings in a miserable situation.


  And maybe, she thought, this was the reason why he had showed so little concern over her flippant comment after he had first made love to her. If the colonel’s accusation were true, Djari knew that there was no future here on this orbiter for him and that there was none for them together. At best, she thought, he cared enough to want to stop her from boarding the doomed shuttle. And she had responded by practically flinging herself into his bed.


  “Idiot,” she whispered. Gullible, unthinking, impulsive, stupid! How she ached to confront him this minute, wherever he might be. She went back to where the others waited, unmoving. “You wouldn’t be telling me this if you thought I was compromised, too. What do you want from me?”


  Thedris waited until she had taken her chair again. “Normally, I’d relieve you of duty, arrest him and see how the investigation shakes out.”


  “And abnormally?” she said, too angry and disappointed for military etiquettes.


  “I’ve spoken to your past commander.” He peered more closely at his screen. “Andridge on Tannaday. The two tours you did there were well spent. She speaks highly of you. For the most part. Your loyalty to the Commonwealth is not in question.”


  “I’m glad,” she said flatly.


  He pursed his lips and shifted them around for a bit as if making up his mind about something before speaking. “You’ll continue your friendship with him. None of our agents have been able to get on anything more than a sociable footing with him. He’s polite but we get nothing but a blank wall from him.”


  “You want me to spy for you?”


  “Yes. We think he might be able to lead us to more higher-placed rebels in the Bellac Shri-Lan group. Perhaps even outside of Bellac. There is nothing to be gained by arresting him just yet. He’s a minor piece. We’re not even sure that he was responsible for the explosion in the hangar.”


  She looked up at Captain Dakad as if for help. “I’m not trained for covert ops.”


  “We’re not sending you into Shri-Lan headquarters.” Thedris smiled up at the Feydan major. “Although it would be a day for celebration if you found out where that is these days.” His expression sobered when he returned to his screen. “You have enough training in languages, surveillance equipment and security protocol to be useful. We want you to engage him, discover what you can about rebel activities on Bellac or elsewhere.”


  “Is he dangerous?”


  “He’s not a farmer.”


  Nova had to make an effort to maintain her erect posture, wanting nothing so much as wilt in her chair, perhaps with a cozy blanket wrapped around her. Oddly, her thoughts wandered to Lieutenant Boker. Heiko Boker, who would surely come up with some disrespectful comment about this, who would ultimately comfort her with something fairly sensible, and who was dead now. Perhaps because of Djari. How she wished for him now, the only person here, other than Lieutenant Rolyn, to whom she might admit her stupidity for having trusted the man.


  “What is he, then?” she said.


  “We don’t know. He’s been in Shon Gat for some time, waiting for a work placement up here. None of the rebels we captured there had any information about him.”


  “Including Coria?”


  “Including her.” He observed her for a moment. “Lieutenant, I can imagine it is difficult to hear that a friend has fallen under suspicion. We all know that saboteurs have been able to infiltrate many levels of both Air Command and Union governance. That doesn’t make it easier to find out that a trusted person is not who they appear to be.”


  She nodded but his words brought a small whisper of hope. “What about our people? Is it possible that he’s an agent? One of ours? Working in Shon Gat?”


  The colonel shook his head. “We checked with Targon. There are no special ops going on that we aren’t aware of. Our own plain clothes are accounted for.”


  “May I ask why you suspect him? Other than that he’s not a farmer?”


  The major standing beside Thedris finally found her voice. “As part of the investigation we have been tracing the movements of all station personnel over the past few weeks. Nathon Djari made two trips to the surface to arrange for plant material. In both cases, he met briefly with the growers and then took a private skimmer into Siolet. Accurate facial recognition is very easy right now, given his recent injury. He was spotted in several locations that are known to be sympathetic of Shri-Lan members. He sent coded messages from here to a mobile operative on the surface not long before the explosion. We suspect a receiver hidden among the caravans. A closer examination of his background turned up a number of discrepancies, although artfully concealed. Unfortunately, we did not check this until after the explosion in the hangar as part of the investigation. He is now under surveillance.”


  Nova was still processing the information she had just been given. “Huh? What?”


  “We are tracking his movements and have placed surveillance at key points along his daily routine.”


  “You bugged his room?” she gasped, aware of a furious blush creeping up along her neck. “When?”


  “Yesterday. When we received the report from Command.”


  Nova dared to breathe again, suddenly very skeptical about Djari’s motive for taking their private encounters elsewhere on the station. So much for star-dappled poetry! He just wasn’t much for having his love life recorded. If he did, indeed, work for the Shri-Lan, checking his room for hidden devices would be routine.


  How she wished she still thought of him as just a smuggler! Captain Beryl and his self-serving operation suddenly seemed very insignificant.


  “Colonel, I’m not sure that I’m comfortable with—”


  A strident, pre-emptive whine from the colonel’s com system cut her off in mid-sentence. He tapped his sleeve to receive the message without voice. His brow furrowed. Several minutes passed before he closed that communication and began another, this one audible.


  “Shri-Lan forces have attacked the Rim Station with a shipment of Rhuwacs,” he transmitted. “Shrills are reported over Siolet near the commerce center. A carrier just came out of sub-space at the jumpsite and has engaged our fighters out there. All are requesting reinforcements.”


  Dakad and Nova exchanged a startled look. He tapped his own communicator to sound an alarm in the pilots’ quarters and on their com bands. “We’re deploying. Pilots only. Not a drill. Upper flight deck in ten.”


  “Sir, what about the elevator base?” the Feydan Major asked.


  “Shon Gat is quiet,” Thedris replied and turned to Dakad. “Take your squad to the jumpsite. We’ll send Caga down to Siolet.”


  “Aye,” Dakad replied. “You’re with me, Whiteside.”


  



  


  Chapter Eleven


  “What’s going on at the jumpsite?” Nova asked when she arrived at their rally point, still fastening her flight suit. A glance at the overhead screen showed that the other two squads stationed here were also mobilized. She held a new data sleeve up to let its sensor record her retina and begin to download her programs. “Is everyone deploying?”


  “Yes,” Rolyn answered. “Dead silent around here. It’s all going down at Siolet and the ‘site. There’s going to be one big rebel ass-kicking when I get out there, I promise you.”


  They listened to the urgent messages reporting the sudden appearance of one of the Shri-Lan’s rare carriers at the jumpsite. A hail of Shrills had descended upon the Air Command ship stationed there, forcing them to scramble both of the local squadrons to protect the partially complete relay station.


  “How far out are we?” Nova’s screen showed that the planet’s position along its orbit put them in fairly easy distance to the jumpsite. They could arrive there within the hour. “You’d think they’d wait until we’re elsewhere.”


  “They’re brilliant tacticians,” Rolyn said as he pulled his helmet over his head. “Looks like you’ll be collecting a few points today, Whiteside.”


  “Yeah,” she said, but even to herself sounded lacking in enthusiasm. The colonel’s accusation buzzed around her head like some annoying insect. She tried to swat it by remembering why she was here. This was about joining her squad and doing her job and maybe dispense a little justice to those who had murdered their friends. “Make sure to say ooh and aah when Dakad can hear it.”


  “Ladies,” Dakad shouted when the displays showed that his squad was assembled and their sections confirmed. “Saddle up. Let’s get this furball swept up before they get here. They took out the relay at Callas so who knows what else is coming through that hole.”


  Nova tapped Rolyn’s helmet and rushed for her Kite. Nikki, her favorite hangar jockey, gave her a leg up onto the wing and she slid into her pilot couch with a giddy sense of anticipation that she quickly suppressed. The Kite recognized her neural link when she engaged the interface and all systems came online. Like the others, she would wait until they reached the battlefield before deciding to rebalance the command functions of the plane. Nova preferred to handle her Kite manually and target enemy ships via the mental interface while some of the other pilots did the opposite. She hovered off the ground and listened to the count as each section moved into the chutes and from there into space.


  “Section Four is a go,” Flight Control announced.


  Nova halted outside as she waited for the other two in her section to fall in. “Come on, come on,” she said, impatient to be gone. “Let’s slice up some of those lame-assed Shrills!” She turned briefly to give a thumbs-up to Rolyn when something far below the flight deck caught her eye. A cruiser attached to the shipping docks seemed strangely out of place there. Usually, those spaces were taken up by the boxy transporters that never entered the atmosphere as they plied their trade between orbiters and base stations. Occasionally, a cargo ship from outside the system docked there to save the expense of landing. But the ship down there now was a private passenger cruiser of Caspian build, not the sort of plane used by Air Command. Certainly not a plane meant to haul anai oil or frozen fish.


  She considered only briefly. If that ship was a smuggler, choosing this moment to remove the mince from the station, any evidence she had against Trakkas and his men would be gone. She swooped out from the station and then immediately cut her speed. “Whiteside lame,” she said. “Returning to base.”


  Dakad kept his usual expletive-laden comment to himself. “Shake it out or pick up another plane, Whiteside.”


  “Heard. Don’t wait for me.” She circled wide and ran a few tests that would seem legit on sensors while taking a closer look at the shipping docks. “Tower, is there a shipment coming in today? Any type?”


  “Affirmative,” she heard the harried reply from the tower where everyone was too busy with the remaining launch to worry much about a kink in her wing or questions about shipping. “Are you coming in?”


  “Yes.” She hovered into a chute on the upper deck. A private cruiser on the shipping level? None of this, including the attacks on the jumpsite or Siolet felt right. “Do your job, Whiteside,” she mumbled even as she slid over her wing and to the ground. “They know what they’re doing. You just go shoot some rebels.”


  “Lieutenant?” Her squad’s ground mechanic had come over to where she stood.


  “Check the port lifts, Nik. Wagging all over the place.”


  “Where are you going?”


  Nova raised a hand to signal an urgency of a personal nature and dashed off into the direction of the deck’s hygiene station. She passed it and, still berating herself for this departure from protocol, entered a lift and dropped to the shipping level.


  It was quiet down here. No clanging of transport containers, no shouts, curses or laughter from the work crew. With the alert, the docks had likely been cleared of non-essential personnel and only the elevator hub would still be staffed. The security team assigned to patrol these passages was nowhere in sight. If she was right about them, today presented the opportunity to load up the cruiser moored to the locks. Perhaps they had even been aware of the impending Shri-Lan attack.


  But was that likely? Trakkas was a greedy opportunist but also a seasoned Air Command officer. Beryl and his group were crude and pitiless, but each considered himself as the embodiment of soldierhood. Perhaps that included smuggling and even murder but never treason. Any news of a rebel attack would not go unreported.


  Nova hurried to the end of the corridor and slipped through the unmarked door. Instead of climbing the scaffold to the unfinished catwalk, she moved silently down the ladder and onto the floor. There was still not much to be heard but the steady hum of well-designed machinery. The relays feeding electric power down to the planet were green-lighted and the elevator itself was in motion.


  She heard voices to her left and slipped into a space between the orderly stacks of bins. Someone hurried past her. He came from the direction of the locks, a cylinder in his hands. She stepped forward again to see where he was going with it, whatever it was.


  Then she saw a pair of legs, clad in the cargo hands’ orange coveralls, splayed out on the floor. The rest of the body was bent around the edge of the companionway to the main entrance from the station. Beyond him lay someone else, this one unmistakably dead, the upper body crisscrossed with laser burns.


  Nova’s hand moved to her side only to realize that she was in her flight suit and, appropriately, her gun belt was still back in her quarters. She raised her arm to activate her com unit. “Security, Whiteside—”


  The barrel of a gun stabbed below her ear hard enough to bring her teeth down onto the tip of her tongue. A hand shot out to grasp her wrist before she could complete her call. Two people in civilian dress, one Bellac, the other Caspian, dragged her into the open space near the tether. Someone pulled her data sleeve off her forearm and searched her for additional devices.


  “Get rid of her,” someone nearby said. The voice belonged to a Centauri woman standing near the elevator monitoring station.


  “Stop!” another voice, this one much more familiar, rang out.


  Nova turned to see Djari rush toward them. He was not wearing the coveralls identifying him as ring crew and the gun at his thigh was also not standard issue.


  “Leave her to me,” he said. “I’ll take care of this.” He grasped her arm to pull her away from them.


  She twisted out of his grip. “What is this? What are you doing?”


  “The question is: what are you doing here? You’re supposed to be with your squad.”


  She looked around. “Is this part of what’s happening out there? The attack at the jumpsite? Djari, what is going on?”


  He glanced over to his companions. “You have to get out of here, Nova. I never meant for this to happen with you here. Please! There is still time.”


  “Time for what?” She was suddenly very alarmed by the fear and worry on his face. “I was just told that you’re with them. With the Shri-Lan. I can’t believe that!”


  He looked away. “You really had no idea? You never suspected?”


  “No! Gods, Djari, I trusted you!” She reconsidered. “Well, I thought maybe you were getting into the smuggling going on here with Beryl’s gang. But Shri-Lan? Those animals?”


  “Animals? It’s your people who are the animals on Bellac, Lieutenant. And that’s not being kind to animals. You have destroyed the peace of this planet.”


  “You wouldn’t even be on Bellac if not for the Union,” she said, not really interested in rebel rhetoric at this moment. She glanced at his gun.


  “You’d be dead before you can even touch that,” he said with a nod to the nearby rebels who, although out of earshot, were watching intently, weapons poised.


  “Why, Djari? Please just tell me.”


  “I told you why. You don’t belong here.”


  “You’re not a rebel. I think I know you better than that. You care too much. I’ve seen it.”


  “Don’t try that on me, Lieutenant,” he said. “Leave the head stuff to the non-coms. But if you have to know I’ll tell you that I used to have a family before Air Command came into the Rift. Blew away half the town looking for a rebel depot. My town.”


  She looked up into his tortured face as he remembered. “I’m so sorry, Djari…”


  “So I went to Shon Gat. Maybe to try to figure things out. Met Coria and some others and the things they said sounded right. Then you came and I thought maybe they were wrong.” His hand moved to the twisted scar along his cheek. “For a while, anyway. Then I learned more about your precious Air Command than I wanted to know.”


  She shook her head. “Doesn’t have to be like this,” she whispered.


  “It doesn’t?” he said angrily. “You were there! You held torn Bellac guts in your hands, making do without the tools only your people own. How can you still do this!”


  “Nearly time, Djari,” someone called.


  “Time for what?” Nova said to him.


  “Time to go.”


  She looked over to the Centauri at the elevator monitors. The climbers were controlled from the main command station on the admin level but this console dealt with emergencies. “What did you do? Is there going to be an attack on the station?”


  “We can’t even get close. But we can still take it down.”


  “What? How? This place is a fortress.” Would a scream from her alert anyone to their presence? The dampening around this area was designed to keep noise levels low. Were there even guards within earshot? Had they also been killed?


  “The elevator. The climber is stacked with explosive. The sort that’ll blow on impact, like your concussion charges. It’s been on its way here for three days. It only has to hit the shields hard enough to detonate. I don’t want you here when that happens.”


  “What?” Nova whispered. She gaped at him in terror and wonder. It would work. The shielding at the tether connection doubled as an emergency brake in case of climber failure. But had anyone considered an impact detonation at precisely that point? A large enough blast could disengage the elevator from the station, sending the ranch into space and, eventually, wrap large swaths of the tether around the planet at terminal velocity, like a whip across the landscape. “That’s why you went down to the surface the other day?”


  He nodded. “And to make sure it’s done right we’ve got a few bottles of the boom juice up here as well.” He gestured toward several clusters of unmarked cylinders piled up near the tether’s terminal. “It was easy to figure out what Beryl was up to and get onto his crew. People stupid enough to give me access to this place. And too stupid to realize that dope wasn’t the only thing coming up the tether.”


  Nova groaned. The bins allowed to pass through here without inspection by Beryl’s men would also have contained the explosive. Djari’s presence here, as a frequent receiver of goods from below, would be unremarkable as he removed his portion of the clandestine shipment.


  “And the general? Did you murder her? Did you kill my friends, Djari?”


  “No. That charge was set by one of the civilians that came up with her. I tried to get you out of there when I was told about it. I don’t want you hurt.”


  “Listen to yourself! You’d murder hundreds of people up here but you’d feel sorry about me? This is crazy! Please don’t do this, Djari. What about those on the surface? This will be terrible for them.”


  “And a lesson will be learned!” he snapped. He took a deep breath as he looked over to the air lock. “You can come with us, Nova. With me. You can leave all this. There is a better way.”


  “How can you even ask me this? This is wrong, Djari. You know it’s wrong!”


  “In the end it won’t be. There are always victims in a war. And this is a war, even if you choose to call us rebels.” He held his hand out to her. “Please come with me. I care about you. I want you with me. You matter.”


  “You lied to me,” she said. Where was security? Did no one realize that there was something going on down here? “I don’t matter at all.”


  “You’re right to feel… betrayed, I guess. Once all this started I didn’t want you to get involved with this. But I wanted you so bad. You’re so… I just wanted…” He ran his hand through his hair, looking for just a moment like the man who had caught her attention and her heart in the slums of Shon Gat. “I’m sorry it went this far. I should have stayed away from you.”


  “Djari, dammit,” one of his cohorts called. “We’re done. Let’s get out of here!”


  “You can still stop this,” she whispered urgently. “Shut down the elevator. Please!”


  “Not possible. The com link to the climber is down. The relay is recoded so the command center won’t notice. Nor will ground control. There are no brakes on that thing now. When it gets here it’s going to crash. We’ll take you away with us. I want you to live, Nova.”


  Before she could reply, something large and dark and flying through the air drew their attention. The object landed with a thud among them and they all saw that it was the body of a Centauri. Everyone looked up to see four Union soldiers along the catwalk above them, guns aimed.


  The rebels scattered at once, fleeing into the stacks where more soldiers awaited them. Laser fire lit up the air as the tracers found their targets. Nova spun and ran into a row of waiting shipping containers near the locks. She slipped through a gap too narrow for Djari and headed for the doors. The overhead lights had turned orange as the rest of the station was alerted to a security problem.


  She stumbled and fell over a prone body on the ground. Ignoring the sharp pain driving up from her knees, she groped for a gun among the dead man’s clothes but he was unarmed, a deck hand taken down by the rebels. She leaped to her feet when Djari came around the bins.


  He raised his gun. “They got our pilot. Come with me or we both die here today.”


  “I’m not going anywhere with you,” she said, furious. Behind them, someone screamed. Another voice shouted something. The flashes of light through the air grew more sporadic. It had taken only seconds for the soldiers to contain the untrained rebels.


  He gripped her arm and shoved her toward the air lock.


  Before she had a moment to consider a desperate lunge for his pistol, a hulking shape stepped between them. “That’s our pilot,” Captain Beryl said and twisted the weapon from Djari’s hand before sending him to the floor with a chop of his powerful fist.


  “They’ve cut the brakes on the climber,” Nova said quickly. “It’s going to blow when it gets here. I’m going to go after it.”


  Beryl handed her Djari’s pistol. “What? How?”


  Djari sat up, dazed by Beryl’s blow. He felt for his boot and withdrew another gun. Beryl spun around faster than she thought someone of his size could move when he saw her eyes widen in surprise. He grabbed the front of her flight suit and tossed her behind a bin as if she were weightless. The first blast from Djari’s pistol tore a hole into the container, the second one a hole into Captain Beryl’s throat. The giant grunted in surprise as he lurched away, coughed a spray of blood, and collapsed.


  Nova fled across the loading platform to the air lock. The interior door was open but when she turned to reach for the controls she saw Djari racing after her.


  “Stay away!” she shouted and aimed her gun.


  He raised his arms toward her and let his pistol fall to the ground. “Don’t leave me, Nova,” he made a shambling half-turn to look back toward the tether. “This is… I didn’t mean…”


  Several soldiers rushed toward them, looking primed to tear Djari’s limbs from his body in frenzied retribution for their fallen leader. She saw bared teeth and balled fists and now-holstered weapons on these men who had no intention of capturing Djari alive. Her jaw tightened until she heard her teeth grind. “Mitigate, Whiteside,” she said and fired. Djari stopped and she shot him again.


  She ran back to where he had fallen and knelt beside him. He turned his head briefly, squinting as if to fix her in his mind, and then he lay still.


  “Alert the station that the climber is out of control and packed with explosives,” she snapped at the soldiers. She saw Ancel beside the writhing shape of Captain Beryl, his hand clamped over the man’s neck. “Tell them to open a secure channel to the cruiser out there. I want the Air Boss, and whatever damn engineer is still alive to talk to me.”


  They gawked at her, considering her news. “On the fucking double!” she shouted, choking back tears of anger and regret and disappointment and all the other things that had no place in this moment.


  She did not wait to see if they complied. She fumbled her way through the air lock sequence and entered the private cruiser moored there. Although the ship was a standard model used for small hops and a minimal passenger load, she saw immediately that its modifications were powerful and likely to be reckoned with in a firefight. Its design was familiar and, like all planes of this class, equipped with a neural interface. She placed the headset over the contact module at her temples to connect with the plane. Closing her eyes, she prayed to some of the local gods, just in case, but the system recognized her flight grade and allowed her control.


  She released her grip on the air lock and punched out of the station’s gravity well. The ship responded well to her tentative tests of its maneuverability and she soon felt it obey her mental commands without delay. “Tower, come in,” she said. “Lieutenant Whiteside aboard rebel cruiser. Don’t be shooting at me. Secure com link, please.”


  “Heard, Whiteside,” came the reply which soon lost all formality. “Fill us in, Lieutenant, because what we just heard from the basement makes no sense. The climber is fine.”


  “Negative. Please just get me an engineer. And some backup out here would be nice, too. They’ve rewired something and the brakes are offline. I’m going to try to knock the climber off the ribbon. As soon as someone tells me how to do that.”


  “Got it. Good news bad news. It’s past geosync so it won’t fall to Bellac if it disengages. But that means we can’t stop it.”


  “Heard, Tower. That’s kinda the part that worried me.” Nova steered the cruiser down along the tether to meet the arriving cargo pod. She closed her seat restraint when she spun down the ship’s gravity to avoid exerting its pull on the tether or the climber.


  “Lieutenant,” she heard another voice, this time the station commander.


  “Yes, Colonel,” she said. “How much time do we have?”


  “None. The climber will reach the station in minutes. The lower levels are sealed. We are evacuating whom we can but we just don’t have the pilots or the planes to get them all off.”


  “Respectfully, sir, this just isn’t the sort of information I need right now.”


  There was a babble of voices and she winced when all of it sounded panicked and none of it intelligible. She slowed when the ship’s instruments showed her the climber now approaching from below. She swung around it. This one had one open cargo platform stacked with the sort of supply containers she had seen on the station. It also carried one of the bulky, closed cargo pods designed to be transferred from the climber to a waiting ship, already processed and cleared by the Union base for forwarding shipment. “I’m there,” she said. She rolled the cruiser and carefully matched the climber’s speed, letting the ship calculate distance and velocity to its smallest increment.


  “Lieut… Lieutenant?” a thin voice broke through her ear piece.


  “The only one here,” she said, focusing the ship’s cameras onto the climber’s grasp on the ridiculously thin tether.


  “This is Sol Josel, station engineer. I’ve confirmed that our systems were… were tampered with. I won’t be able to reset them quickly. That… that means… I mean.”


  “Look, Josel. Pull up your pants and tell me how to stop this thing. Can you do that? And I mean disengage it gently. Because if this thing blows it’ll probably blow the tether, too.” She looked over her displays. “I’ll need them to shut down the upper shield network along the tether or I won’t be able to get close.”


  “That… that would not be recommended. There is still some debris in orbit from the sabotage so it could possibly—”


  “Colonel?” she said. “Getting a little short here.”


  “Shields are coming down, Whiteside,” he replied. “Mr. Josel, if you please.”


  “What do I have that’ll work?” Nova asked, having already sent the cruiser’s specs up to the station.


  “There is a forward utility laser. You should be able to reach the upper clamp guard with it.”


  “Heard.” Nova directed the cruiser to hover to the left and engaged the laser’s tracer to seek out the spot she needed. “Is that it?”


  “No! That’s the belt guide! You don’t want to touch that.”


  “How about we pretend that I’m a pilot and you’re the engineer. You can see what I see. And you can see my tracer, right?”


  “Yes, to… to the left. That green hook-shape. If you can break that it’ll loosen the clamps sufficiently. It’ll take a lot of power.”


  “And then what’ll happen?”


  “The climber should drift away from the ribbon.”


  “When you say ‘drift’, do you mean spin off and crash into my ship?”


  “Possibly.”


  “Going to invert, if you don’t mind, Colonel.” She moved her ship above the speeding climber and re-adjusted her gun.


  “Clock’s ticking, Whiteside.”


  “I can hear it from here,” she said, never actually having heard the ticking of a clock. “Wait, this won’t work. I can’t get my tracer in there.” She focused on her neural link, adjusting the ship’s position again and again to achieve a different angle but each attempt brought another obstacle between her laser emitter and the target. “I can’t get this. Is there any other way, short of making Bellac stop spinning?”


  “Not without risking an explosion.”


  “We’re already doing that.” Nova cursed and looked around the narrow cockpit. “What about guns?” She reached up to pull a laser rifle from its holder on the bulkhead. “Got a Tan-Wat rail here.”


  She heard what might have been prayer over her earpiece. Resolutely, she locked the plane into a stationary position next to the climber and hurriedly dug through the storage bins near the ship’s doors. It took little time to climb into a space suit and find a helmet that would connect to her neural interface. Knocking her gloves into place, she studied the external camera displays to send her mental commands to the navigator.


  “Don’t anyone breathe,” she murmured to no one in particular as she moved the ship to align its external door with the top of the cargo pod. The systems faithfully continued to match the velocity of the climber toward the station. Satisfied that she was as close as she was going to get, she locked her helmet and engaged the air supply before opening the cruiser’s small airlock chamber. An overhead compartment dropped a tether designed for exterior maintenance. She hooked the line to her harness, hooked up her gun as well, and opened the gate.


  “Did I mention that I haven’t done a spacewalk in… well, a while,” she said. She peered out and down at the climber, certain that if she tried to look toward the distant planet she’d upchuck into her helmet. Somehow it didn’t look quite so dizzying when viewed from inside the orbiter. Looking up toward the station approaching much too fast would probably have the same result.


  “Easy, Lieutenant,” the colonel’s suddenly very gentle voice reached her. “You want no reverb at all. We have no idea how they packed the explosive.”


  She grasped the rail on the inside of the door and looked along the side of the ship. It was not one of the sleeker builds and she thought she could pull herself along without needing to touch the cargo container beneath her. She gripped the first of the planned handholds and pushed away from the door. She swung out, letting the inertia carry her forward and to the next point. “This suit is made for Caspians, by the way,” she said, fumbling when the thick stub that accommodated a Caspian’s additional thumb caught on something. It also explained the ridiculously oversized boots that now bumped against the ship. “This gap looked a lot more narrow from inside the ship,” she said when suddenly confronted by a whole lot of nothing between the cruiser and the climber’s roller assembly.


  “Lieutenant,” Josel began, still sounding nervous.


  “Call me Nova,” she suggested. “Just in case we never meet again. Where from here?”


  “There is a service rail. That red bar just ahead. You can use that to anchor yourself. You will have to push off from the ship. Softly!”


  She braced a massive boot against the cruiser and shoved forward. For a breathless second she floated in space, secured only by the tether that bound her to the cruiser. The rail slipped into her hand as planned but her legs moved too far and bounced against another component of the climber which she didn’t understand any better than the one she was about to shoot. She waited a moment for the climber, the cruiser, and herself to explode in a quiet storm of spare parts. She exhaled slowly when that didn’t happen, willing her heart to return to a more reasonable pace.


  “All right,” she whispered. “I’m there.”


  “Whiteside,” the colonel said. “You’re doing a fine job.”


  “Always nice to hear, sir.”


  “If you can’t disengage the climber, we’re out of options and out of time. Get yourself out of there.”


  “I’m in place.” She wedged her foot behind the rail and reached for her gun. “Is that it, Josel? Tell me it is because I’m about to shoot it.”


  “Yes. Yes, that’s it. Your tracer is placed correctly. If that springs loose the rest will follow. Is… are we sure this a secure com line? Because this information… What? Oh.”


  “Can we all be quiet now?” Nova said. She steadied the gun and engaged the laser. Nothing happened for several seconds and then the color of the clamp guard changed and the unit twisted under the assault of her weapon. Briefly, she wondered if the gun carried a full charge.


  “It’s gone!” she cried. “Tore loose and slipped behind that white thingie.”


  “That thingie took a team of engineers five years to design,” Josel said peevishly.


  “Get out of there now, Whiteside,” Colonel Thedris said. She thought she heard a smile in his voice. “If that didn’t do it nothing else will.”


  Indeed, when she looked up she saw a space appear between the roller mount and the actual tether although a protective shield hid most of the attachment points. The elevator’s graphene cable seemed to tilt away and she realized that the crawler itself was moving away from it. “Uh, I think it’s loose but it’s not moving anywhere fast.”


  Her comment was met only with silence.


  “Hello? Could use a little help here. Something tells me that ranch is getting awfully close.”


  “Heard, Whiteside,” the colonel said, now sounding all business. “Climber is not abandoning its trajectory. At this angle it will still hit the station.”


  “Hell, no,” Nova muttered. She let the gun spin away and bent awkwardly to detach the clasp holding her line to the ship, her movements made clumsy by the six-fingered gloves. Gripping the service rail with one hand, she snapped the fastener onto it. A bead of sweat coursed its way into her eye and she blinked it away. The Caspian who usually wore this suit had set the controls far too high for her liking. “Why do they have fur, anyway?”


  “Nova?”


  “Busy. Call back later.” Completely untethered now, she turned slowly and groped for the gently undulating line leading back to the cruiser. For a giddy instance she considered what might happen if she missed. Would they ever find her among the skyranch shrapnel before she ran out of air? Muttering about things she’d rather being doing right now, she pulled herself hand over hand to the ship and bumped awkwardly into the open air lock chamber.


  “If you’re attempting what I think you are…” Josel said.


  “I am.” She unsnapped the tether from the interior of the ship and clapped it onto the outside before punching the controls to pressurize the space. “I’m guessing a pull is better than a push right now.”


  “May the Gods find us all,” he whispered.


  She pulled off gloves and helmet and floated into the cabin to resume manual control of the ship. With infinite care, she rolled the ship, using that motion to tug the climber away from the elevator. “Am I doing this right? I can’t see a thing from this angle.”


  “Fall off a little more now,” the colonel said. “The cable is taut. No sudden jerks.”


  A small power burst allowed her to veer away and gently tow the freefalling crawler to a safer distance. Dimly, she became aware of the sound of several voices shouting with excitement and even one or two jubilant hoots. She wondered if that was the colonel hooting like that.


  “Whiteside,” she heard his voice only moments later. “That was some damn fine precision.”


  She smiled tiredly as she twisted to climb out of the awkward suit. “Thank you, sir.” She hung upside down above the controls and set her course. “What do you want me to do with this thing?”


  “Take it up to graveyard orbit. We’re sending a salvage team to defuse it. Two of the rebels are still alive and are being questioned.”


  “What are their names?”


  “Who? The rebels?”


  Nova shook her head. She had seen Djari go down. And she had seen the look on the faces of Beryl’s men. He would not be among the survivors. There was a tight, bothersome feeling somewhere in the center of her chest and she was unsure if it was grief or anger or a bit of both. Whatever it was, she wanted it gone.


  How many had died here today? How many might have died if the rebels had succeeded? What battles were still raging at Siolet and the jumpsite? Did this have to happen?


  “Sir, permission to join the engagement on Bellac?”


  “Are you sure? You’ve done your share for the day.”


  “Positive. This ship is fully equipped.”


  “All right. Drop off the climber and be on your way. Make sure they know that you’re on a cruiser.” He paused for a moment. “Targon would be mad to deny your Hunter Class, I think.”


  



  


  Epilogue


  Hours passed before Nova brought her plane down onto the landing apron of Skyranch Twelve and slipped into the clutch of the air lock pogs. Her eyes felt gritty for lack of sleep, her bruised ankle throbbed, she was hungry and wished for nothing more than a hot bath and a soft bed, neither of which was available on this station. Perhaps she could sneak into the therapy pool in the med station.


  She had placed a call to Captain Dakad after finally leaving Bellac and heard that Beryl had survived the skirmish at the elevator hub. Apparently he was entirely made of leather and nanotubes or something. It didn’t matter. What mattered was to finish this before his people caught her. And that meant staying out of their way for a little while longer.


  She powered the cruiser down and sat quietly for a moment, eyes closed. She wanted to cry. The head menders down on Bellac would approve of that. It was probably encouraged after shooting one’s lover.


  “Lieutenant?” a hesitant voice called out from behind her.


  “Yes, yes, I’m awake. Welcome to Skyranch Twelve.” She released the exit doors of the cruiser. The plane was a fine piece of machinery and she had grown rather fond of it over these past few hours. Groaning, she pulled herself up, hid a gun behind the open flap of her flight suit, and stepped out of the plane.


  The deck seemed abandoned when she and her passengers exited the lock. Banks of tranquil ceiling tiles illuminated the main concourse but the corridors leading to other parts of the orbiter were shadowed tunnels set to night shift power conservation.


  “The lifts are this way,” she said.


  They headed to the left and she was not surprised when she found their way barred by a security detail. Not just any, of course, but Beryl’s squad. She turned to see more of them step up from behind. They stood silently and looked about as menacing as she had ever seen them.


  Sergeant Rafe stepped forward, gun in hand although not quite aimed at her. He glowered at her and then at the five people that had travelled with her from Bellac. Slowly, recognition seemed to come to him.


  “Sergeant,” Nova said politely. “You may remember some of these good folks.” She turned to the huddle of pale-faced visitors who were unable to take their eyes from the soldiers’ guns. “You know Doctor Soren, of course. You’ll recall meeting Doctor Luca Vidarron. And here is Sergeant Daphine Hayden, Specialist Abrana, and Specialist Gosen.”


  “What is this?” Rafe growled.


  “They’ve come to visit with the colonel. Isn’t that nice of them?”


  “Giving you a choice, Whiteside. You can turn around and get off this station with all these people, never to return, or you’re coming below with us. What’s it going to be?”


  “Below? Oh, you mean down where you’ve got all that mince stashed?”


  “Somewhere there, yeah. I was thinking you’ll boil down into a fine soup for the grow rings, like the rest of the garbage.”


  Some lights came on in the surrounding corridor spaces. Beryl’s men looked around themselves when armed soldiers and a number of the station’s pilots moved in to surround the group, weapons ready.


  From the direction of the lifts came a curious collection of mechanics, two pilots, and several of the surviving workers from the loading dock. Nova recognized the nervous Bellac she had tackled in the stairwell and gave him a glad smile. Captain Dakad hovered protectively near them but his eyes were on Rafe and his expression seemed grimmer than usual.


  Colonel Thedris stepped forward. “Lieutenant Whiteside, I’m pleased to see you in one piece, I have to say.”


  She nodded. “Is the shipping level still sealed off, Captain?” she said to Dakad.


  “It is,” he replied. “Except for the bomb squad and medics no one’s been down there.”


  Rafe grunted something and shifted his gun. Immediately, several security personnel moved forward and disarmed him and his companions.


  “Colonel, these people, along with those Captain Dakad assembled, will offer a deposition in support of my charges. You will find a number of blue bins labeled as food stuffs and destined for Magra on the docks. Each of those bins was cleared for customs by Captain Beryl and his men under the direct guidance of Major Trakkas. The bins contain mince in various forms, brought into Shon Gat by caravan and from there to the elevator depot.”


  “Trakkas? That’s quite the accusation, Lieutenant.”


  “The deck hands that survived will corroborate, as will the crew members from Rim Station where similar smuggling took place. Captain Beryl used a systematic method of intimidation and blackmail to gain cooperation from those not directly involved. Doctors Soren and Vidarron are able to share enough information for you to investigate personal files showing evidence of physical assaults including rape and at least one murder. These things probably also happened down at the Shon Gat base.”


  The colonel turned slowly to look over several of Beryl’s people. Rafe took a threatening step toward Nova and was immediately restrained. “He took a bullet for you, bitch.”


  She regarded him coldly. “He was doing his job,” she said. “And now I’m doing mine.” She turned back to the colonel. “Their smuggling operation caught the attention of the Shri-Lan who inserted their own people among ours, including Nathon Djari. That allowed them to hide explosive materials in the boxes of mince as well as the climber that I was able to disengage.”


  “What?” Rafe shouted, outrage and disbelief clear on his face.


  “I believe that the siege at Shon Gat was staged to let us assume that the militants had all been expelled from the town. Once they were gone along with any immediate threat of terrorism, the rebels were free to work out the sabotage.” She raised her chin toward Rafe. “Aided by our own people. As you probably guessed, today’s attack on Siolet and the jumpsite was yet another diversion to scatter our forces and give the Shri-Lan agents time to position the explosives around the elevator hub and the lower level.”


  The colonel looked over the small crowd gathered here and saw several people nodding while others just threw fearful glances at the disarmed guards. “How long has this been going on?” he said to Rafe.


  The men stared back at him, silent.


  The colonel turned back to Nova. “And Major Trakkas was aware of all this?”


  “Yessir, although I don’t know if he was leading these men or if he was simply a… beneficiary.”


  “How did you find all this?”


  “By accident,” she said. “But I will also admit that I should have realized much sooner that something… unusual was going on down at the docks. But—”


  “That’ll do, Lieutenant,” the colonel said, ready to get over the shock of this revelation. “We will take this from here. Major Eagan, have these men taken away and place a watch on Captain Beryl’s hospital room. Contact Shon Gat and make the appropriate arrangement for Major Trakkas and the ground crew. Have all shipping records for the past year encrypted and delivered up here.” He gestured to the others. “Each of you will make an individual statement with full disclosure. You would not be here if you weren’t prepared to do so, am I correct?”


  There were hesitant nods all around, more emphatic once Beryl’s men had been led from the bay.


  He instructed his aide to make cabins available to the arrivals from Bellac before waving Nova aside. She walked with him to the impressive observation window looking out over the grow rings. There was a narrow bench there but she knew that if she sat down now it would be impossible to get up again.


  “You’re looking a little peaked, Whiteside,” Thedris said with a smile.


  “Been a long day, sir.”


  He clasped his hands behind his back. “You took some risks, Lieutenant.”


  “Yes, sir. I have regrets. I also allowed myself to be intimidated by these men. I’m not proud of that. I should have—”


  He waved that aside. “Learn from it, Whiteside, and move on. The only thing you need to analyze right now are your odds of making Hunter Class. Which are pretty damn good, from what I’ve seen.”


  “You’ll approve the application, then?”


  “I’m signing off on those remaining hours in the morning. You can leave for Targon on the next transport.”


  She sighed deeply. “I won’t let you down, sir.” Her eyes wandered to the cruiser visible through the window. “I’m wondering if I could… I mean, could I… um, take that ship? Next transport isn’t for weeks.”


  He looked outside. “Spoils of war, Lieutenant? Promise you’ll wait a few days to get into top shape before you go?”


  “Promise. Can I take Lieutenant Rolyn with me as wingman?”


  He nodded. “If Dakad concurs.”


  “Can I—”


  “Go to bed, Whiteside. That’s an order.”


  -o0o-


  



  Author’s Note


  Space Opera is people. There it is.


  Space opera has fabulous space ships, fantastic planets, laser weapons and epic battles. We’ve discarded the idea that future astronauts wear spandex suits and silver lipstick, and now our heroes get to wear real clothes. They have adventures and super technology and they meet aliens and save the galaxy again and again.


  But when I look at the science fiction stories that have appealed to me the most, I see that they focus on the characters. Their plights, faults, idiosyncrasies are what give life to the backdrop of planets and space ships. I suppose you could place Han, Leia, and Luke in a contemporary setting right here on planet Earth and it would work. It’s still a fun story without the lightsabers. But without the characters’ story, a big chunk of Star Wars would lack considerable luster.


  So that is the route I’ve taken with my stories. The absolute freedom of escaping Earth’s gravity and inventing things (always keeping within the realm of probability, of course) is why I love science fiction. I can make it rain mercury if I want to. I think I do, actually, somewhere.


  But it’s the people in these stories—not too alien, not too perfect, not always happy with their lot or each other—who give meaning to the mercury rain and the space elevators. The people, for the most part likable people, are what turns science fiction into space opera. (Well, and space guns. Must have space guns.)


  For my space opera, I’ve taken the problems of our human condition to see what we’d do with them in outer space. Most fascinating to me are the grey areas between good and evil and how we assign those qualities.


  Nova Whiteside is a female soldier in a war which is, like our own wars here on Earth, a male-dominated environment. I felt that it would be amiss to ignore the issues these women face, even a thousand years in the future. Nova’s reaction to her situation may not be the right one, but at the time it is right for her. The consequences of that were not just personal but affected those around her.


  “Sky Hunter” takes place in the Targon Tales universe, a much larger story. The action-packed space opera collection of related but self-contained books revolves around a hundred-year-old conflict between a colonizing Commonwealth of allied planets and those who rebel against it. In struggles like these, can there really be a “good guy” and a “bad guy”? The main characters, having chosen sides, must find ways to hang on to their ideals while working within a system that doesn’t always play by its own rules.


  At times violent, sometimes light-hearted, the Targon Tales take us to the many worlds of Trans-Targon to meet species who seem oddly similar as their shared DNA offers an ongoing mystery. But the similarities that bring them together are also at the root of the trouble between them all.
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  Quantum Tangle
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  An excerpt


  “Is that an Aikhoran yast?” Khoe asked. “It’s so huge!”


  “It is,” Seth said, touched by her excitement and even more amused by the way Caelyn was hiding his.


  The Delphian peered from under his hood at the lumbering beast being led down the narrow street, every bit as entertained as Khoe by the variety of people and species that converged in this Magran harbor town. Although she had studied the more common species of Trans-Targon found in Seth’s data bank, actually seeing them at such close range left her in awe.


  Caelyn stepped carefully around a pile of something left behind by the animal. “Why are we down this way?” he said after a glance at his mapper. “The airfield is to the east.”


  “Which is why we’re over here,” Seth said. “Smells like Air Command.”


  “Oh? Air Command on Magra Torley? And how do they smell?”


  “To Khoe, like someone tied to the base station cruising around back there over Magra Alaric. She’s been tracking some of their com signals since we left the tower.”


  They stood aside as a congregation of locals surged past them, dressed in somber robes that hid all but their eyes, on their way to whatever required such procession. Seth watched them move through the alley and out of sight. “Whoever they have poking around here will be suspecting rebels under every one of those cloaks. Very convenient. For us, anyway.”


  “They’re just civilians,” Caelyn pointed out.


  “Armed like bandits, like everyone else is here. That sort of hardware will have our friends running in circles. Why do you think Torley is so popular among my supposed confederates?”


  “I thought Air Command isn’t welcome on this continent,” Khoe said, pointing up at a towering metal structure from which small cable cars slid, soon disappearing beyond the rooftops into the direction of the shore. “Can we ride one of those? Those look like fun.”


  Seth looked up, thinking that the framework for the gondolas looked even more rickety than the last time he had seen it. “Expect agents in plain clothes,” he said.


  He led the way through a gate and into a cobbled courtyard walled off from the street. A portly Human sat on the ground before a grill upon which several shallow pans sizzled and steamed. From an open doorway behind him drifted the sound of a flute of some sort. The man kept time with the tongs he used to stir his concoctions.


  “Kada!” He waved them closer when he finally noticed them.


  “Kerrick.” Seth smiled when they approached.


  “That’s my second daughter playing like angels singing in the mists of Mount Avelar.” The man named Kerrick closed his eyes while they listened to a few more plaintive notes. “Have you ever heard such sweetness?”


  “Not in recent memory,” Seth said with a wink at Khoe. She was no doubt thinking of the long argument they fought to a draw aboard the Dutchman when she decided to study music. Clearly, they would never agree on that particular subject.


  Caelyn peered at the grill. “Dinner?” he asked, although it was still morning on this side of the planet.


  The Human squinted at the stranger. “You’re keeping interesting company, Kada.”


  “New navigator,” Seth explained. “I’m branching out. Doing some deep space runs. I hear that’s profitable these days.”


  “I’d say.” Kerrick pointed at his dishes. “You wouldn’t like the taste of this, Delphian.” Like a magician before his audience, he waved his tongs and then picked up a pan with dark red liquid. When he flung the content into a bowl of water it solidified at once into small, pearlescent beads. He picked out a few large specimens and scooped the remainder back into his pan. “See those? On Feron, that’s currency. Here, all it takes are a few tocla beetle carapaces and my secret recipe.”


  “Impressive,” Caelyn said to the forger. Do any of your friends do an honest day’s work? he added for Seth.


  He’s more honest than most, Seth replied. See anything around here? he sent to Khoe, not wanting to risk their host’s good will by checking his perimeter scanner himself.


  “Nothing. Some children in that house. Two women. Nothing interesting on his com channels, either. No one’s listening.”


  “Got my plane?” Seth said to Kerrick.


  “All ready to go. It’s now registered to a Pelion outfit called Skykoro. Deloused down to the last circuit and detailed in a pretty shade of red. Coolant’s topped up. You were covered in bugs. Thank you very much for bringing Air Command down on us. Why are they chasing you this time?” He fumbled through his caftan to fish a device from one of his numerous pockets.


  Seth hunched down beside him to transfer the Dutchman’s new codes to his own system. “I have no idea,” he said. “They often confuse me with someone else.”


  “Sure they do.” Kerrick took his code pad back along with a packet of currency he didn’t bother to count. “The Dutchman’s on Claude’s east runway but you can bet the place is still crawling with cops trying to figure out which one is yours. Have fun trying to get back aboard.”


  Seth shrugged and stood up. “Guess you’re the new captain, Delphi.”


  Caelyn nodded imperceptibly to Khoe. I knew I’d be useful along the way.


  She scrunched up her nose at him which nearly made Seth laugh out loud. “We’ll be on our way,” he said to Kerrick. “Kind of between jobs right now. Missed a pickup on Aram a while back. Who’s got news?”


  “Who do you think?”


  Seth nodded and waved as he turned away to head back out onto the street.


  “What did he mean by that?” Khoe said.


  “I’ve got some contacts here.” Seth turned to Caelyn. “Going to transfer command functions to your sleeve. Get to the Dutchman and look like you’re getting ready to go. Maybe order some supplies. Don’t make too much noise but make it convincing that the ship’s yours. Air Command isn’t likely to question a Delphian, even out here. But if they do, stick to the story about heading to Callas.”


  “I think I can manage that.” Caelyn tapped Seth’s interface node to sever their mental link. “Let’s hope no one wants to come aboard. Your sloppy housekeeping won’t convince anyone that a Delphian owns that ship.”


  “Step easy around those soldiers. Try to keep a straight face.”


  Caelyn rolled his eyes and strode away to find a shuttle heading for the flight pads.


  Seth turned the other way to stroll through increasingly shabby streets that continued to fascinate Khoe. He observed her expression as surreptitiously as he could, amazed by her unending willingness to be amazed by all she saw. She took in everything, judged nothing, and learned more than he could ever hope to remember.


  “How do you find your way through this place without a mapper. It’s a maze!” Khoe said when they turned down yet another alley. The shops crowded so tightly in the small space that their multi-colored awnings formed a roof over the street.


  “I grew up here. I used to think that stall over there was the best one to steal cakes from until I realized that Lubetke and his wife looked the other way on purpose. They used to feed us like gutter birds.” He smiled at the memory. “A nice change from getting beaten by some of the other merchants when we weren’t quick enough.”


  Khoe peered into the stall where a young woman was tending a round hearth. The sweet smell of roasted sugar hung thick in the air.


  “That’s their granddaughter, I think,” Seth said.


  “Was it hard, growing up in a place like this? Having to steal food?” Khoe watched a couple of urchins slink past them. Seth’s hand automatically moved to protect his gun from nimble fingers.


  “Not for me. I lived up in the hills.” He gestured to the north where the wealthier population lived high above the noise and smells of the harbor town. He dropped his hand when he remembered that no one but him could see Khoe drifting along beside him. “I only hung around down here because that place was really very boring. Unfortunately, that eventually got me sent to the military academy on Magra Alaric.”


  “Where you became a pilot. And a soldier.”


  “Yes, I am a pilot,” he said and then pointed to the end of the alley. “There we are.”


  The building he sought faced an open square populated mostly by eateries and taverns and the customers that frequented them. The rough slab of stonework made no attempt to look like anything but a jail. Khoe read the signage near the entrance, her brow furrowed. “Are you sure this is a good place for you?”


  “The safest,” he said. “Keep your eyes open.”


  “That’s only possible if you keep yours open. I’m in your head, remember?” She shifted more of her focus to his scanners.


  The clammy interior smelled of mildew and harsh cleaning chemicals. That, along with some rough cursing and shouts from other parts of the building, reminded him of past visits to places like these. Two guards, identically dressed in lightly armored chest guard over floor-length kaftan, sat near the door, chatting. They rose when they saw the Centauri, their hands close to their weapons.


  “Morning,” Seth said lazily, using Union mainvoice.


  The two, both native to Magra, waited silently for more than that.


  “I’m here to see Master Faran. With Domeo’s report from Aikhor.”


  The two exchanged glances and then one nodded to the other, who left the entranceway. Identified by his code words, Seth was waved through an open arch guarded by an electrified curtain of snag filaments. Khoe snorted with derision at such elementary fortification but Seth’s respect for the barrier came through hard-earned experience. He waited patiently for the guard to disarm it and followed him into the interior and what seemed to be an administrative area. It smelled a little less like a prison here.


  Once again using Seth’s transmitters, Khoe tapped into the security system while he was made to wait for the guard to announce his arrival. She had no need to hurry; Master Faran measured his time carefully to ensure that everyone appreciated his importance.


  “Only locals locked up here,” she reported. “Thieves, mostly. A murderer.” She dug a little deeper. “Awful lot of weapons being kept in a cellar. More than they need, even if everyone carried two of them.”


  “I know. They pay well for them, too.”


  “Extra income for you?”


  Seth sent a mental shrug. “Any idea how much a tube of coolant costs?”


  “Of course I do.”


  The door finally opened and a Magran, also in embroidered robe and wearing a crossed weapons belt, stuck his head out to wave Seth inside the room.


  “Camera facing this way,” Khoe said. “What’s that thing on his head?”


  Seth walked ahead of the Magran and turned his back to the surveillance system. The lawman’s heavy brow ridge and most of his sparsely-tufted scalp was covered with a painful-looking reddish scale. He’s a northerner. They end up with skin problems down here. That’s a fungus, I’m guessing.


  “Let me see.”


  No, they don’t smell so good, either.


  “Really? Move closer.”


  No! Seth grimaced, wishing for the Delphians’ knack for obscuring their reactions to things like this. “Master Faran, thank you for the audience.”


  “Leave the crap at the door, Kada.” The Magran didn’t pronounce his words so much as roll them around in his throat for a while and even Seth had to pay close attention to understand his accent. “You’re not expected. Got anything for me?”


  “No, unfortunately. Hoping you have something for me. Looking for some fast cash, actually.”


  The Magran pursed his fleshy lips. “Got a shipment of guns looking for transport out of Aikhor.”


  “Need something bigger than that. What’s the deal out on Rishabel? Heard rebels are taking on extra crews.”


  Faran shook his head. “You don’t want to get mixed up with that lot. Whatever they’re smuggling is red hot. Dead people dropping into real-space and now Air Command is nosing around. Sent some sort of investigation to see what’s going on by the jumpsite. They might block it altogether.”


  “For everyone’s safety, of course,” Seth added.


  “That’s the story. The Shri-Lan shifted the drop to Belene-34. If you’re interested I can send my regards. Personally, I wouldn’t touch it.”


  “The Shri-Lan’s running this?”


  “Yeah. Hiring private charthumpers to run errands. The goods go from there to who knows where. Not a lot of volunteers, from what I hear. You need a spanner to get to Belene, though. No open jumpsites going out that way.”


  “Good. Got me a crew,” Seth said, looking past Faran at Khoe who was busily poking around the Magran’s own data system.


  “Business must be good if you can afford a spanner.”


  Seth shrugged. “Can always be better. Who do I see?”


  “Put down near a charming place called Dead End. Pretty much the only settlement on the whole damn planet. There’s a hangout there run by a Centauri named Tieko. He’ll set you up. Don’t drink the water.”


  -o0o-


  The excerpt you just read and hopefully enjoyed is taken from Quantum Tangle, the first title in a trilogy about Sethran Kada. Like the main Targon Tales series, each book can be read as a stand-alone adventure. Quantum Tangle is followed by Terminus Shift and Entropy’s End.
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  Chapter One


  Neris: 2351-August-13


  Call me Ishmael. Yeah, I know, but in this case it’s really my name. Ishmael Horatio Wang. My parents had an unfortunate sense of humor. If they had known what I’d wind up doing with my life, they might have picked a different one—Richard Henry Dana, perhaps. Exactly why they picked Ishmael Horatio is a long, and not terribly interesting, story that starts with the fact that Mom was an ancient lit professor and ends with my being saddled with these non sequitur monikers.


  That particular story was over eighteen stanyers before the two Neris Company security guards showed up at my door with long faces and low voices. Perhaps it was their expressions, or that they were looking for me and not Mom, but either way I knew their visit wasn’t good. I didn’t think they had come to drag me off to juvie or anything. I’d never been a troublemaker like some of the others in the university enclave. They had come for me though—to tell me she was dead.


  “Flitter crash,” the tall one said.


  They’re not very common but you do hear about them from time to time. You always expect it to happen to somebody else. It wasn’t even her flitter. It belonged to Randy Lawrence, her boyfriend.


  “He’s dead too,” the short one explained.


  They spoke gently, their words washing past me. Nothing seemed to stick. The security people weren’t going to put me in foster care or anything. Eighteen stanyers made me old enough to live by myself on Neris. Eventually they stopped talking, and I never even noticed when they left.


  We had been on our own if you didn’t count the Randys, the Davids, and the occasional Dorises for most of my life. Dad was somewhere in the Diurnia Quadrant. He’d never been a big influence and I didn’t even know what system he was in.


  With Mom gone, I was alone—really alone—for the first time in my life. It wasn’t the standard, I’ve got the apartment to myself for a couple of stans kind of thing, but a deep and utter sense of loss. For a time I just walked from room to room in a kind of daze. I woke the next day sprawled across the couch but didn’t remember even lying down. As bad as the night had been, morning brought something worse—lawyers.


  First, the plantation attorney showed up and notified me that the Neris Company intended to sue for damages to the granapple vineyards where the flitter crashed. “We’re sorry, Mr. Wang,” she said although there was no hint of regret in her voice. “Mr. Lawrence had inadequate insurance to cover this kind of damage. In order to protect our client’s investment, we have filed liens to appropriate compensation.”


  I glared at her. “So, what does this have to do with me?”


  She examined her paperwork as she spoke, “We are in the unenviable position of placing liens against both estates since there is no way to determine who was piloting the craft. The flitter came apart in midair, you see. The falling debris and…er…remains damaged an estimated square kilometer of vines.”


  That was really more detail than I wanted.


  As she was leaving another company lawyer arrived with an eviction notice. Mom was—had been—a Neris Company employee and a member of the faculty at the university for years. Since I was no longer a dependent, I had just ninety local-days to find employment or leave the planet. Survivor benefits would have applied if she’d been killed on the job. Dying on her day off didn’t count.


  In the middle of the afternoon, an email from Human Resources informed me there were no openings available for unskilled labor. As Neris was a company planet, the Neris Company was the only game in town, so I figured I’d be leaving.


  The last piece of that day’s bad news came from the family solicitor assigned by the company. He showed up wearing a rumpled suit and a tie that looked as tired as he did. “Mr. Wang,” he began after we’d settled at the kitchen table. “I’m so sorry for your loss.” Of all my visitors that day, he actually seemed to have meant it. “I don’t want to take up more of your time than necessary, but you need to know where you stand with regard to your late mother’s estate.”


  I nodded for him to go on.


  “There isn’t one.” When he saw the look on my face, he shrugged. “I should say there’s not much of one. As a faculty member, your mother didn’t earn a great deal. It was enough for the two of you to live in relative comfort, but there wasn’t much left over.” He almost sounded apologetic.


  I almost felt sorry for him.


  He took out the paperwork then, her life insurance, will, and the settlement forms from the vineyard liens. We spent the next half-stan going through them in blur of sign here, and here, and here. Finally I had to sign the insurance forms to receive a check which was the payout amount adjusted for the plantation claim and cremation costs. The NerisCo people were efficient; I had to give them that. Barely a day had passed and my mother’s remaining net worth was in my hands. It would be enough to cover my rent for the ninety days and I’d have a bit left over. I could accept it or fight and become tied up in probate with Neris Company arbitrators, and Neris Company lawyers, for the next Neris Company stanyear.


  Company planets suck. I signed. What else could I do?


  * * *


  Three days later, a courier delivered the urn containing my mother’s ashes. I placed it on the coffee table. She’d liked coffee, and we’d spent a lot of time sitting there with our feet up, talking—mugs of fragrant brew in hand.


  That was it. Nobody else showed up, not my mates from the enclave, not company people, not Mom’s colleagues from the university—nobody.


  To be fair, I didn’t have a lot of friends to begin with. I’d read about best friends in novels and such, but I’d never actually had one. Angela Markova had been the closest thing when I was a kid, but she left Neris at the end of fifth form when her father took a job with another company. I’d never really found anyone to take her place.


  Something about being booted off-planet made you an instant pariah—no need to add water. I’d seen it before when people ran afoul of the company. Within ninety planetary days, I’d have to be gone. Nobody would bother to reach out to me in the short time I had left.


  For more than a week I went through the motions of what would be considered a normal life. Eventually, the voice in my head stopped saying, “I can’t believe she’s dead,” and shifted to, “Now what am I going to do?”


  In a month I was supposed to start at the university. Growing up with a professor, I really didn’t have a choice. We’d had several long, and occasionally heated, discussions on the subject. I hadn’t wanted to make a decision about what to do with the rest of my life with so much of it left ahead of me. Over time, I’d come to believe there might be some value in getting a degree in plant biology. If nothing else, signing up for college had gotten my mother to stop bugging me about it.


  As a company planet, the University of Neris restricted enrollment to employees and their families, but even so it had a surprisingly good curriculum and one of the best biology departments in the quadrant. Its reputation was bolstered by being on a planet full of granapple vineyards. The university’s standing, combined with the corporate incentive provided to dependents of university staff, made U of N a good option.


  I just didn’t know what to do with myself when that option expired.


  * * *


  By the end of the second week, it became clear that I had a serious problem. Passage off-planet cost more than I had—a lot more—several kilocreds more. I couldn’t afford to buy passage, and I couldn’t stay. NerisCo would repatriate me to the nearest non-company system, Siren, but they would charge me for the ticket and I’d start my new life deep in debt.


  I needed work that would pay to get me off-planet. Unfortunately, I could only see two options left: enlisting in the military, or signing on with one of the merchant vessels that visited periodically. The Galactic Marines recruited aggressively on Neris. There were always kids looking for any way to get out from underneath the company, but I knew I could never be a marine. I lacked the soldierly instinct and that whole killing and dying thing wasn’t for me, so my only real choice was the Union Hall. I confess I really didn’t want to go there either, but beggars have few choices.


  The next morning, I gathered my courage and trammed over to Neris Port. It was one of those perfect, bright, warm days when the soft breezes carried the spicy, tart smell of granapples out of the vineyards and into every corner of the town. The delicate bouquet covered even the hot-circuit board smell of the tram. It made everything seem too cheerful and pleasant. I hated it.


  The Union Hall occupied a refurbished hangar at the edge of the shuttle port. When I stepped in out of the sun, the cavernous hall felt cool and smelled faintly of an institutional-grade floor wax. My footfalls echoed from the far wall as I walked past a row of data terminals and a long counter with five workstations, only one of which seemed to be in use. Aside from the functionary behind the counter, a slightly scary looking older fem with an artificial left arm, I was the only person there. It took my eyes a few seconds to adjust to the light level, and by then I had reached her station.


  “Whaddya want, kid?” Her voice bounced off the ceiling.


  I crossed to her position at the counter, noted her nametag said “O’Rourke.” I smiled tentatively at her and said, “I need to get off-planet.”


  “Son, this is the hirin’ hall. The ticket office is down thata way. Just keep goin’. Ya can’t miss it.” She smiled a bit nastily I thought and pointed with an artificial finger.


  “I can’t afford a ticket. I need to get a job that will give me transport.”


  O’Rourke looked hard at me. “Ya need a lot more’n that, I’d wager. Ya lookin’ to hire onto a ship?”


  I nodded dumbly.


  “Ya ever sign The Articles before, kid?”


  I could hear the capital letters in The Articles as she spoke the words. I shook my head.


  O’Rourke rubbed the back of her neck with her good hand and cast a why me look up at the ceiling. Finally, she sighed. “Okay, kid, everybody has a story. What’s yours?”


  I didn’t know how much to tell her, so I gave her the rough outline. “I was supposed to start at the university next month. My mom is—was—a professor there, but she died in a flitter crash. Now the company says I have to get off-planet because she’s no longer employed, and I’m no longer a dependent.”


  O’Rourke stared for a moment but then something changed in her expression. “Good story. Where’s yer card?”


  I pulled out my identification and slotted it into her reader. My particulars popped up on the display. O’Rourke examined it, scrolling and tsk’ing as she scrolled. She’d only checked through date of birth, and education level, before starting to shake her head. “Forget it.” Her voice was not unkind but she also didn’t look at me. “No specialty and you’re just barely eighteen. Technically, I could offer The Articles, but we got no open berths for quarter shares just now.”


  I wondered what language she was speaking for a half dozen heartbeats before she noticed my complete lack of comprehension. She explained again, slowly, “You’re old enough to be contracted, but ya need to have a ship willin’ to hire ya—give ya a berth—before ya can get a job. With this skill level, that means somethin’ entry-level, what we call a quarter share, and nobody’s got an open one on file.” She pointed at the data screens mounted on the wall. “We have three ships in port now, and two inbound over the next week or so. Only one with a postin’ is the Cleveland Maru but that’s a full share berth and you’re not qualified.”


  I examined the scrolling display carefully and it seemed to confirm what she had said. The listing showing CleveMar had an AG2 position, whatever that was.


  “What’s all this stuff mean?” I pointed at the display. My brain had already shut down, although I hadn’t realized it, and my mouth engaged without conscious control.


  She considered me for a tick, and then shrugged. “Sit down, kid. I’ll show ya a few things.” She took me to one of the data-port alcoves and demonstrated the use of the terminal. It allowed spacers to scroll through the various jobs, ships, and companies. I’d seen help wanted posts on NerisNet before, but this was a whole different bag of granapples. The display showed ship names, company affiliations, size, cargo capacity, propulsion systems, and even a list of the berths. The default setting showed only the openings, but with a little manipulation, I could find out how many positions of each kind were on every ship.


  After a few ticks of walking me through the controls, O’Rourke went back to her place at the counter. I could see what she meant about the open slots. I went through each ship’s particulars. Her summary of the situation seemed to be depressingly accurate. As large as the ships were, they didn’t need a lot of crew. Out of that small number, the entry-level quarter share ones accounted for only a tiny fraction.


  “What’s a share?” I asked, calling to her from where I sat.


  “A share is extra pay ya get if the voyage is profitable. Owners, captains, and the other officers get the most, but everybody gets somethin’,” she called back.


  “So in an entry-level position, I’d get a quarter of a share?”


  “Yeah, but don’t be plannin’ to retire on it. It’s not much. Better than a spanner to the cranium, but it isn’t all that many creds.”


  As I looked through each quarter share listing: engine wiper, mess deck attendant, cargo loader, I realized these were the dirtiest tasks and probably boring to boot. I sighed. Beggars, as they say, can’t be choosers. Unfortunately, even begging couldn’t get me a job where none existed. I shut down the terminal and headed for the exit.


  “Thank you, Ms. O’Rourke,” I called over my shoulder, as I braced myself to step back into the midday glare.


  “Hey, kid, if ya’re serious about gettin’ a berth, pack a bag and be ready to go.”


  I stopped with my hand on the door feeling like a big, cartoon question mark floated over my head.


  O’Rourke beckoned me to the counter. “I like ya. Ya remind me of my nephew. Here’s how this really works. No ship will pull in here with an open quarter share, but they often unload a troublemaker. Some idiot signs on but then doesn’t pull his weight. He gets here, to the ass-end of nowhere, and put ashore with no income and no way home. A few days dirt-side gives him a bit of motivation, so to speak, to do better. Of course, that leaves the ship short-handed.”


  “And if I’m ready to ship out…?”


  “Well,” she said slyly, “ya’d have to be ready to go on a few stans notice and can’t take much with ya. Twenty kilos is the mass allotment for a quarter share. But ya don’t need clothes and there’s hygiene gear on the ship. Only thing ya really need to take is entertainment cubes and personal stuff.”


  “I don’t need clothes?”


  “Shipsuits, lad, shipsuits. They come with the berth. Ya pay for them out of yer first few chits. But they don’t count against yer mass allotment. One change of civvies will get ya through, if ya’re careful with ‘em.” She smiled at me, and I felt she’d just given me some valuable insight. I only had to figure out what it was.


  “Thanks, Ms. O’Rourke. How will you contact me?”


  She pointed to the display that still had my data on it. With a couple of keystrokes, she saved it and gave me a broad wink. “I think I’ll be able to find ya, kid. If ya’re serious, be ready. The Lois McKendrick is comin’ in late next week. Rumor has it she’s got some deadwood that needs seasonin’ dirt-side. That gives ya about ten days to get ready.” She pulled a data cube from a rack under the counter and tossed it to me. “Here, read up. It’ll save ya some problems down the line.”


  I nodded with a smile of thanks, stuffed the cube in my pocket, and headed home to figure out what to take with me. How do you fit a whole life into twenty kilos?


  * * *


  It didn’t take long to get back to the flat I’d shared with my mother. It still felt weird walking in and knowing she wasn’t there—that I was really alone.


  The hardest part was going through her personal things. It made me a bit queasy dealing with her underwear drawer. I felt silly for being so squeamish. I had folded her bras and panties hundreds of times while doing laundry, but this was different somehow. Finally, I took her suits and dresses to the local charity drop. I just emptied the rest into the refuse bin without really looking.


  She had a ton of professional stuff like books and papers and such. Her peeda had been with her, and lost in the flitter, of course. She had left a portable computer though. I donated her books to the library, while her pictures, data cubes, and records went into storage boxes. I packed her diplomas on top. Altogether it didn’t amount to much, maybe a hundred kilos in five boxes.


  In contrast, looking around my own room, I realized I could walk away and probably wouldn’t miss any of it. My peeda was already stocked and I had some spare storage cubes and my good boots. The problem was my bag. I only had a heavy suitcase. It massed three kilos empty and seemed kind of clunky.


  * * *


  After three days of sorting, tossing, filing, and just generally working my way through the flat, I finally finished. I took out O’Rourke’s data cube and slotted it into my peeda. The title was The Spacer’s Handbook published by the Confederated Planets Joint Committee on Trade. The CPJCT, it turned out, was the arbiter of all things trading related. The cube reminded me of the scout manual I had as a kid. It had everything you needed to know about being a spacer: what to wear, how to wear it, and when and whom to salute. A little holo clip showed the proper technique for the last. The saluting part wasn’t too difficult, and you only did that under special circumstances, and only to officers.


  The manual listed the various ranks and shares: quarter share, half share, full share, and on up to owner’s share. The thing was huge. I checked the size on the chip and gasped when I saw just how big it was. The Encyclopedia Galactica was smaller. I hoped I wouldn’t need to read the whole thing.


  The introductory chapter caught my eye with a small section titled: Shipping Out. It explained the mass allotment increased as you rose through the ranks. As O’Rourke had said, the shipsuits were provided and items like toothpaste, shampoo, and shaving gear were all standardized and available on board. The Handbook recommended that a new shipmate should report wearing decent civilian attire and not worry about a change of clothing. The illustration showed a somewhat dated picture of what a well-dressed person might wear to a casual dinner with a friend. The jackpot in this section was the recommendation of the duffel bag for loading your gear. The lightweight mono-mol bag encompassed almost a half-cubic meter of volume, but massed less than twenty grams and could be folded up to about the size of a handkerchief when empty. Spacers considered it a standard and, according to The Handbook, “could be purchased at a reasonable cost at any Union Hall.” I smiled, thinking I should pay another visit to my friend O’Rourke. In the meantime, I started weighing out gear on the bathroom scale.


  Twenty kilos turned out to be a lot.


  



  

  Chapter Two


  Neris: 2351-September-03


  My peeda trilled sharply, jarring me awake. The display showed a simple text message from O’Rourke: Time to go! I was more than ready. I wanted to get on with it before the anticipation drove me crazy, or my money ran out. While the payout from the company had been enough to cover ninety days’ rent, I had other expenses to cover and my funds evaporated at an alarming rate. The sooner I stopped paying to live on Neris, the better.


  Shipping the personal artifacts turned out to be part of Mom’s employment contract. A team from Neris showed up to take our stuff to a storage facility on Siren. Mom had designated it as origin-of-record on the employment forms but I didn’t recall any connection we had there. I think she named it because it was the nearest Confederation planet. The storage company would keep our stuff as long as I made the payments. Pre-paying for a stanyear took a big hit to my cred reserve, but at least I wouldn’t have to worry about it.


  Between O’Rourke and The Handbook, I’d managed to get my duffel properly stenciled with my name and ID. In the end, I’d kept Mom’s computer, a relatively new portable model. It had processing capabilities that my peeda didn’t. Her computer credentials gave me almost unlimited access to the university and I used them until administration cut me off. I got quite a bit of stuff downloaded including materials on astrogation, environmental sciences, advanced math, accounting, materials sciences, and even some on plant biology. These were all subjects recommended as useful by The Handbook. They looked overwhelming, but I burned them onto cubes and stashed them in my duffel. Even with the holo and music cubage, I was way under my allotment and only had about eight kilos.


  I tossed what few things remained into the disposer, and shouldered the nearly empty duffel bag. At the door, I stopped and looked back before flipping the light switch. I could feel a lump start to harden in my throat and my eyes water. This apartment had been home for most of my life and I was walking away forever—the connections severed cleanly, surgically. I looked around, smiling at the memories and listening for the echoes of our time in the flat. In the end, I heard nothing except the soft whooshing of the environmentals. I flipped off the lights and locked the door behind me for the last time.


  * * *


  When I got to the Union Hall, it was a madhouse. For the first time I saw somebody there besides O’Rourke or the Assistant Hall Manager, a mousy man named Fredericks who didn’t talk much. People filled the hall. They queued up in lines to use the data ports or waited to see O’Rourke or Fredericks. All of them talked loudly to each other and their accumulated voices made the huge, echoing space almost unbearable.


  Shrugging off the sensory assault, I got into O’Rourke’s line and arrived at the counter in a surprisingly short time. She smiled when she saw me. “You ready to go, kid? There’s no backin’ out once yer under Articles.”


  I nodded. I knew the drill from The Handbook. Once I signed, I would be committing to serve for two stanyers. It wasn’t quite the military, but it was close and I had no other options. This door opened on a new future. My tongue stuck to the inside of my mouth and my stomach cramped. “Yeah, I’m as sure as I can be. Thanks for everything, Ms. O’Rourke.”


  She smiled wider at that. “Good to go then, lad.” She pressed the buzzer that opened the counter and nodded toward a door. “Through there. Captain Giggone will want to talk to ya. Pass the interview and we can get ya processed.” She winked. “I put in a good word for ya so don’t make me look bad.”


  Swallowing hard, I pushed through the gate and into the office. A harried-looking, gray-haired woman sat behind the desk. She appeared older than Mom but somehow more energetic. I stood at attention and waited for her to acknowledge my presence. The captain examined me for a few heartbeats while I did my best not to shake. “Sound off!” she barked.


  “Wang, Ishmael. Unrated. Applying for an available quarter share berth, sar.” O’Rourke had coached me in the appropriate responses. She had me practice the drill several times on my last visit so I knew what to do. The Handbook also provided instructions on how to address various officers under different circumstances. The book covered this precise scenario, complete with a sample script.


  “Why do you want to ship out?” she asked.


  “I need to leave before the Neris Company kicks me off-planet. I don’t have enough creds to buy passage.” Belatedly, I remembered to add, “Captain.”


  “You know this is going to be difficult, don’t you, Wang?”


  I nodded.


  “Excuse me, Wang? Did you say something?” she barked.


  “Um, yes, sar, that is, no, sar. That is. I know it’s going to be difficult, Captain.” Gods, I sounded like such a jerk.


  She stood up and looked at me. “Ms. O’Rourke says you’re good people. Why would she say that, Mr. Wang?” She asked the question with a softer tone to her voice.


  The fact that she didn’t follow the script caught me off guard and I blinked in confusion. “I—I don’t know, Captain. I’ve only met her a couple times. She’s been very helpful.”


  After a moment’s pause she resumed her previous tone. “You need to know I run a tight ship and don’t put up with crap. You’ll be the lowest of the low, and work your backside off for the next two stanyers. The work will be boring, difficult, and unrelenting. Your shipmates will taunt you, and the living conditions will be challenging to somebody used to having his own room on a nice, quiet planet. In short, your ass is mine and will be until I say it’s not, or your contract expires, whichever comes first. Can you deal with that, land rat?”


  I paused for a second, or perhaps two, before answering her. She had summed it up succinctly and brutally. I had no idea which quarter share berth I might get. It really didn’t matter. I needed to get off the rock and had few choices. “Honestly, I don’t know, Captain. But I’d like to give it my best shot.”


  She smiled then. “Good answer, Mr. Wang. Welcome aboard.” She stuck out her hand and I shook it. “You’ll get a standard contract, steward attendant pay plus quarter share. Do well and I’ve always got a slot open. Now, go get your contract signed and your shipsuit on. Most of the little band we call crew will be off the ship, and we can get you settled in without a crowd of hecklers to help.” She grinned and I saw a twinkle in her eye.


  “Thank you, Captain,” I told her and meant it.


  * * *


  Time shifted to an accelerated pace. I thumbed my contract and was officially under Articles, employed by Federated Freight, the Lois McKendrick’s owner company. Fredericks, the Assistant Hall Manager, punched through the paperwork, sending the notifications to Neris Company and snipping off the few dangling threads of my old life. He showed me to a changing room. O’Rourke had taken my measurements earlier and already selected the right sized shipsuit and boots in Federated Freight colors of green and gold. The suit fit my meter and a half perfectly and the shipboots molded to my size twelves as if they had grown there.


  As I packed my shore leave clothes into the duffel, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. A stranger stared back at me from what I realized was a mirror. He looked me over from the sandy mop on my head, down the tailored shipsuit, to my new boots. I was thin after three weeks of eating my own cooking but Mom had always said I was wiry. That was apparently a good thing. The stranger smiled and I found myself smiling back. He straightened up and shouldered his duffel. I gave him a kind of salute and headed out the “Crew Only” doors to find the shuttle.


  The hallway beyond the doors led to a security checkpoint and an entry tube. Mom and I had taken trips up to the orbital before. It was a popular tourist destination for residents as it was technically Confederation space and not owned by NerisCo. The exotic shops and restaurants provided variety from the largely homogeneous life on a company planet. This trip, however, was much different. The stark behind-the-scenes entry had no decorative panels or padding. The floors, ceiling, and even the walls, had a certain gritty look—a kind of utilitarian plainness that felt disconcerting at first. Stenciled labels stood out on exposed pipes, electrical runs, and hydraulic lines. After the passenger port’s careful, pastel decor, the crew tube felt strange but refreshingly more real.


  All this splashed across my brain in a surreal time warp where everything progressed at light-speed around me, but where I moved in a kind of paradoxical slow motion. In the next blink, I stowed my duffel in the overhead and strapped down on a well-worn shuttle seat. Again, the shuttle felt at once familiar and strange, like the difference between a passenger flitter and a cargo crawler. Even the seat belts were unfamiliar, with a cross-the-chest X harness instead of the single shoulder strap I normally used. It was easy enough to figure out, just different. This was going to take some getting used to. My eyes kept trying to focus, but the starkness of my surroundings made everything blur together.


  The shuttle pilot came through the cabin smiling and nodding professionally as he examined the craft. “We’ll be up to the station in just a few ticks,” he said. “No time for beverage service and if you need to use the head, I’d do it now.” This was apparently some kind of joke because he chuckled.


  “Thanks,” I answered, somewhat dazedly.


  As he finished his inspection, half a dozen people wearing gray and blue shipsuits came into the cabin and strapped down. Small patches on their shoulders read “Murmansk.” I assumed that was the name of another of the ships docked at the orbital. They nodded to me, but absorbed themselves in chatting up one of their group who apparently had engaged in some misadventure overnight. She seemed embarrassed by the attention but the group teased her in good-natured fun and she gave as good as she got.


  My ears popped when the pressure doors closed and the locking rings thumped away from the hull. The speakers gave a ping-ping-pong sound and a woman’s voice said, “Secure for lift.” With no more ceremony than that, the shuttle got underway and boosted into the clear, golden afternoon light. I took one last look out the port at the rows of granapple vineyards arrayed across the landscape as we spun upward crawling out of the gravity well. The acceleration pressure pinning me to my seat seemed incongruous with the perceived decrease in speed as we gained altitude. The shuttle rolled and I lost sight of the ground, just the darkening sky and a bit of the stubby wing, flashing red from the blinking navigational lights along the side of the ship. The engine noise ramped back as we climbed and the air outside became thinner. Soon, the only sound came from the airframe itself. I settled down and zoned out completely until the heavy clunks of the docking clamps shuddered the craft. The trip had taken a full stan, but my warped time sense made it feel like a tick. The cabin speakers gave a pong-ping sound and the other passengers unbuckled even before the woman’s voice said, “Docking complete.” I let them clear out before I hit the releases and retrieved my duffel.


  * * *


  Outside the shuttle bay, a kid waited in a green and gold shipsuit like mine. I thought he might be older than I was, but his baby face made him look younger. He grinned when he saw me and held out his hand. “You must be Wang. I’m Philip Carstairs. Everybody calls me Pip.” His green eyes had a laugh in them and I found myself grinning back.


  “Hi,” I replied. “Call me Ishmael.”


  He blinked a couple of times then looked at a note on his tablet before guffawing. “Oh my gods and garters—that’s really your name?”


  The familiar reaction usually grated on my nerves, but somehow coming from this guy it didn’t seem so bad. “Yeah,” I admitted a bit sheepishly. “My mother had a strange sense of humor.”


  He clapped me on the shoulder and motioned down the passage. “The first mate sent me over to collect you. Let’s get you settled aboard and you can tell me all about it. By the way, you don’t snore, do you?”


  It seemed like a strange question and it caught me off guard. “Snore?”


  “Yeah, Gilly, the guy whose berth you’re getting, gods, but he made a racket. I don’t think I’ve gotten a good night’s sleep since we left Albert.”


  “I don’t know,” I replied. “I never noticed.”


  He laughed, again. “Well, then we’ll let ya know.”


  Pip led me through the utility corridors halfway around the orbital. We left the shuttle bays and moved into the commercial docks. The decor didn’t seem quite so spartan, or perhaps, I was growing used to the blatant utility exhibited at every turn. It somehow already began to feel right.


  As we threaded our way through the station toward the ship’s lock, I was conscious of my old life spooling out behind me. Each step took me further into an unknown world and I began to get a bit, not scared, exactly, but anxious. The what-have-I-done feeling had just settled around my lungs when my escort stopped at a lock. On the display above it read: Lois McKendrick 51-09-07 1600. Pip swiped his ID card and tapped a quick code on his tablet. The status light flipped to green and the lock cycled open. We stepped in and the lock cycled closed behind us. The inner lock revealed a crew member who looked up from her screen at a station just inside the hull.


  “Hey, Pip. This the greenie?”


  They butted knuckles and he answered, “Yup. Meet Ishmael Wang. Ish, Sandy Belterson.”


  Her dark brown hair and ice blue eyes were an odd combination. Added to the distinctly olive skin tones, she was an anomaly on two legs. She nodded with a friendly smile and said, “Welcome aboard, Ish.”


  I nodded a greeting and answered something I don’t remember but it must have been adequate.


  She turned to my escort. “Mr. Maxwell wants to meet with him in the office. He’s there now.”


  “Yeah. He messaged me, too. Thanks.”


  Sandy waved and settled back to her reading. As I passed I noticed it was a lesson of some kind, charts rotated in simulated three-D while text scrolled rapidly across the bottom of the screen.


  Seeing my glance Pip said, “She’s studying for Spec II in Astrogation. Let’s go see Mr. Maxwell before settling you in. We don’t want to keep him waiting.”


  Aboard ship, the corridors—passages, I corrected myself—were barely wide enough for two people to pass. I followed Pip as he led me confidently through the maze. Every so often he’d comment on a space, “environmental section down there” or “officer country that way” but little of it meant anything to me. I hoped there wouldn’t be a test later. He halted outside a door simply labeled: Office and knocked.


  A rumbling voice behind the door said, “Come.”


  Pip opened the door, a real one with a knob and hinges and everything, not like the airtight hatches we had passed along our way. He led the way into a cramped room, and announced, “Attendant Carstairs reporting with Attendant Ishmael Wang, Mr. Maxwell, sar.”


  The man behind the desk didn’t look up from his screen but just waved us in and wordlessly indicated we should wait. He was built like a knife with razor edges outlining his face and hardened steel in his bearing. A solid gray buzz-cut covered his scalp, not the white-gray the faculty members on Neris had, but a hard, dark gray. I didn’t know if that reflected his age or just some genetic variation I hadn’t seen before. Whatever the cause, it suited him. He wore the green and gold with collar pips and some discrete hashmarks around the sleeves that were pushed up to his elbows. He tapped a few keys and the document on his screen vanished.


  “Mr. Wang.” His head didn’t just turn—it swiveled. His eyes tracked like the twin barrels of some odd gun, precise, mechanical, dead. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. “The captain sent me your file and I’ve assigned you to the open quarter share berth in the ship’s mess. Mr. Carstairs will show you to the berthing area and introduce you to the rest of the mess crew.”


  It was as much instruction to Pip as it was a command to me and he responded with an, “Aye, sar.”


  Maxwell continued, “It should come as no surprise to you that you’re taking the place of a crewman who failed to perform to our satisfaction, Mr. Wang. Please see to it that we don’t have to provide the same courtesy to you in our next port of call.”


  “Aye, sar. I’ll do my best,” I replied in what I’d hoped was a steady voice.


  “Dismissed, gentlemen.” He swiveled back to his screen, bringing up the next document.


  Pip stepped back into the passage and I followed as quickly as I could without making it seem like I was running. After we closed the door I started to speak, but a shake of Pip’s head stopped me and we headed down the passage the way we’d come.


  After we’d taken a couple of turns, Pip took a deep breath and said, “That went well.”


  I blinked at him. “Is he always like that?”


  Pip shook his head. “Naw, he’s usually not so friendly. You must have got him on a good day.”


  “Friendly? Are you crazy? That guy scared the crap out of me. Are all the officers like him?” I didn’t remember being afraid of the captain—awed, maybe, but not afraid.


  Pip chuckled. “No. Actually, Mr. Maxwell is pretty decent. With him, you never need to wonder where you stand.”


  “He was like some kind of robot,” I exclaimed.


  “Yeah, most people say that when they first meet him. But after you get to know him, you’ll realize a robot is actually much warmer than he is.” He lowered his voice. “Rumor is that he’s ex-Spec Force. He moves like that because he doesn’t want to kill anybody.”


  I gaped at him.


  “Close your mouth, greenie,” he snickered. “It may or may not be true, but either way he’s the best first mate I’ve ever served under. He really knows how to keep the ship running efficiently.”


  “And that’s a good thing?”


  “You bet. The more efficiently we run, the larger our shares,” Pip said as he headed down the corridor.


  I started to wonder if I’d done the wrong thing by signing up, but I pushed that thought aside as soon as it entered my head. It was too late for second thoughts. I hurried down the hallway to catch up with Pip.


  



  

  Chapter Three


  Neris: 2351-September-03


  Pip took me to the berthing area. I’d braced myself for some horror out of Hornblower with hammocks crammed together in dark squalor, but I found a large, airy room with ten pairs of bunks with corresponding full-length lockers. There was a table and chairs that were, of course, bolted to the deck, and a sanitary facility with more privacy than I had expected.


  “There’s another berthing area just like this across the passage for the Engineering Division. We don’t have a full complement of crew so there are some spare bunks.” He helped me pick one across from his, reset the palm-scan on my locker, and stow my gear. We drew linens from stores and he showed me how to make up a bed bordered by walls on three sides.


  “Shipshape and Bristol fashion,” I mumbled.


  “What?” asked Pip.


  “Nothing, just something my mother used to say.” I smiled as I remembered my introduction to C. S. Forester.


  After that he took me to the third mate, Mr. von Ickles, the systems and communications officer where I got my ShipNet credentials and tablet so I could access the ship’s network and information stores.


  Finally, he introduced me to my immediate boss, Specialist First Chef Ralf al-M’liki, a small, wiry guy with black hair and flashing eyes. He originally hailed from one of the M’bele planets and his galley was redolent of the spices and scents of his home world that were peppery, sweet, and sharp all at once.


  We were on the mess deck. After brief introductions he walked me over to three twenty-liter coffee urns that gleamed atop a counter prominently mounted near the center of the mess deck. I’d never seen anything like them and I must admit I felt intimidated. They gleamed in polished copper and stainless steel and had built-in plumbing to serve each one. The fact that my new boss spoke of them with a kind of solemn reverence didn’t help matters.


  “These urns provide the life’s blood of the ship,” he explained. “The whole crew worship at this shrine to caffeine.” The chef took a heavy mug from the rack, filled it from the valve at the base of the middle urn, and handed it to me. “What do you think, young Ishmael?”


  I peered into the cup. A rainbow sheen floated on the oily sludge in the pristine white china. A burned, musty smell wafted up. An irreverent thought about burnt offerings drifted through my head but I had the good sense not to say anything about that. I took a tentative sip. It was better than it looked, even black. “Not bad, Mr. al-M’liki, but I think it could be improved.”


  He smiled. His shocking white teeth flashing against his olive skin. “Just call me Cookie, that’s what everyone else does.” He pointed to the urn on the near end of the counter. “Alright Mr. Wang, let’s see what you’ve got. Use that pot. Do whatever you must to make me coffee to die for,” he said before retreating to the galley.


  When he was gone, Pip rushed over. “What in the name of anti and uncle matter do you think you’re doing, Ish?” His eyes were wide in shock.


  “Looks like I’m going to make some coffee. That’s what Cookie asked for.”


  “Don’t you think you’re taking a hell of a risk being critical on your first day?”


  I smiled. “I may be a greenie on the ship, but when it comes to coffee, I’m an expert. Even making it twenty liters at a time can’t change that.”


  With a kind of focused detachment, I rolled up my sleeves and started in. First, I dragged over the stepstool, clambered up on the counter, and examined the container. Sure enough, a dark and peeling film coated the inside. A quick investigation showed the plumbing included both hot and cold feeds, and worse, lukewarm water filled the reservoir.


  Nodding to myself, I clambered down, dragging the filter cone with me. I took it into the main galley and scrubbed it in the deep sink with a stiff brush and a mixture of hot water and white vinegar until it gleamed. I returned to the mess with a liter of vinegar and poured it into the urn. Cookie pretended not to watch, so I pretended not to notice, but I caught him glancing at me out of the corner of his eye.


  Pip, however, rubbernecked with a red face and eyes bulging in alarm. “What are you doing? Good gods, man, do you know what it’ll taste like if you use that?”


  “I’m not making coffee with it.” I clambered back up on the counter with my scrub brush. “I’m going to use it to scour the sludge out of this urn.”


  It took quite a while. I had to ask Cookie for a wrench and a bottlebrush and he showed me where to find them without comment. I took the level indicator tube off the front and scrubbed it as well. After more than a stan I finally got it sparkling inside and out to my satisfaction. I gave it a final rinse with scalding water and then shut off the hot water valve and cranked the cold tap all the way open.


  Pip showed me where to find the supplies. The high quality paper filters fit the cone perfectly. The coffee, on the other hand, was another matter. When I popped the lid off the air-tight, I found some pathetic crud masquerading as coffee. I dumped it into the waste disposer, and dusted out the air-tight with a towel.


  “This is too stale to brew properly. Where are the beans and grinder?”


  Pip just blinked at me. “Beans? Grinder? We just put two scoops from the air-tight in the filter and let ‘er rip.”


  “Who stocks the container?”


  “Cookie.”


  I sighed and searched for my new boss. He smiled an odd little grin at my request and showed me where to find the beans, in vacuum sealed buckets stenciled with Djartmo Arabasti, and a Schmidt Coffee Mill that looked large enough to grind a whole bucket at a time. I pulled up the calculator function on my tablet.


  Pip, who had followed me, gaped openly. “What are you doing? This is crazy!”


  “I can’t make anything worth drinking with that stuff.” I concentrated on my measurements and my math. “This is going to be rough until I figure out the right combinations, but it takes from seven to fourteen grams per cup and there are about seven cups per liter. Based on that sample Cookie gave me, I should make a strong batch. So, I need about a hundred grams of coffee per liter. That urn is twenty liters but I’m only going to make a half pot, so I need about a kilo,” I concluded, looking up from my calculations. “We’ll see how well that works and then I can adjust the grind or the amount next time around.”


  I weighed out the beans into the empty air-tight and used a small brush clipped to the hopper to clear out the discharge chute. The unmarked grind scale didn’t provide much information, so I just set the dial in the middle hoping for a medium grind and trusted the Schmidt. I dumped a tub of beans into the hopper and I carefully collected the ground remains as it spilled from the chute. I rubbed them between my fingers and brought the grinds to my nose. It looked good, had a nice texture, and a pleasant scent. I sifted the calculated amount into the filter and went back out to the mess. I watched the fill indicator carefully until I had exactly ten liters in the reservoir, then I scooped a bit of the cold water in a mug and used it to wet the grounds before locking down the lid and punching the brew button. While it dripped, I went back to clean up the grinder and put away the beans.


  By the time I finished in the galley, the coffee was almost done. I noted the color in the level indicator, knowing it would appear weaker than it actually was. When the ready light came on, I pulled a fresh mug from the rack and poured it about half full.


  Looking in, I saw a beautiful, rich brown brew without any hint of rainbow or oil on the surface. A satisfying aroma steamed out of the mouth of the mug. I took the brew to Cookie and offered it to him without a word. He tilted the cup and examined the color. He pushed his nose below the brim and inhaled deeply as a smile began to form. He took a slurping sip and then a deeper swallow, his eyes closed in concentration. Pip fidgeted beside me, but I waited patiently for Cookie’s assessment.


  He spoke without opening his eyes. “So, young Ishmael, is this the best you can do?”


  Pip inhaled sharply in alarm, but I thought I knew Cookie’s game at this point. “I don’t know. It might be. There are just too many variables for me to know for sure.”


  His eyes snapped open and he peered at me, hawkishly. “Such as?”


  “Mainly, I need to determine the correct brewing time. If the pot brews too fast, the grind needs to be finer. That’s going to depend somewhat on the grav settings. I’m assuming we’ll keep this general level of gravity all the time, or at least while we’re making coffee. Then, I need to know more about the beans themselves. How fresh are they? How are they stored? What are the characteristics of this particular bean? Last, I need to know the crew’s preferences.” I ended with a smile. “Judging from the sample you gave me, they like it strong, dark, bitter, and oily. I prefer to skip the bitter and oily part but we must always consider the tastes of the drinker when brewing a perfect cup of coffee.” My mother’s voice echoed in my head as I said the last part. I remembered her saying those exact words as we explored the mysteries of bean and water together. I found it comforting as well as saddening.


  “Pip,” Cookie crowed. “You could learn from this one.” He patted me on the shoulder. “You’ll make an excellent cook. Now both of you drain and clean the other two urns.” He filled his mug again before returning to the galley.


  Pip grabbed china from the rack and drew off a mug of his own. He buried his muzzle into it and sucked down a swallow. His green eyes went wide as he dove for another drink. “Where’d you learn to do that?”


  “My mom always said that coffee cost too much to make badly. She taught me how to brew at a young age.”


  “This might be the best this ship has ever had.” Pip looked up to where I was working on the next urn with newfound appreciation. “And to think I knew ya when…”


  While we worked together on the remaining machines, Mr. Maxwell entered absorbed in reading something from a tablet. He didn’t acknowledge our presence. I could feel Pip holding his breath while the first mate poured and then sipped. He kept right on moving back out of the mess, never looking up from his reading.


  Pip and I exchanged glances and I’m sure he was wondering the same thing…did he even notice? My unasked question was answered when I heard his voice from the passage. “Good work, Mr. Wang. Carry on.”


  Pip’s face split in a broad grin. “How do you suppose he knew it was you?”


  Cookie strolled over to refill his mug. “Because, Mr. Carstairs, he’s had your coffee.” He gave me a wink and returned to the galley.


  I had to chuckle at the look on Pip’s face but I hid my grin by returning to scrub the urn.


  * * *


  My duties, at least in those first couple of days, were pretty easy. Pip showed me where to find the duty roster and helped me learn how to find ingredients in the various storerooms and pantries. Mostly, my job consisted of ensuring there were plenty of sandwich fixings in the cooler and keeping the urns filled with fresh coffee.


  I learned that there were three main seatings for meals: 0600, 1200, and 1800 ship standard time. Most of the crew went ashore when the ship docked so we only served watch standers and the few others who stayed aboard. Officers shared the mess with the crew, although they sat at one large table set aside for their exclusive use.


  As the time for our departure approached, more and more people ate meals aboard. “Broke, most likely,” Pip explained. Knowing the prices on the orbital, and the nature of Neris Port, I judged he was probably right. The pace in the mess picked up accordingly. Cookie took care of the menu planning, but he had Pip and me crawling through the storage spaces, pantries, coolers, and freezers to check the computer inventory against the actual stores. Where we were going, we couldn't just step out to buy a gallon of milk if we came up short.


  “How much stuff is there?” I followed Pip to what felt like the tenth walk-in freezer of the morning.


  “We carry stores for up to a hundred twenty days, but we’re seldom underway for more than sixty at a stretch.”


  When he told me that, I got a strange feeling. “Sixty days? That’s two months.” During the short time I’d been aboard, I’d been too busy learning my new job and finding my way around to think much about being cooped up inside the ship for weeks at a time. What would it be like when I was trapped for two solid months?


  Pip poked me. “Ish, It’s okay.”


  I took a deep breath. “Sorry. It just hit me and I…”


  “No worries. You’ll be fine. Just keep working.”


  “I suppose, but the ship just seems so small.”


  He looked at me oddly. “Small?”


  “Yeah, everything all packed together. The narrow passages…you know…small.”


  He paused and frowned at me for a moment. “You’ve never seen the ship, have you?”


  “Of course, I have. I’m on it, aren’t I?”


  “No, I mean the whole ship.”


  He bipped Cookie on his tablet and asked, “Can I have permission to show Ish the way to the bridge?”


  Cookie’s response came right back. “As long as you don’t get in the way up there, permission is granted. But don’t take too long, the crew will be back aboard in three stans and we’ll need more coffee.”


  * * *


  Pip led me up a couple of levels and down a passage. At the foot of a stairway—they called them ladders on the ship I reminded myself—he paused. “Don’t touch anything. Just look. Pay attention to any directions from the bridge crew,” he said quietly to me before climbing the ladder. At the top, he used a formal sounding voice to announce us. “Request permission to enter the bridge.”


  “State your business.” A woman at the top of the ladder spoke formally but smiled at him.


  “Orientation for new crew member.”


  “Granted.” She grinned at me as I stepped off the ladder.


  Subdued lighting revealed a relatively large space with comfortable looking chairs bolted to the deck in key locations. A collection of nearly identical work stations formed a phalanx around the room. Panels and consoles flickered giving the area an odd radiance. I could see one screen that displayed what I took to be a Neris schematic with the orbital base and planetary surface plotted. A larger scale display showed the whole system with a blinking, blue path curving across it. It took me a few moments to register that there were actually ports facing forward and I could see that the ship nuzzled up against the outside of the orbital. I’d seen pictures of the station, of course, and watched it on shuttle approach, but I’d never been this close. It looked near enough to touch. I could see little scratches and blemishes in the surface finish and some kind of polarizing filter blocked the glare reflected off the orbital’s skin. I turned slowly realizing that ports faced aft as well and I saw the rest of the Lois McKendrick stretching out into the star-spackled Deep Dark.


  Leviathan never seemed so appropriate a term.


  Gantry lights ran down the spine of the ship, illuminating the container tugs that wrestled the big, triangular cargo boxes ever-so-gently into place before locking them down. Twelve sections of containers extended into the distance. At the far end of the main spine, a small white light, two-hundred meters out, marked the stern post. In one instant, I went from feeling like I was crammed in a shoe box to something akin to a flea on a pachyderm. It was staggering.


  Pip was watching my face. “You’ll get used to it. Do you still feel like the ship is small?”


  I shook my head, unable to speak.


  My tablet beeped. Cookie’s voice came over the speaker. “Your presence is needed on the mess deck, Mr. Wang. Number two urn is out of coffee.”


  



  

  Chapter Four


  Neris: 2351-September-07


  The duty watch stander woke Pip and me, ending my long night of restlessness. I’d thrashed around the whole night unable to sleep knowing the ship would leave Neris Orbital and get underway for Darbat later that day. Pip slid out of his bunk and slipped past me heading for the san. I chided myself for being nervous as I straightened the blankets on my berth and secured my loose gear. I had already been confined for days but now it would be different. We’d be heading out into the Deep Dark and I would be locked in. I stretched to straighten my pillow when a voice startled me. “Nice package, sailor, but would you mind moving it out of my face?” The sound came from the approximate level of my knees.


  The voice, a woman’s voice, startled me so much that I fell into the empty lower berth under Pip’s, banging my head on the upper rail. She lay in the bunk under mine. Even as I struggled to my feet, I noticed how attractive she was with her dark skin and hair. She wore just a ship’s tee over an extensive collection of tattoos and blinking blearily she said, “You must be the new guy.”


  I tried to stammer something apologetic but didn’t know what the appropriate comment might be. “C-c-c-call me Ishmael.”


  She propped herself on an elbow and squinted at me. “You’re kidding, right?”


  I shook my head, unable to think of anything else to say.


  Pip, wet from the san and struggling into a fresh shipsuit, rescued me. “Beverly, stop scaring the help. Ish, get your butt in the san. We don’t have much time to get to the mess deck.”


  The woman held up a slender hand to shake. “Beverly Arith, pleased to meet ya. Wake me for afternoon watch?”


  I shook the offered hand, mumbling, “Ishmael Wang,” before retreating to the san.


  Pip gave me grief all morning. “You’ve never seen a girl before, Ish?”


  “She startled me. I didn’t realize anybody was there until she spoke.”


  I’d known there were women in the berthing area. Tabitha Rondita slept on the other side of the partition from me, a nice woman and I didn’t mind her little snorty-snores through the wall. We all shared the san and that didn’t bother me. Bathing is bathing and everyone likes a little privacy when pooping. The shower and toilet stalls all had doors. I’d lived with my mom and she was not shy so seeing women in various states of undress was no big deal. All told, it felt like summer camp except we were adults and not giggly kids—supposedly.


  When Beverly came through the serving line at lunch, Pip nudged me.


  For her part, Bev just smiled, nodded, and moved on.


  “NOW HEAR THIS. SECURE ALL LOCKS. STOW ALL GEAR FOR DEPARTURE. DEPARTMENT HEADS REPORT TO THE CAPTAIN’S READY ROOM.” A countdown timer ticked on my tablet showing the time until we would get underway. Remembering the size, and assuming the mass of the ship, I found it difficult to believe that we’d be moving at all, let alone sailing out of the system on nothing more than pressure from the sun on an electronically generated field.


  Cookie had served a particularly robust lunch that day and many people sat around afterward to catch up with each other. After the sparsely attended meals I’d grown accustomed to while docked, it seemed crowded and noisy. Even some of the officers stayed for a bit, chatting.


  After the lunch cleanup, Cookie took Pip and me aside. “Gentlemen, we’ll be doing dinner differently today because of departure. The captain has scheduled pull out at 1600 and we’ll still be maneuvering at 1800. We’ll be doing bento-boxes for the evening meal. Mr. Carstairs, you know the drill. Mr. Wang, it’s important that we have plenty of coffee, but make certain the urns are secured. We may get bumped a bit and I want to keep things under control.”


  I nodded my understanding. Each of the urns had a lid that made them spill-proof once locked. A simple system of curved pipes kept the pressure normalized inside without violating liquid integrity. “Two urns or three, Cookie?”


  He thought about it before replying. “Load and prep all three, but only brew two. We can hit the button on the last when needed.” Obvious and logical, I should have thought of it myself and I made a tally on my personal mental midget list.


  All the preparation talk made me a bit nervous and Pip noticed. “It’ll be fine, Ish. We might get a little bump, but usually it’s nothing. We just don’t want hot stuff splattered around if we happen to get a rough tug skipper. Once we get pulled back and the sails are up, it’ll be smooth again. You’ll think we’re docked.”


  There was nothing I could do about what was going to happen to the ship. The professionals would be working that end of things. To distract myself, I obsessed over the minutiae of keeping the urns full. I ground enough coffee for six full batches, throwing the extra into an air-tight and dropping it in a chiller to keep it as fresh as possible. The trick was in the timing. With everybody on board again, I assumed they would consume an amazing amount. The Handbook told me that everybody should be at their duty stations about a half-stan before the actual departure, so I figured we needed to have the most brewed about a stan before. Accordingly, I timed the urns to be full at 1500. I needn’t have worried so much, but it kept my mind occupied.


  Bento-boxes turned out to be the shipboard equivalent of takeout, finger food that wouldn’t make a mess while eating. Cookie drew on his ancestral heritage and made up a couple of variations of spicy fillings. We spread the mixture over flat bread rounds, folded, rolled, and then wrapped them in clingfilm. Pip, Cookie, and I set up a production line. Forty-five crew needed a hundred and twenty of these little buggers. I thought it would take a long time, but it took less than a stan once we had a rhythm going. We’d done them at a rate better than three a tick. I guess I shouldn’t have been that surprised considering Cookie did two for every one that Pip and I completed. Spread, roll, wrap, stack—a mindless, but oddly social task. The three of us gathered around the prep table and worked side-by-side to prepare for the evening meal.


  I thought we’d put them in paper bags for easy carrying but Cookie had a better idea. He pulled out a stack of stamped, creased cardboard sheets and quickly formed one into a box with a clever folding lid. He repeated the action slowly for me to watch. I mimicked his moves and produced an identical box. It was as if I’d been born folding them. Even Cookie seemed impressed by how rapidly I caught on and he left the folding to me while he and Pip filled the boxes: two rolls, one piece of fruit, a cookie, a package of sliced vegetables, and small cups of dressing for dipping. The condiment was the only thing that might have spilled, but each container held only a few milliliters. With the lids closed, the boxes stacked on each other and I noticed small indents that kept them from sliding apart—clever and then some.


  “What about drinks?” I asked. “I assume people can’t come down for coffee, can they?”


  Cookie pointed to large insulated containers under one of the counters. “You’ll be delivering. Fill one with black coffee and the other with light and take a pocket full of sweetener packets.”


  As the clock ticked down to pull out, the mess deck crowd thinned. I was able to prep and secure the urns with two fresh and full, and one on standby. We stacked the boxes on trays and placed them in the coolers. Cookie had it down to a science. While Pip certainly had been through it before, I marveled at Cookie’s expertise.


  “We run a restaurant, gentlemen,” he reminded us regularly. “The customers don’t have any other choice, but we owe them our best just the same.” Finally, we completed the preparations and Cookie declared us ready. Pip and I collapsed into chairs at one of the mess tables to wait.


  A few minutes later, the speakers announced, “PULLOUT IN THIRTY TICKS. ALL CREW TO DUTY STATIONS. SET NAVIGATION DETAIL. SECURE FOR PULLOUT. SET READINESS LEVEL YELLOW.” For Pip, Cookie, and myself the mess deck and galley were our duty stations. We just sat and looked at each other.


  “Do we need to strap in or anything?” I looked from one to the other.


  Cookie smiled but Pip guffawed.


  Our boss cuffed him playfully. “It is a fair question, jackanapes. Have you been around so long that you forgot your first pull back?”


  Pip had the decency to look abashed. “Actually, no. My first time was on the Marcel Duchamp. I was a wiper in the environmental section and they strapped me into the scrubber.” He looked both angry and embarrassed. “Bastards left me in there for three stans.”


  Cookie winked at me.


  Pip just groaned. “It took me all trip to get the stench out of my hair. And I never did live it down. That’s why I took the transfer to here.”


  This was the first time Pip had offered any information about himself. Thinking back, I realized I’d known him less than a week but it seemed like a lifetime. I already had trouble remembering what life had been like before the ship. “When was this?” I asked.


  “Last stanyer. I’m into my second year at quarter share. Don’t laugh.”


  “Why would I laugh? Isn’t that good?”


  Cookie chimed in, “Yes, it’s very good, young Ishmael. Considering the alternative is to strand Mr. Carstairs on a company planet in the middle of nowhere.”


  I thought of the hapless attendant whose berth I’d taken on Neris and wondered if he had found another position.


  “Well, I should have moved up to a half share by now.” Pip’s tone betrayed an undercurrent of bitterness.


  Cookie tried to soothe his pique. “And you shall. But all in good time.”


  “ALL HANDS, BRACE FOR PULL BACK. ALL HANDS, BRACE FOR PULL BACK.” The squawk box in the overhead made me jump with the sudden announcement.


  Unconsciously I held my breath. My knuckles turned white as I gripped the edge of the table. Cookie smiled and Pip just lifted his coffee cup off the table. Somewhere I felt, rather than heard, a thump from the front of the ship, and my inner ear told me something had happened.


  The speakers squawked again. “ALL HANDS, PULL BACK COMPLETE. TUGS CAST OFF IN THREE STANS.”


  “That’s it?” I asked.


  “We’re underway, Mr. Wang,” Cookie said with a smile. “Rather uninspiring, isn’t it?”


  It was definitely anticlimactic, but it cast a new light on Pip’s story. Based on his reaction, he’d been quarter share for a long time and perhaps he had transferred out of embarrassment. I planned to have a heart-to-heart with my new friend because there was more there than he was saying. My speculation must have shown because he suddenly became very interested in examining his coffee mug.


  Cookie told stories of pull backs where the tug captain hadn’t had so deft a touch. He showed me a scar where he’d been thrown against a steam pipe stanyers before. “Usually, though, they’re like this,” he said.


  Over the next three stans the speakers gave periodic status reports until finally all tugs released us and we were on course out of the system. As I had suspected, we had a lot of mass to get moving. The kicker engines, all the way aft, pushed us for only the first few klicks, and after that, they were secured. Once we’d gotten clear of the orbital, we ran up the field generators deploying the huge sails and the gravity keel. The ship picked up the solar winds which pulled us out of Neris’ gravity well. The outbound leg was scheduled to last twenty-two days before we hit the gravity threshold and jumped into the Darbat system.


  At 1800, the usual dinnertime, the captain called down and gave Cookie the go ahead to distribute dinner. A few crew, who had no navigational duties, came to the mess deck and sat together over their bento-boxes, talking quietly among themselves. Meanwhile, Cookie, Pip, and I set off to feed the other thirty odd people scattered around the ship. By 1830 we had completed our rounds and returned to the galley to clean up.


  At 2000 the speakers came on one last time. “SECURE FROM NAVIGATION DETAIL. SET THE WATCH FOR NORMAL OPERATIONS. SET CONDITION GREEN THROUGHOUT THE SHIP. SECOND SECTION HAS THE CONN.”


  I punched the button to start the last urn brewing and drained away the oldest pot. By the time the captain and bridge crew showed up, they had fresh coffee and Cookie had put out a tray of pastries.


  



  

  Chapter Five


  Neris: 2351-September-15


  Eight days out of Neris I began to synchronize with the rhythm of being underway. My days while in port had not prepared me for life with a full crew and the leisurely pace I had become accustomed to evaporated. Meals became more elaborate, serving lines grew, and cleanup took exponentially longer. In addition, sandwiches and snacks in the self-service coolers disappeared at an alarming rate now that more than just late watch standers came to the galley throughout the night.


  Mornings were the hardest because we started early. Pip and I now woke at 0430 to prepare breakfast and help with bread preparations. We managed the biscuits and even did some of the batches of tortillas, pitas, and other flat breads for lunch. But Cookie was responsible for all the yeast varieties. We had a wide selection, made fresh daily. We usually had rolls or crusty loaves for dinner and long, square loaves for sandwiches.


  Breakfast cleanup often took until mid morning and segued smoothly into lunch. Most days, we got a couple of stans off in the afternoon before setting up for dinner. Pip and I alternated evening cleanup so every other night one of us had a short shift. I found myself looking forward to these quiet times when I had the galley to myself.


  I learned a great deal from watching Cookie, and became fascinated with how he took the same basic ingredients and yet made something different time and time again. While Pip might have seen Cookie as a taskmaster, I began to admire him as an artist—the unquestioned maestro of the galley.


  My own skill with the coffee turned me into a kind of celebrity. After seeing just how much of the brew the crew consumed when everyone was aboard, it made Cookie’s words about it being the lifeblood of the ship make more sense. Still, I knew most people only from seeing them in serving lines. A mess deck attendant is not particularly high on anybody’s radar—even ones who knew how to brew coffee. Bev, however, turned out to be a good bunkie. After recovering from my initial embarrassment, I discovered she had a wicked sense of humor, which I appreciated most when it wasn’t directed at me.


  The coffee urns were an albatross or, perhaps more appropriately, the stone of Sisyphus. Every other stan I had to make more. I learned to grind a full bucket of Arabasti at the start of the shift and measured it into air-tights. That gave me three full pots each morning and seven spares in the chiller. Most days I had to grind a second bucket in the afternoon. While it still wasn’t up to the standard my mother would have insisted on, it was better than that first cup of bitter sludge that Cookie had given me. Just cleaning the containers had made a big difference and I devoted time each day to scrub one of the three urns.


  I discovered techniques to minimize clean up time like keeping the steam tables at the right temperature or lining the serving trays with peel-away whenever we served something sticky. This last trick meant items could go right into the upright san unit without having to be scrubbed by hand. Pip and I alternated sweeping and mopping chores and worked together to clear the mess deck after each meal until we had it down to a science. He showed me how to use the protective gloves, first sprinkling a bit of talc in each, and leaving an inch or so of the cuff folded back to prevent water from running up my arms. The insulation saved my fingers from the scalding water we used for dish washing. Something I counted as a good thing.


  As Cookie, Pip, and I began to mesh as a team. I found I could tell the time of day just by what the others were doing. Slowly, I found myself adjusting to the schedule and could stay awake for as much as two or three stans after work before nodding off.


  Of course, that brought another problem. There didn’t seem to be anywhere to go except my bunk, the galley, or the mess deck. I needed to find things to occupy my mind or I would begin wondering how soon before we got where we were going. With only a third of the passage to the jump behind us, I knew that dwelling on are we there yet would lead to no good end. Given that I had signed on for two stanyers, I really needed to find something to do with my time. Cookie found me in this mindset one evening after dinner.


  I was wiping down the counter in the galley and he surprised me since he usually spent his evening playing cards with the other senior crew. “Mr. Wang,” he started, but stopped and smiled at me. “Ishmael, you seem to be taking to life aboard very well.”


  I smiled back. “To tell the truth, Cookie, I’m not sure how well I’m really doing, but I’m trying. I really need to make this work. I don’t have a lot of options.”


  “Yes, Captain Giggone spoke with me. You seem to be adapting to your recent loss.”


  His mention of my mother’s death caught me out of the blue and I turned back to the pot I was scrubbing to give myself a tick to regain control. “Thanks. It’s been…” I paused to think, “over a month now. I spent almost three weeks on Neris trying to figure out what to do.”


  He patted me on the back. “You’ve done well and landed on your feet after a terrible blow. I’m sure she’d be proud of you.”


  I nodded my thanks, not trusting my voice to remain steady. I worked silently for a time.


  “What will you do now?”


  “Now? I just got here. You’re not planning to put me ashore in Darbat, are you?”


  “No, young Ishmael. You misunderstand me. You’re too good to stay at quarter share. I want you to think about going for half share as soon as you can.”


  “Will I be able to remain on the ship?”


  He pursed his lips and cocked his head in consideration. “Well, you’d probably have to change vessels. The Lois isn’t rated to carry a food handler, but you could switch to another division and stay aboard if a half share berth opens up.” He folded his arms and leaned against the prep table. “I want you to start thinking about those kinds of possibilities.”


  “Wait a minute. I’ve been on this ship, what? Ten days?”


  He smiled and nodded.


  “Pip is in his second stanyer and he’s still at quarter share.”


  “But you are not Mr. Carstairs. For you, staying at your current rating would be a waste. You have done more in your ten days than Pip has done in the seven months he’s been aboard. I gave him the same test I gave you and he failed.”


  “You didn’t give me a test—” I started to object, but then remembered. “The coffee?”


  “Yes.”


  “But that’s not fair. My mother was a snob when it came to coffee. She drilled that stuff into me. How was Pip supposed to know?”


  “You continue to misunderstand me, Ishmael. It wasn’t that you knew how to fix it. That, I confess, was a happy serendipity. What you did was take responsibility. You showed pride in a job well done and addressed the problems systematically. When you knew the solution, you acted. When you didn’t, you sought help. Your contributions have made the ship a better place.”


  I’m pretty sure I blushed then. “But I don’t know anything. Pip knows how everything works.”


  “And he proceeds on the basis that things must always work as they have, despite what his intelligence tells him.” He raised an eyebrow. “Did Pip know the coffee was bad?”


  I nodded in reluctant agreement.


  “And his advice to you was to keep your head down and your mouth shut, was it not?”


  Again, I nodded. “But—”


  Cookie smiled and held up his hand to stop me. “But me no buts, Ishmael. Yes, you have knowledge he did not. And he knows things you don’t. The difference is you use yours to help us all. That is what I look for in a shipmate.”


  “This is unfair. He’s helped me so much and I don’t want to come in here and leapfrog over him.”


  “Then perhaps you can help him in return. You could be a good influence.”


  I thought about that as I rinsed the pot. “I don’t know that I can, but I’ll try.”


  “Good. Now, what specialty do you think you’d like to pursue?”


  “Specialty?”


  “Ishmael, you could be an excellent cook, but I’m afraid if you took that path your talents would be wasted. You need to consider all possibilities. Engineering, perhaps? Environmental? Maybe you’d like to become a deck officer or cargo specialist?”


  “Wait, Cookie, you’re going too fast for me.” I waved a soapy hand in the air to stop him. “Why would I want to do one of those things? Can’t I just be a cook?”


  Cookie smiled and gave a little shrug. “How you spend the time is, of course, up to you. As for cooking, it’s my life and I love it. My pleasure comes from creating the best meals I can and making life more pleasant for the crew. You would make an excellent cook, Ishmael.” He paused and considered me with pursed lips for a heartbeat. “But I suspect you would find that it loses its challenge rapidly.”


  “You might be right but I’m not even certain what the other choices are.”


  “Look in your handbook, young Ishmael, and consider that your feet are already on a path. It might be wiser to select a branch before one is thrust upon you by circumstance.” With that, he strolled out of the galley.


  I stood there considering his words and he startled me by poking his head back through the door. “And we’re out of coffee out here. Please brew a new pot before you go.” With a playful grin and a wink he left once more.


  



  

  Chapter Six


  Neris: 2351-September-16


  Pip was the closest thing to a friend I’d had since Angela Markova. It was weird. I’d only known him a couple of weeks. Granted, they were long weeks and we’d been working together almost non-stop every day. In many ways it felt like he’d taken me under his wing, but he also seemed—I don’t know—adrift might be a good word. After Cookie’s visit I had a hard time looking at Pip the same way. Of course that same conversation also made me look at Cookie differently. He was taking the role of a wise uncle. I shied away from the notion of father since I wasn’t completely sure what that really meant. As for Pip, he became the rascally younger brother and Uncle Cookie had made him my problem.


  Day nine out of Neris, I stayed late to help Pip clean up and to talk. The galley was the only place we had that approached any level of privacy, and even there we were interrupted by people dropping in at odd hours to grab a cookie, make a sandwich, or ask me to brew another urn of coffee. Cookie’s discussion weighed on me all day. Pip must have noticed because he started in on me as soon as Cookie left for his card game.


  “Okay, Ish. What gives?”


  I knew better than to play dumb, but I didn’t want to confront that particular problem head on. “The walls are really starting to close in. There’s no privacy. We work, sleep, work, sleep, work, sleep. It never ends. Not to mention that every time I turn around somebody's looking for more coffee.”


  Pip grinned. “I warned ya about that. You’re the caffeine god now and it comes with a terrible price.”


  I knew he was teasing, sort of. “I know, but you’re in your second stanyear. I’m barely into my second week. How do you cope?”


  “Ishmael, my boy, it’s all about the journey. In this business, you never get there, wherever there is, so you better enjoy the trip. As an allegory for life, I kinda like it.”


  I looked at him, perhaps a bit strangely. It was so unlike Pip, I wondered who he was channeling.


  He looked a bit embarrassed and gave a half shrug. “I got that from the second mate on the Duchamp. Just before she threatened to put me ashore on Arghon.”


  I laughed. “So you were a troublemaker.”


  “Let’s just say, I got off on the wrong foot with that crew. The Duchamp had just put into Arghon and the Lois came in right behind it. Word got around the docks that there was a woman on the Lois who wanted to get into environmental but there weren’t any openings. By that time I had a miserable reputation and I really was afraid they were going to strand me. Alvarez, she was the second mate on the Duchamp, talked to Mr. Maxwell, and I gladly traded my space there for the opening in the mess here.”


  “Wow, luck was in your pocket that day, huh?”


  He chuckled. “So it would seem. I never did find out why Mr. Maxwell was willing to take the trade, but that enjoy-the-ride speech was the last thing Alvarez told me before she kicked me out of the lock. It stuck with me. I’ve fit in better here, certainly. It feels more like I belong. I think part of it is because I’ve taken a different approach and I’m enjoying the ride, as it were.”


  I nodded and we worked on the pans in comfortable silence for a time.


  “Cookie was here last night.” I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye.


  “That’s odd. What’d he want?”


  “Odd isn’t the half of it. He wanted me to select a specialty to pursue.”


  Pip snickered. “Great gods and small piscatorials, you haven’t been here a month and he’s already planning your future?”


  I shrugged and handed him a pot to dry and stow. “More like, he’s afraid I’m gonna get bored as a cook and I need to be working on my next step now so I’ll be ready when the opportunity comes.”


  Pip nodded and gave me a rueful grin. “Yeah, he’s always after me to pursue something, too.”


  “So…?”


  “So, what?” He looked at me blankly.


  “What are you pursuing?”


  He looked a little sheepish. “Promise you won’t laugh?”


  I crossed my heart, leaving wet, soapy smears on my shipsuit.


  He glanced over his shoulder before lowering his voice to a whisper. “Trade.”


  “What’s that mean? You’re going for cargo master?”


  “Shh, keep it down. No, I’m running some smaller deals of my own.”


  “You’re what?”


  He looked over his shoulder at the door before continuing. “I’m picking up goods in one port and selling them at the next. Private cargo. Everybody’s allowed to do it. It’s in The Handbook, section fourteen. So long as you stay within your mass quota and don’t break any Confederation regulations, you can bring almost anything you want aboard including trade goods.”


  I looked at him, dumbfounded.


  “It’s true. You can look it up.”


  “I believe you. It just never occurred to me.”


  He grinned. “Almost everybody does it to some degree. I’m just a little more serious about it than most.”


  “Then why the big secret?” He had me glancing over my shoulder as well.


  He looked at me exasperated. “What do you think got me off on the wrong foot on the Duchamp?”


  I shrugged. “I figured it was the scrubber incident.”


  He shook his head. “No, that was just the set up. When they found out I was serious about private trading, they started making fun of me. They teased me because I kept bragging about making a killing with private trade with just a quarter share’s mass allotment. I think they figured if I was too green to know about pull out I must be clueless about trade as well. It didn’t take long before I was a laughing stock.” He stowed a tray under the counter. “The more I tried to explain, the worse it got.”


  I stacked the last pot in the drying rack and rinsed out the deep sink. “Yeah, I guess I can see that.”


  Pip looked miserable. “It made my life difficult. Somebody was always ragging on me about what I had for trade goods and laughing at the things I brought aboard.” He sighed and looked a bit sheepish. “It sounds pretty petty now, but it was miserable to live through.”


  “So, you’re still trading, but you’re keeping it quiet.”


  He nodded with a little shrug.


  We finished the cleanup, and I went to prep for more coffee. I called back over my shoulder as I measured grounds into the filter.


  “So, how’s it working out?”


  He grinned wolfishly. “Well, I’ve only made a few hundred creds, but I haven’t lost any yet.”


  “Did you pick up something on Neris?”


  He looked at me like I was much stupider than I usually felt. “What do you think?”


  “Come on, tell me.”


  He lowered his voice. “Granapple brandy.”


  “What?” I tried not to laugh. I didn’t want to be like those on the Duchamp but granapple brandy wasn’t exactly a luxury good.


  “Grishom’s, thirty-years-old and aged in the cask. I have four, one-liter bottles.”


  I practically choked. “But that’s a hundred creds a bottle,” I said in shock.


  He nodded.


  I just stared at him but then I made the connection. “That’s why you weren’t on liberty when I came aboard?”


  He nodded again. “It took all my creds to buy them. I made one trip down when we made port to pick them up from my Aunt Annie. She’d found and held them for me.”


  “Aunt Annie?”


  “Anne O’Rourke. She’s the Union Hall Manager. You met her, didn’t you?”


  “Small galaxy…hey, wait. How’d you get them under your mass limit? You must have almost nothing on board.”


  He laughed. “Probably more than you. Four liters is only a bit over four kilos. Even with the glass bottles and presentation cases, it was under eight. How much mass did you bring up?”


  He was right. “Less than ten kilos.”


  I realized I could have done the same thing, except I didn’t know anything about private trading and didn’t have four hundred creds to spare.


  “What will they bring you on Darbat?” I found the whole thing fascinating.


  He shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. It depends on the market. Last one sold there went for two hundred creds, but a lot could have changed between now and then. I have a restaurant connection. He’ll give me a hundred and a quarter a piece. That’s my fallback.”


  “Nice margin.”


  Pip gave a self-deprecating shrug. “I doubled my money going into Neris.”


  “Wow! Really? What’d you carry?”


  “Computer memory chips.”


  My eyebrows shot up. “Is there that much market for them?”


  “You wouldn’t think so, but yeah. I was able to buy a case back on Gugara for almost nothing. Neris Company controls all the cargo coming into the stores there and they apply a hefty tariff. It means company people pay much higher prices there than anywhere else. It really makes it hard to live there and difficult to save enough to buy a ticket off-planet.”


  “I noticed.”


  “It also means that a case of memory chips, without the tariff, can be turned around with a pretty good margin. It’s lightweight, high demand, and practically liquid.”


  “How do you know all this stuff?”


  “I’m from a trader family. It’s in my blood.” He grinned.


  “You’re full of surprises tonight.” I raised an eye brow at him. “But what’s a trader family?”


  “Well, Aunt Annie has been a trader for going on forty stanyers. She’s been taking a little down time at the Union Hall, but I suspect she’ll be back on a ship within a few months. My father owns two ships now. I grew up analyzing trade and traffic patterns on the galley table on his first ship.”


  I knew I was gaping, but I couldn’t stop myself. “You grew up on a ship?” I tried to picture kids on the Lois. “How’d you get aboard?”


  He smacked me playfully. “Not all ships are like this one, buffoon. Dad and Mom are the owner-operators of a small hauler over in the Sargass Sector. It’s small, just a few hundred tons. They run light freight out to the hydrogen miners and asteroid prospectors. We kept up on the trade data from the surrounding area because sometimes it was actually cheaper to take a jump over to Deeb to pick up something the clients wanted than to go all the way in-system to trade on Sargass Orbital. Depending on the orbits, it could be as much as three weeks into Sargass, but only four days out to the jump. Deeb maintained an orbital that was usually only eight days in on the other side. We could get to Deeb, do the trade, and be almost all the way back before we could have made it to the Sargass Orbital.”


  “So, what are you doing here? Why aren’t you still working with your father?”


  Pip didn’t answer right away and when he did, he sighed first. “He casts a big shadow. I wanted to get out from under it. Aunt Annie is my mother’s sister and helped me get onto the Duchamp.”


  “But if you grew up on ships, how could you have been fooled into the scrubber?”


  Pip looked embarrassed. “I was playing the part of a wide-eyed innocent. I didn’t want them to know I was an indie brat; so I pretended I’d never been on a ship before. The scrubber thing got out of hand, but I couldn’t get out of it without letting on that I was playing with them.”


  “What tangled webs we weave…” I quoted.


  “Something like that.”


  “So being an indie brat isn’t a good thing?”


  “Not to professional spacers. There’s a bias and it can get pretty ugly, so don’t bring it up, okay?”


  “But you’re a professional spacer now.”


  “Right. Some professional. I’m still on quarter share after more than a full stanyer.”


  “Well, if you picked a specialty…”


  “But which one? I really don’t like environmental, and I just don’t have the chops for engineering. I’m an analyst, not an engineer. I’ve tried the cargo exam, but I just can’t seem to pass it.”


  “Why not cook? You seem to do well with the inventory and accounting.”


  “True.”


  “I’m pretty sure Cookie would help. He likes ya and the two of you seem to work well in the galley.”


  He nodded. “But I don’t know much about cooking. I didn’t even know how to make decent coffee.” He cast me an evil glance out of the corner of his eye.


  “Bah, just look at it like a trade problem. Recipes are easy to come by and cooking is just imagination and technique. You’ve got plenty of imagination and the technique will come if you practice. Running the mess is more about getting the best food for the budget and that’s what trading is, isn’t it?”


  I saw in his eyes that something clicked. I could practically hear the gears turning. “You know? That might work.” He smiled at me. “For a greenie, you’re darn clever.”


  I smiled back. “Just trying to do what I can. You’ve been helping me so much the least I can do is repay the favor.”


  “Well, this might be the answer I need, Ish, thanks again.” He paused for a moment. “Dangle’s knees, I need to unwind a bit. Maybe get in a little workout and then have a nice sauna before sack time. Let’s head down to the gym.”


  “The gym?” I didn’t know whether to hug him or hit him. “Are you telling me that after all this time, you didn’t tell me this ship has a gym?”


  



  

  Chapter Seven


  Neris: 2351-September-16


  You would think that I’d be observant enough to realize that all the passages I walked past, through, and around each day on my way to and from the mess deck should lead somewhere. Truthfully, I always felt just a bit lost on the ship. When I didn’t have a guide like Pip, I stayed on the paths I knew.


  The gym occupied most of the deck directly under the crew berthing. Compared to the areas of the ship I’d seen, it was huge. The overhead was twice as high, and my spatial sense told me that we occupied an area almost as large as the galley, mess deck, and berthing areas combined. I looked at Pip incredulously. “Is this normal?”


  “What?”


  “This!” I waved my hands. “All this space. Man, I thought we used every cubic meter for cargo. We’re living in a cracker box up there but down here, it’s so spacious. What gives?”


  Pip chuckled. “Oh, not all the ships have a gym this big, but Federated freighters over forty kilotons do. We’re lucky that way. Even the smaller ships have some kind of exercise facility. It helps if the crew can blow of excess energy on long trips. Otherwise the walls really start to close in.”


  “Ya think?” I punched him in the shoulder. “What else haven’t you told me?”


  “I don’t what you're talking about,” he said, and laughed while rubbing his shoulder.


  “Oh yes, you do. What else about this ship don’t I know about? First, it was the view from the bridge, Now this. What else is there? A holo theater and a zoo maybe?”


  “I’m sorry. I just thought you’d figure it out with your tablet.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Pull up the ship’s menu, doofus. Look at the schematic.”


  It took a heartbeat for me to realize what he was saying. My brain kept arguing with itself. One side said, Oh for crying out loud. How could I be so stupid? Then the other side took over. How should I have known? It’s only been two weeks and I’ve been busy. I did what he suggested and blinked dumbly at the detailed map of the ship that appeared. I could rotate it around, zoom in and out, and even isolate systems like water, air, electrical, and data.


  The ship consisted of a long, hollow spine with cylindrical structures on each end. The wedge-shaped cargo containers locked onto the spine and each other, six per section and twelve of those ran the length of the ship. The aft housed the main boat deck, along with some reactor/generators and the kicker engines. The schematic even labeled them as “Dynamars Auxiliaries” with an energy output rating that didn’t mean anything to me, and the fuel requirements to run them. It showed we were at eighty-five percent capacity.


  The forward cylinder was a bit larger than the aft. The bridge perched on the highest level. Under that were the officer’s quarters, then the crew’s deck, including places I was already familiar with along with areas I hadn’t seen before like storage areas and various operational closets. I already knew the galley’s pantries and coolers were extensive, but the schematic detailed every one of them, including some I hadn’t even seen yet.


  The gym level took up almost the entire width and length of the middle of the bow section except for the very front of the ship where the locks were. A row of lifeboat pods ran along either side. Looking around to compare my surroundings with what I saw on the schematic I realized that there was a catwalk running around the perimeter above the pods and I could see a couple of the crew running laps.


  Below us were some more engineering spaces, including environmental, more power generation, and the field generators that created the solar sails and gravity keel that provided our main propulsion.


  “Man, I feel like an idiot,” I mumbled out loud as I kept discovering new ways to look at the ship.


  Pip clapped me on the shoulder. “No, I’m sorry. I forget you’re so green. I should have given you a real tour, but come on. Tempus is fugiting all over the place and I need to work out a little and get a sauna.”


  He led me to the changing room and showed me where to get a towel and work out gear. I was even able to buy some running shoes that were better than anything I’d had on Neris.


  “They’ll bill you for it, but they’re yours to keep. Just grab an empty locker and palm it. You can store all that stuff down here.”


  I was a runner, but Pip liked the exotic weight machines and motorized devices. Personally, I thought he was just a gadget head, but endorphin junkies can’t afford to be too judgmental. We split up and I climbed the short ladder to the track while he went to the workout equipment. He moved from one to another in some pattern that must have made sense to him. I lost track of Pip after I finished my stretching and dropped into a running trance. I knew I would probably regret pushing so hard, but it just felt so good. I could only go about eight laps before a lack of wind and an excess of lactic acid pulled me to a stop. I met up with Pip again and he led me through the changing room into a shower where we sluiced off the worst of the sweat, and then into the sauna for a luxurious steam.


  I confess that I was a bit nonplussed when I sat down next to Pip on the smooth wooden bench and realized the older woman across from us was the captain. I started to get up again when she spoke. “Mr. Maxwell tells me you’re fitting in nicely, Mr. Wang.”


  “Yes, sar. Thank you, sar,” I mumbled, embarrassed to be caught in a towel.


  She gave me a gentle smile. “Well, keep up the good work. I need to get out of here before I melt and I have a lot left to do tonight.” She rose then and spoke in a voice that carried through the steam, “Good night, crew.”


  A chorus of “G’night, Captain” came from around us in the steamy depths. She strolled out toward the showers and I couldn’t help but admire her legs.


  Pip elbowed me sharply. “She’s old enough to be your grandmother.”


  I blushed and hoped that the steamy air and the heat hid it but I heard a low chuckle from somebody just out of sight around the corner and blushed even more.


  The gym, or at least the sauna, turned out to be the social hub of the ship. Even during the afternoon, I’d find deck, engineering, and other watch standers taking advantage of the facility. Evenings were more crowded and I was as likely to see the captain or Mr. Maxwell there as anyone else. At first, I was a little nervous about seeing the captain nearly naked, not because she was a woman, but because she was the captain. It didn’t matter what she was—or wasn’t—wearing, the mantle of her office stayed with her wherever she went, so I got used to it pretty quickly.


  From that night on, my daily routine included a work out at the gym followed by a sauna. Most days we took our midafternoon break there and I found it refreshing to go back to the galley after a bit of exercise, a nice sauna, and a cool shower. We also adjusted our day to include some kind of intellectual stimulation. Between Pip’s knowledge of ships and trade, and what I was learning about cooking, we had quite a lot of expertise between us. I even got Pip to tell Cookie about his background.


  Pip was full of ideas for trading and broached one with Cookie during one of our sessions. “Trading ship’s stores? Mr. Carstairs, you shock me.” He frowned at Pip but turned his back, hiding the wink and the discreet thumbs up he gave me. “I wouldn’t dream of using inferior ingredients.”


  “Oh no, I didn’t mean that. I have to eat here, too. I’m just thinking we could afford better stuff on the same budget if we get a bit creative about what we buy and where.”


  After that, Cookie and Pip spent at least a stan every day going over the inventory and budget. They were hatching something, but I didn’t know what, and Pip refused to discuss it with me. Cookie treated my friend with new respect and I found myself smiling whenever I saw them with their heads together over their tablets.


  That left me with my own problem. What specialty did I want to pursue?


  It was odd, really. My classmates back on Neris had all played the what-do-I-want-to-be-when-I-grow-up game with themselves and each other. I’d watched them find and explore what they thought might be their particular callings: music, art, even business, and education. Personally, I just never felt the need. Mom had insisted that I take advantage of her position and the university—for all the good that did. I’d agreed to study something, just for the sake of going, because it would buy me some time to figure out what I wanted to do, but I’d never found the thing that made me say, “Yes. This is why I’m here.”


  Aboard the Lois, for the first time in my life, I felt the need to make some decisions. Life on a freighter was just unusual enough to have an appeal. The very idea of traveling through the Deep Dark intrigued me. Besides, with my food and living expenses covered, I could probably make a pretty good living. I hadn’t seen a pay chit yet, so I wasn’t sure. The company typically disbursed pay just before docking, and I had no need for creds aboard the ship. I knew there would be taxes and union dues deducted, along with a mandatory retirement contribution, but there would also be a share of the profit from the trip, a small share, but the potential for a little something extra. Somehow the pay didn’t seem to matter. Lying in my bunk, listening to the low voices of my shipmates around me, I could begin to envision what it might be like to do this awhile, and it didn’t seem half-bad after all. I fell asleep without getting closer to a decision about my specialty, but after my earlier disquiet, feeling much better about being aboard.


  * * *


  It took me about a week of evenings to make it through the various specialties listed in The Handbook. I didn’t want to leave the ship, but I discovered some interesting things about ratings and slots. For example, you could take any job listed at your rating or lower. I didn’t know how that played out in practice, but I could see where, in a pinch, you might want to take an ordinary spacer slot in order to get off-planet when an able spacer berth wasn’t available. Some ideas were self-evident. The more ratings you had, the more possibilities for employment. Despite that, most people specialized in one area and concentrated their efforts to get the largest share ranking possible in that division. That piqued my interest and I ran some questions by Pip the day before we hit the jump point.


  “Why do people work up through a specialty?” I asked.


  “Why not? The higher you go, the better the pay.”


  “Well, yes, and no. Within some narrow range, your pay is largely determined by your share and not by your specialty, right?”


  We were swabbing down the mess tables and he stopped to look at me. “Sorta. Your salary goes up based on rank even after your share maxes out. The difference in base pay between able spacer and spec one is pretty large but they’re both full share berths.”


  “Okay, but the key to earning is being on a ship, isn’t it?”


  We had finished with the tables and moved on to sweeping the floor. “I’m not following where you’re going with this, Ish.”


  “Suppose something happens here and I get put ashore. As a quarter share, I don’t have much to draw on for a new berth.”


  “I’m with you so far.” Pip rinsed out his rag in a bucket and nodded for me to go on.


  “Now, if I qualify as a half share in, say, cargo, then my options begin to open up. I’m eligible to take any quarter share berth that comes along or a half share cargo slot.”


  “But why would you want to do that?” he asked. “Take the quarter share berth, I mean.”


  “Well, maybe the next ship in port doesn’t have a cargo slot open. It would be a cut in pay for me to take the quarter share, but it’s still more than I’d make planet-side earning nothing and paying for everything.”


  “True enough.”


  “Now, what if I qualify as half share in cargo and engineering? Or cargo and deck?”


  “Why wouldn’t you go for full share in cargo?” he asked.


  “Well, the qualifying exam for full share is roughly twice as hard as for half share, isn’t it?”


  Pip considered this and shrugged to grant me the point. “Yeah, I suppose that’s one perspective.”


  “So, for the same amount of effort for full share cargo, I could get two half share ratings in other divisions. And if my goal is the best possible chance of staying employed, wouldn’t it make sense to get a second and third half share rating in order to diversify my options?”


  He stopped dead in his tracks and stared at me, his head tilted a little sideways. “That’s an odd way to look at it.”


  “Yeah, but play the game with me. Take the long view. Where are most of the jobs?" I asked.


  “Full share berths are the most common.”


  “So if I want to be guaranteed, as much as possible, that under any given circumstances I can get a position on the next ship, what do I need to have?”


  His response came instantly. “A full share rating in a division. You can take any lower position and the majority of them are full share to begin with.”


  “Close. What I really need is a full share rating in every division.”


  “Goldilocks and all three bears, man. That would take forever!”


  “Not as long as you might think. A university degree can take four or five stanyers. Advanced degrees even longer.”


  “True.” He shrugged and granted me the point.


  “It’s much better, from an economic stand point, to be out in the Deep Dark. When I’m planet-side I’m burning creds. So long as I have a berth, I’m making money. So, what I need is the ability to maximize my time on board, and that means being able to take whatever job is open as soon as I need one. Most are full share and, while a lot of those are specialized, my best bet would be to get full share rating in every division.”


  I could almost see his mental gears clicking that idea around. After nearly a full tick, he frowned at me. “True. But what if you like one kind better than another? Doesn’t that factor in?”


  “Yeah, but not to the extent that I’m willing to go broke waiting for that slot to open up.


  He grimaced but nodded slowly. “You’ve got a point, but how long will it take you to make half share?”


  “I don’t know, but we’re still twenty-five days out of Darbat. I bet I can accomplish a lot in that amount of time.”


  We finished sweeping and stowed our cleaning gear. Pip turned to me with a thoughtful nod of his head. “If the last three weeks are any indication, my friend, I suspect you’re right.”


  



  

  Chapter Eight


  Neris: 2351-September-21


  A loud electronic horn woke me out of a deep sleep and practically gave me a heart attack. Even before the klaxon had stopped, I heard people moving about in the berthing area, pulling on shipsuits and boots. When the noise stopped, it was followed by the announcement:


  “NOW THIS IS A DRILL. THIS IS A DRILL. FIRE, FIRE, FIRE. THERE IS A FIRE IN THE PORT-SIDE ENGINE COMPARTMENT. ALL HANDS TO FIRE AND DAMAGE CONTROL STATIONS. THERE IS A FIRE IN THE PORT-SIDE ENGINE COMPARTMENT. ALL HANDS TO FIRE AND DAMAGE CONTROL STATIONS. THIS IS A DRILL. THIS IS A DRILL.”


  Pip slapped me on the leg and grinned. “Come on, greenie. Move it!” Beverly was already out of her bunk and zipping a shipsuit. I grabbed mine and followed her and Pip into the berthing area where everybody grumbled but moved sharply. I dressed quickly still pretty disoriented from the sudden arousal. When we exited, Bev peeled off at the passage that led aft and I followed Pip to the galley where we found Cookie waiting for us.


  “Such excitement, eh, gentlemen.” His cheerful smile seemed out of place.


  I managed a look at the chronometer and saw 0116. “Do we always do this in the middle of the night?”


  Cookie shook his head. “No, young Ishmael, we do it at all times of day.”


  Pip snorted a laugh. “Last time was in the middle of lunch service. Trust me, this is easier to deal with.”


  I yawned and considered a cup of coffee. “What do we do, and for how long do we do it?”


  Pip shrugged. “It depends on the fire and damage teams. They have to make their way aft, assess the situation, and pretend to get the fire under control. While they do that we just have to sit around and wait.”


  “If we don’t have to do anything, then why did we have to get up?”


  Cookie smiled. “Well, if it were a real fire and the ship was in danger, would you prefer to be asleep in your bunk? In an actual emergency, we would support those doing the real work by supplying food or beverages, helping to tend the injured, or otherwise lending a hand.”


  I nodded blearily. “Okay, makes sense. I can deal with that. How often do we have these drills?”


  Pip snickered. “Only once a quarter for fire drills but we have suit and lifeboat drills as well. We get about a drill a month.”


  “Consider it a down payment on learning how to stay alive in case anything really bad happens, young Ishmael.” Cookie smiled and patted my shoulder.


  I chuckled and nodded. “Good point.” I went out and started up a fresh urn of coffee.


  After about ten ticks the announcement came over the ship’s speakers. “ALL HANDS STAND DOWN FROM FIRE AND DAMAGE CONTROL STATIONS. THE DRILL IS COMPLETE. THE DRILL IS COMPLETE. SET NORMAL WATCH.”


  A tick later, the speakers crackled again. “This is the captain speaking. Excellent work, people. Very fast response times and outstanding performance by the damage control teams in assessing the situation. My congratulations to you all.”


  Cookie pulled a tray of pastries from one of the coolers and set it out just in time for about a dozen people who burst onto the mess deck. I was glad I had already started the brewing. The official exercise might be over, but the after drill action had only just begun. Cookie waved over his shoulder as he left, but we stayed around. It didn’t last that long, really. Within half a stan most people had wandered back to their bunks and the ship quieted down once more. Pip and I stacked the dirty mugs in the washer and made a quick pass wiping down the tables to make sure we’d be ready for breakfast before leaving ourselves.


  As I crawled into my rack, I noted the time, 0221, and hoped that Pip and Cookie were right about not always having drills at night.


  * * *


  As I was prepping for dinner, I was still pondering how best to approach my academic pursuits. Between The Handbook and the ship’s tablet, I held all the answers to the normal kinds of questions in the palm of my hands. My problem was I did’t think what I was considering was normal. I needed somebody who was actively engaged in moving up, someone who could help me plot a path to advancement. I’d already gotten Pip’s perspective, and he was only a step further ahead than I was. Then I remembered that when I came aboard Sandy Belterson had been studying for Spec II in Astrogation. I made a mental note to catch her when she came through the serving line.


  “Hey, Sandy,” I smiled at her as I dished up her plate. “Would you have time to talk with me after dinner?”


  “Probably. What about?”


  “I’m thinking about my specialty and I want to find out more about the process. I know you’re studying, so perhaps you have some pointers?”


  She nodded. “Sure. Running track? Twenty thirty?” She took her tray and went to find a seat. Pip elbowed me and waggled his eyebrows. I just kicked him.


  When I got to the gym at 2030, Sandy was already on the track. I changed my clothes and caught up with her.


  She nodded in greeting. “Hi Ish. What’s up?”


  We paced ourselves so we could run and talk. “I’m considering going to half share. What’s the process like?”


  “It’s in The Handbook.”


  “Yeah, I read about it, but you’re the only person I know who’s actively working through it. Are there any tricks? Tips for getting through?”


  She laughed. “I think half the crew is working on the next pay grade. And, no, it’s just what you see. The Handbook has the curriculum and some practice tests. For half share, it’s almost all book learning. As you move up you have to demonstrate skills so there’s some hands-on stuff. Every quarter, the Training Officer administers the exams and, if you pass he adds the rating to your personnel jacket. You can also take them whenever you want at any Union Hall.”


  “Okay, I was just checking. It seems a lot like earning scout badges.”


  She laughed again. “I suppose it is, but as a system, it seems to work.”


  We reached the end of a lap and paused at the top of the ladder. “One last question. Who’s the Training Officer?”


  “The third mate, Mr. von Ickles. It’s in your tablet.”


  “Thanks, Sandy. I appreciate it.”


  Chuckling, she headed down the ladder with a you’re welcome wave over her shoulder. “Good luck,” she called from below.


  I took a couple more laps before heading for the showers and the sauna.


  * * *


  The next day I experienced my first transition. I’d been through a jump before, but I didn’t remember much about it as I was pretty young when Mom and I arrived on Neris. According to the countdown timer on my tablet, transition would occur sometime in the middle of the afternoon watch. We had already furled the sails and retracted the gravity keel. The kickers, the auxiliary engines in the stern, were on something called hot standby according to what I’d overheard from the engineering crew. Presently, we were lined up on the jump trajectory and just coasting into the correct position.


  Sure enough, about 1400, as Pip and I were finishing cleanup, the announcement came. “ALL HANDS, SECURE FOR TRANSITION. SET TRANSITION DETAIL. TRANSITION IN TEN TICKS, MARK.”


  I looked at Pip. He shrugged. We stowed the cleaning gear and settled at one of the mess tables.


  “It’s no big deal,” Pip said conversationally, apropos of nothing.


  “It can’t be too traumatic, I did it as a toddler, and I don’t remember a thing.”


  “ALL HANDS, TRANSITION IN TEN, NINE, EIGHT, SEVEN…” the announcer counted down and I couldn’t help but brace myself. “…THREE, TWO, ONE, ZERO. TRANSITION COMPLETED. WELCOME TO DARBAT. ESTIMATED ARRIVAL AT DARBAT ORBITAL IN TWENTY-FOUR DAYS. SECURE FROM TRANSITION STATIONS. SET NORMAL WATCH, FIRST SECTION HAS THE CONN.”


  I don’t know what I expected—some kind of sensation at least, perhaps a flicker of the lights, or some kind of trilling in my brain. Pip shrugged with a grin. “Told ya,” was all he said as Cookie called to him from the galley.


  “Mr. Carstairs, I have those figures we needed…”


  He waved and I pulled out my tablet to message Mr. von Ickles for an appointment to talk about my education. I knew him, at least by sight, of course. Everybody comes through the mess line. It seemed like I’d no sooner hit send, when Mr. von Ickles walked into the mess deck. He nodded to me, grabbed a mug of coffee, and sat down at my table.


  “How can I help you, Mr. Wang?” I didn’t know how he’d even had time to read the message, but I plowed ahead.


  “I’m interested in moving up to half share, sar. Is there anything I need to do? File an application? Notify you?”


  He sipped his coffee. “Not really. It’s just like The Handbook says. Half share is pretty straightforward. Study until you’re ready and then just show up and give it a shot. I’ll be administering the next round in about a month. Just after we leave Darbat.” He paused. “You realize that passing the test doesn’t give you the pay bump?”


  “Oh yes, sar. I’m just thinking ahead. I don’t plan on leaving the galley anytime soon. I just want to expand my options.”


  “That’s good to know. This is the best coffee this ship has ever had.” He grinned at me and then focused back on my question. “What test will you be taking?”


  “Engineman, sar,” I told him and I felt compelled to add, “First.”


  “First?” he raised an eyebrow.


  “Yes, sar. I’m…uh…planning to pursue all four of the half share ranks.”


  He blinked. “Really?”


  “I’m not sure what I want to do for the rest of my life, sar. About the only thing I know is I like life in the Deep Dark, and I want to do what I can to stay out here.”


  He pursed his lips and nodded. “Why not pick a specialty and take it up to full share? It’s more money.”


  “Well, eventually, I will, but like I said, I don’t know which division I’ll like the most and until I figure it out I want to maximize my employability. If something should happen, and I find myself ashore for some reason, I want to be able to get back on a ship as quickly as possible, and not have to wait for a berth. In the amount of time it would take me to get up to full share, I could have at least two half share ratings.”


  “Makes a certain amount of sense.” He sipped his coffee thoughtfully.


  “For me, I’d rather be underway, even if it’s not my favorite position, then to wait planet-side for a preferred one.”


  “True enough. But would you be able to do a job you hate for weeks at a time?”


  “Sar, I have no idea which ones I might like more than any other. Until I get to actually do them, there’s no way I can tell.”


  He nodded.


  “That’s another reason I want to diversify. So I can try them out. Once I’m rated in each, I should have a pretty good idea what the jobs are like and then I can pick. If I don’t like something I’ll know enough not to pursue it. Going through the test should give me some indication, won’t it, sar?”


  He leaned back in his chair and tapped the tabletop with a fingertip while he considered. “Yes, Mr. Wang. It probably will. It’s certainly an interesting approach.”


  “Do you foresee any kind of difficulty, sar?”


  He shook his head. “Only the time it’ll take to get through all four exams. We only offer the tests once a quarter.”


  “Is there any limit on the number of tests I can take in a single period?”


  He looked startled. “Could you be ready for more than one at a time?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t know, sar, but three months is a long time, and I’ve seen the half share curriculum. It doesn’t seem like it would be that much compared to, say, a university program.”


  He smiled and gave a short laugh. “No, I suppose not, but at the university, you’re not working ten stans a day in addition to going to school.”


  “True enough, but here I’m not drinking my nights and weekends away,” I countered with a laugh of my own.


  Mr. von Ickles grinned at that. “True enough, Mr. Wang. True enough.”


  He stood and headed out into the passage. At the hatch he paused for a tick and looked back at me. “Engineering is a good place to start but look at cargo as well. There’s a lot of turnover with cargo handlers. The work is a bit boring and relies more on muscle than mind at the lower ratings. If you’re trying to maximize employability, then having your cargo rating is a good step.”


  “Thank you, sar. I appreciate the tip.”


  He nodded and left me to ponder. I was still sitting there when Pip came out of the galley. “Problems? I heard you talking with Mr. von Ickles.”


  I shook my head. “Actually, no. He wasn’t exactly supportive, but he didn’t try to talk me out of it. What’s up with Cookie?”


  Pip ran a hand through his cropped dark hair. “We’re good, but I need to find a computer. I don’t want to run my sims on the ship’s system just yet. The equations are getting complicated enough that I need to get some substantial computing cycles.”


  “You wanna borrow mine?”


  “You have a computer? You brought one aboard?” He gaped at me with his mouth half open.


  I looked up at him with a shrug. “Yeah. Is there a rule against it?”


  He shook his head. “It’s just that they mass so much and most people don’t want to burn quota on something they can get using the ship’s.”


  “Oh well, see, I didn’t know that was available here, and it was my mom’s. I thought it might be useful for studying and stuff and it has more processing power than my peeda.”


  “Studying what?”


  “I downloaded several dozen courses from the University of Neris before they shut off Mom’s access. Did I tell you she was a professor there?”


  “You’d mentioned it, but I didn’t think you’d have brought the university with you.”


  “Why not? Your aunt told me that all I really needed was entertainment cubage.”


  “And you put university classes in the category of entertainment?”


  I shrugged and nodded.


  “Amazing. What courses?”


  “I don’t remember. Plant sciences, astrophysics, advanced mathematics. I was just grabbing all kinds of stuff. It was right after they told me…” I choked up and looked down.


  “Hey, no problem. I understand. We’re clear until 1530. Can we go look?”


  “Sure, let’s go.


  * * *


  Down in the berthing area, we spread my stuff out on the table. Midafternoon was quiet since a third of the crew was on day watch and those who weren’t were either sleeping or engaged in their own pursuits.


  Pip whistled when I brought out the computer. “This is a really good machine. It doesn’t mass anything like I would have expected it to.”


  I shrugged. “Mom used it for her work, although I stripped her stuff off and sent it all to storage. It’s pretty empty now except for basic software.”


  We started cataloging the courses I’d brought from Neris: astrophysics, plant sciences, ecological studies, accounting, advanced mathematics, and at least ten others. We didn’t get through the list because we kept getting side tracked by things we found and had to head back to the galley before we got through all the storage cubes. Pip kept exclaiming, “I can’t believe this.” Before we left I gave him the computer and credentials so he could use it.


  “Thanks, Ish. This is going to make things much easier.”


  “What simulations are you running?”


  “Oh, just some trading sims.”


  “Uh, huh.” I looked at him out of the corner of my eye, but I let him off the hook as we shifted into the evening routine.


  



  

  Chapter Nine


  Darbat System: 2351-September-28


  The run into Darbat Orbital wasn’t terribly different then leaving Neris. The daily mess cycle gave all of us a structure to our day that became second nature. Cookie and Pip closeted themselves with the computer and whatever simulations they were running during the afternoon break. I took that opportunity to load up engineering training, intending to take the engineman exam after Darbat. I flashed through the instructional component in about a week and started taking the practice tests. I didn’t do too badly, but I couldn’t get a passing grade.


  The cargo materials were pretty straight forward: container types, cargo handling procedures, various techniques for securing containers and the proper way to use cargo manipulation tools like grav pallets and hoists. There was not a lot of meat to it, and I saw how somebody might get a bit bored.


  Cargo handlers packed it in, made sure it didn’t move while we were underway, and unpacked it on the other end. I vowed never to complain about mess duty again as I tried to envision forty days in a row of: yup, it’s still there. The other side of that coin would be that you’d have a lot of time to study for another rating. Looking ahead to cargoman, I saw the program got into various cargo types, trade rules, and some other more interesting stuff about the classifications of stores. The study guide contained lessons on margin, profit, and more safety regulations. Mr. von Ickles’ comment about turnover at the cargo handler level made a lot more sense once I saw what the job was, at least on the tablet.


  I ran through the cargo handler instructional materials in one evening and took the practice exam just for fun. I aced it. Thinking it was a fluke, I tried another test the next afternoon and passed with flying colors again. Smiling, I sent a calendar note to Mr. von Ickles to reserve a seat at the cargo handler rating exams when they came up.


  * * *


  Midmorning, about a week after jumping into Darbat, we had a suit drill. Pip and I had almost finished the breakfast cleanup when the klaxon started doing a whoop-whoop sound at about a billion decibels. My coworkers dropped everything and ran to a panel at the back of the galley. By the time the klaxon stopped and the announcement came, they’d already pulled out three lightweight suits with helmets attached and tossed one at me. “THIS IS A DRILL. THIS IS A DRILL. ENVIRONMENTAL INTEGRITY HAS BEEN BREACHED. ALL HANDS DON PROTECTIVE GEAR. ALL HANDS DON PROTECTIVE GEAR. THIS IS A DRILL. THIS IS A DRILL.”


  The sudden silence came as a blessed relief as I struggled to get into my suit. I had one leg in, and was working on the other, when I noticed my two co-workers looking down at me through their clear helmets.


  Pip looked at Cookie for permission before speaking. “This,” he said, indicating me sitting on the deck, “is why we drill.”


  Cookie spoke inside his suit, but I couldn’t make out the words. It sounded like a short report made in a formal tone. I continued to struggle into my suit, but before I got the second leg fully in, the announcement came, “ALL HANDS SECURE FROM DRILL. ALL HANDS SECURE FROM DRILL.”


  The captain’s follow-up announcement came immediately after, “This is the captain speaking. Very good work people. At the end of three minutes only one person was listed as dead. Carry on.”


  “Dead?” I asked.


  Cookie took off his suit and nodded. “You have three minutes to get into a suit when the alarm sounds, young Ishmael. If you don’t make it, your department head lists you as dead.” I saw the disappointment in his face.


  Pip and Cookie stripped off their suits, marked them as used by pulling a red tab on the hanger, and racked them back in the locker. Afterward Pip helped me, and we practiced with the suit for a stan before we had to set it aside and help Cookie with lunch. During the mess line, nobody mentioned it, but I could feel my ears burning and I knew everybody figured out I was the deader.


  After lunch and the subsequent cleanup, Pip continued to drill me. Two stans later, I still couldn’t get the suit on in under three minutes. My feet kept getting tangled in the legs no matter what I did. The longer it took, the more frustrated I became. For his part, Pip was right there encouraging me with, “Just once more. You’ll get it this time.”


  Eventually, Cookie came over and watched me struggle under my friend’s direction for about three ticks, before he interrupted. “Very funny, Mr. Carstairs. Now would you care to show young Ishmael how to do it correctly?”


  Pip had the decency to look abashed as he had me turn the suit around.


  “You had me trying to put it on backward for the last two stans?”


  He nodded. “Yeah. Sorry. Entertainment is in short supply out in the Deep Dark.”


  “Jackanapes,” Cookie cuffed him on the back of the skull with the tips of his fingers. “What if he’d needed to get into that suit in a real emergency?”


  I was having trouble not laughing myself even as the butt of his joke.


  Cookie took the suit, folded it up so it looked like it came from the locker, and showed me where to grab it. A quick flick of the wrists and I stepped in, pulled it up, and shrugged into it in almost one smooth movement. A quick toss of my head and the helmet slid into place and I locked it down on the first try.


  They took turns showing me things like the radio, patch kit, and the instrument panel mounted on the sleeve.


  Cookie pointed to the air supply timer. “This is for emergency use only as it has just one stan of air. Use it just to get to a soft-suit or a lifeboat. You cannot survive long in it so you must be sure you know what’s going on around you if you ever have to put it on.”


  Pip patted me on the back. “Next time you won’t be the dead one.”


  “How often do we have these drills?”


  “At least once every ninety days. Sometimes more.”


  I took off the suit, folded it in the approved manner, and put the used indicator across the top before hanging it with Pip and Cookie’s. Several more were in the locker.


  I pointed to the hangers with red tags. “What happens to the used ones?”


  Cookie answered, “Someone from engineering will collect and reset them for use. Never take a used emergency suit because you won’t know how much air is left in it. You can’t change out of them in a vacuum and it would cost your life if you needed forty-five ticks and only had thirty.”


  It was a sobering thought and I took it to heart.


  As I closed the panel, I reached for my tablet. The ship’s schematic had an overlay showing all the emergency suit lockers. I made a mental note of the one nearest my bunk.


  Cookie in the meantime turned to Pip. “You will be doing evening cleanup alone for the next week, Mr. Carstairs.”


  Pip nodded. “Aye aye, Cookie.” He may have tried to look contrite but he still had a big grin on his face. So did I for that matter. It wasn’t something to joke about, but still, it struck me as funny. Personally, I think Cookie left the galley then so he could have a good laugh, too.


  Funny as it was, I was getting a little tired of being in the dark so I went to Beverly after dinner cleanup. I found her reading in her bunk.


  “Bev? Can you help me?”


  She looked at me over the top of her tablet. “Dunno. Whatcha need?”


  “What’s the story with these drills? I’m getting tired of being caught off guard by them.”


  She chuckled. “Well, they’re supposed to be a surprise, but if you’ve never been through them, I can see why you’d be frustrated.”


  “It’s making me a bit crazy. I’m okay with fire and suit drills now, but are there others coming up that I should know about?”


  “It’s in your tablet under ship emergency procedures but I think the only one you haven’t been through is lifeboat drill. Do you know what your boat assignment is?”


  I shook my head.


  “Look up your record. It’s down near the bottom.”


  I pulled out my tablet and found the notation. “It says boat four.”


  “Odd to port, even to starboard,” she said. “Four should be the second boat back from the bow. You know where the boat deck is, right?”


  I nodded. “I’ve seen the hatches under the track, but I didn’t look too closely at them.”


  “Next time you’re in the gym take a look. Make sure you know where boat four is.”


  “That’s it?”


  She thought for a moment before saying, “There are some specialized drills, damage control and battle stations and such, but we only do those once in forever. Fire, suit, and lifeboat are the big three and we’re required to do each of them once a quarter, so get used to ‘em.”


  “Thanks, Bev. I’ll remember.”


  I climbed up into my bunk and, on a hunch, I went through The Handbook and found a section on klaxon calls. The raspy buzz of fire, the whoop-whoop of hull breach, and the pingity-pingity-pingity of abandon ship were all there along with battle stations, general quarters, and a dozen others that I didn’t recognize. Even mealtimes had special tones that announced each one.


  We were still a week out of Darbat Orbital when I arranged to visit environmental during the afternoon break. I’d been working through all the instructional materials on engineering, but I hadn’t been able to score a passing grade on the practice tests. There wasn’t any one thing I was missing, but rather a kind of diffuse inability to keep everything straight, particularly with the environmental stuff. All the scrubbers, filters, cleaners, and recyclers kept getting jumbled up in my head. I contacted the section chief on my tablet and made an appointment for a tour.


  I knew the Environmental Section Chief, Spec One (Environmental) Brilliantine Smith, from seeing her in the mess line. She was easily the tallest person on the ship. I’d guess her height at something over two full meters. I’d also seen her in the gym and sauna. She didn’t carry an extra gram of fat on her frame. The best description I could think of was willowy. She kept her chocolate-brown hair short like the rest of the crew and had a kind of generic, galactic citizen look, except that she had to duck to pass through every hatch on the ship. She walked with a kind of stoop, learned no doubt through hard experience.


  Walking into environmental for the first time was like stepping into wet gauze. The smell was unmistakable, but I didn’t really find it objectionable. It was kinda funky and green smelling. Not quite fishy, but there was a hint of that, too.


  Smith watched me enter and nodded approvingly. “You’re okay.”


  “Excuse me, sar?”


  She grinned. “No, sar, for me, Ish. I’m no more officer than Cookie.” She grinned even more. “Just taller. They call me Brill, among other less flattering appellations, I’m certain.”


  “I—see,” I said, although I only got about half of what she was saying.


  “You’re okay because you didn’t wrinkle your nose when you came in.”


  “That’s good?”


  She nodded with a wink. “Between the humidity and the smell, about half the people that come in here turn around and walk right back out. The humidity’s from the matrices and the smell is from the algae.”


  “Okay, that much I understand. But there is still a lot I’m confused by.”


  “How far have you gotten in the instructional material?”


  “All of it, actually, but I can’t seem to pass the practice test. Things I get right on one, I miss on the next and around and around. I can’t seem to keep the scrubbers and the filters straight.”


  “Filter the water and scrub the air down, mix water and algae to make it all brown.” She chanted it in sing-song with a smile.


  “Wow, I actually understood that,” I said with surprise as it slowly penetrated my brain.


  “First practical piece of advice we give people. Water gets filtered and air is scrubbed. Then they get mixed together. It starts with running the water through a collection of different media to filter out finer and finer impurities. Eventually, it goes into the scrubbers where it keeps the algae matrices wet. That’s probably where your brain gets confused because the scrubbers work on both air and water.”


  “Okay, that makes sense so far. So, the air doesn’t get filtered?”


  “Actually, it does, but we don’t have a separate filtering system for it. Not like the water. There’s a simple electrostatic field that the air is passed through when it first comes into the system. It snags all the dust and other particulates out of the air. Technically, that’s not a filter because a filter is a physical barrier, like when you make coffee. The weave in the paper has holes that allow the infused water to pass without permitting the grounds themselves. It’s the same idea with the water system although the chemical processing is a bit more complex.”


  I nodded. “And because the air is passed through a field, and not a physical barrier, you call it scrubbing instead of filtering?”


  “Exactly.” She nodded and smiled. “The scrubbers also grab any odd gases that make their way into the system. Those are usually byproducts from work on the ship like trace amounts of free esters, ozone, and so forth. The goal is to keep the proportions of oxygen, nitrogen, carbon dioxide, and trace gases consistent. The air coming into the system is high on carbon dioxide and low on oxygen so we feed it into the wet algae matrix where the algae absorb the carbon dioxide and produce oxygen. Have you ever noticed that the berthing areas don’t smell like a locker room?”


  I nodded.


  “The algae loves the stuff that makes that smell. It would reek if not for that.”


  “Right, thanks, that helps.”


  “Come on.” She turned and beckoned me to follow with a wave of her hand. “I’ll give ya the half-cred tour.”


  For the next stan, she showed me the inner workings that kept our air and water clean. I expected to be disgusted by some of the processing. Sewage isn’t exactly appealing, but I found myself fascinated by the way the air and water systems intertwined on the ship. There was a certain amount of unrecoverable waste, but almost ninety-eight percent of the air and water was recycled. At each port, we topped off the elements that got lost, used up, or destroyed. I even got a perverse bit of entertainment out of the notion that coffee was continually recycled through the crew’s kidneys, down to environmental, and back to the mess deck where it started the cycle anew.


  When we got to the algae matrices, the-makes-it-all-brown part of the doggerel became apparent. According to The Handbook, the algae were a blue-green variety but when they were wet, exposed to light, and healthy, it wasn’t green at all, but a kind of reddish-brown. The matrix itself, was actually a synthetic film that held each little alga suspended to maximize its surface exposure. My preconceived notions about tanks of blue-green pond scum were blown away.


  I laughed out loud and she turned a quizzical eye in my direction. “I don’t know why, but I had this idea that I’d find big vats with bubbling slime.”


  She grinned. “That’s a common misconception. The bacterial recovery tanks are the closest thing we have to fit that impression, but they don’t bubble. We actually have to aerate them to keep the aerobic bacteria alive, not the other way around.” She looked pensive. “Now if we could just find a use for the sludge…”


  “Sludge? What do you do with it now?”


  “We press it into blocks, freeze dry it, and give it away to planets that need terraforming material. It’s not worth selling, and we’re prohibited from jettisoning it.”


  That struck me so oddly that I laughed again. “Are they afraid the galaxy will fill up?”


  She shook her head. “No, actually, back in the thirty’s it was okay to just drop ‘em out the airlock. The problem was that one wound up splattered across the main viewing port of a passenger liner.” She did a good job of keeping a straight face, better than I could have. “Rumor is that several members of the CPJCT Steering Committee were aboard at the time and didn’t fancy having their view ruined by streaks of spacer sludge.”


  “Thanks, Brill. This has helped a lot.”


  My break was over and I needed to head back to the mess deck so we said our goodbyes and she gave me a friendly wave as I headed out.


  For the rest of the day I kept chanting, “Filter the water and scrub the air down, mix water and algae to make it all brown,” over and over in my head. Two days later, I took another practice test and passed. Not perfect, but it was the first passing mark I received on the engineering materials. I felt jubilant.


  



  

  Chapter Ten


  Darbat Orbital: 2351-October-22


  The final docking at Darbat Orbital was just as uneventful as leaving Neris. It felt rather strange that after spending practically my whole life on Neris I was going to visit a different planet—or at least its orbital. I confess I had a certain level of excitement at the prospect, although rationally I knew it couldn’t be all that different.


  We set navigation detail right after lunch. Everybody got a good meal into them before we started the process and we spent the afternoon watch doing the actual docking maneuvers. We didn’t need bento-box lunches so there was no extra work. All Pip and I had to do was the normal post-lunch cleanup and hang out until the ship was secured. Cookie planned for a small meal at 1800 but he would need only one of us.


  Cookie smiled when I asked about it. “If there are more than three people left aboard for dinner, besides the watch section and the first mate, I’ll be very surprised. First night in port is usually the quietest. You gentlemen split it up. We’ve got a four day port stay. Work it out between you and post it on the duty roster so I know who to look for.”


  I was excited about docking, not because I planned to leave the ship, other than a stroll around to stretch my legs and see the sights a bit, but because it would feel good to have the relatively relaxed duty that came from having most of the crew ashore.


  Finally, the announcement came, “ALL HANDS, SECURE FROM NAVIGATION DETAIL. SECURE SHIP FOR PORT OPERATIONS. THIRD WATCH HAS THE CONN.” We looked at each other and Pip grinned. I knew he was thinking about the bottles of Grishom in his locker. Cookie waved us out and we headed for the berthing area just in time to hear, “NOW, LIBERTY, LIBERTY, LIBERTY. HANDS NOT ON DUTY MAY LEAVE THE SHIP ACCORDING TO STANDING ORDERS AND ESTABLISHED PROCEDURES. NOW LIBERTY.”


  A hooting cheer came from the berthing areas and we stumbled into a maelstrom of half clothed bodies, grinning faces, loud plans, brags, and general teasing. Pip and I jumped onto our respective bunks to free the floor space and plan.


  “You go, Pip. I’ll take the duty tonight so you can get your business taken care of.”


  “Thanks, Ish. I’ll come back for dinner tomorrow and you can take the next twenty-four?”


  I nodded. I was in no particular hurry and I knew he needed to finish this deal and line up the next one. Of course, I was pretty sure he had another deal already in mind, but I didn’t pry.


  I dug into my studies, but with so much noise in the berthing area, it was all but impossible to concentrate. I checked the cred balance on my tablet and saw that I’d been paid, and it looked like the right amount minus charges for dues, taxes, shipsuits and my running shoes. It didn’t seem like a lot for almost seven weeks’ work, but the share amount was half again more, so I couldn’t really complain. The share amount offset the deductions with a bit to spare, but I could see where doing a bit of private trading might pay off.


  At 1600 I went up to the mess deck to help Cookie with the evening meal. He really didn’t need me, but it gave me something to do away from the still noisy berthing area. I took a certain satisfaction draining out the two partial coffee urns, leaving the full one for dinner. It would be great to have an urn last for more than three stans at a time. I remembered my trip down to engineering with a grin as I thought about the filters below processing the black liquid that I drained away. Filter the water and scrub the air down…


  After almost seven weeks of serving a full crew, port-duty seemed easy. I had a pleasant evening working with Cookie, and he was kind enough to help me clean up afterward.


  While I swept out the galley after dinner, I took the opportunity to ask him about the mysterious project he and Pip had been working on.


  “Ah, Ishmael, I really should thank you for breaking through to Pip. He’s a remarkable young man.”


  “He’s something. I’m not exactly sure what.”


  Cookie chuckled. “He has a most unusual way of looking at things.”


  “So, what are these simulations you’re running?”


  “We are experimenting with options for acquiring the supplies we need for the ship in some rather innovative ways.”


  “Oh?” I asked with the rising inflection in what I hoped was an adequate imitation of my mother’s tone used to evoke additional information.


  “No, Ishmael, not yet. When the time is right, all will be clear. In the meantime…” He slid an index finger alongside his nose. “We’ll just keep on as we are, eh?”


  I have to confess that this intrigued me even more, but Cookie knew how to keep his own counsel and I was unlikely to get more out of him, at least directly. As it turned out, I didn’t have to wait long for my first real clues. We filled the rest of our time with small talk about Darbat Orbital, its restaurants, dives, and even less savory attractions. Cookie was a compendium of information and I took as much care to note some of the more interesting items on his litany of places to stay away from as from his recommendations.


  The evening cleanup took almost no time compared to an evening underway. By 1900 I was running laps and looking forward to the sauna. Sandy Belterson came up from behind me and started matching my strides. I smiled in greeting.


  “Hey, Ish.” We had run together several times since our first conversation. I found her to be a good, companionable running partner. Often we said nothing more than “hi” to each other. That night, she wanted to talk.


  “Hey, Sandy, you’re not on-station?”


  “Nah, I’ve got first watch duty tomorrow. If I go out tonight it just wouldn’t be as much fun. I’ll get a night on the town before we leave.” She smiled wolfishly. “I try to pace myself. You?”


  “Pip and I split the stay. He got first night and we’ll trade off. We can’t go on-station together because one of us has to be on duty.”


  She nodded and we ran a lap in silence.


  “What’s he doing?”


  “Who? Pip?”


  “I saw him leaving the ship with a duffel. He’s trading, isn’t he?”


  “Yeah.” That was all I would commit to.


  “I hope he does well. He’s a nice guy.”


  “Why wouldn’t he?” We paused at the head of the ladder. I was trying to decide if I wanted to run another lap or just head for the sauna.


  “It’s not an easy thing to succeed at, especially on quarter share. The mass allotment is okay for personal gear, but too small to make a decent profit at trading unless you know what you’re doing. It’s hard to diversify enough and one bad deal can break ya.” Her words sent a chill up the back of my neck. Glass bottles were so fragile and I hoped he wasn’t going to have any problems.


  “Yeah, well, he’s an interesting guy,” I said. “I bet he has depths we haven’t even seen yet.”


  “Yeah. True of all of us, eh?” She offered a rueful toss of her head.


  I decided to make one more lap before calling it a night after all and started running again. Sandy fell into step with me. “So, how’s the half share thing going?”


  “Not bad. I’m already signed up for the next round of tests that are coming up.”


  She beamed. “That’s great. Which one?”


  “Engineering.”


  “Excellent.”


  “And cargo.”


  “What? Two?”


  I shrugged and panted for a few steps. Our conversation suffered from running too fast. “Why not? What’s the cost? I might pass one, or the other, or both. And if I don’t pass either, I’ll just try again next time.”


  She panted alongside me. “True. Are you ready?”


  “I think so. Of course I won’t know for sure until the tests, will I?”


  She nodded, flicking a stream of sweat out of her eye with the side of her hand. “You’re full of surprises.”


  We slowed the pace for the last half lap, cooling a bit, and both lost in our own thoughts. I was a bit worried about Pip and hoped he was okay. I should have been thinking about the probability that it would be just Sandy and me in the sauna together and how awkward that would be, but it never crossed my mind. I almost stumbled on the ladder as I was carefully not thinking about that possibility. Turns out she just showered and disappeared, so it wasn’t an issue. The sauna wasn’t empty though. Mr. Maxwell was there.


  He acknowledged my entrance with a nod. “Mr. Wang.”


  “Mr. Maxwell, sar.” I smiled in what I hoped was an acceptable manner and chose my seat carefully. Not too close in case he wanted to be alone, nor too far away to appear rude if he wanted to talk.


  “Mr. von Ickles tells me you’re considering going for all four ratings.” He commented as if speaking to the steam, rather than to me.


  “Ah, yes, sar. I am.”


  “Interesting approach. Why are you doing that?” His head swiveled to aim his eyes at me through the murk.


  I was worried about what he might be thinking and wasn’t sure how to explain to someone of his rank. I didn’t know what was appropriate. “It’s not exactly easy to explain, sar.”


  “Well, Mr. Wang, I’d like to hear your reasoning.” When I looked over, I was shocked to see him smiling.


  I was almost too surprised to answer. “Well, sar, I’m not sure what I want to do, but these last five weeks have been the most challenging and oddly enjoyable in my admittedly short life.”


  “Yes?” With that one word, I knew Mr. Maxwell was a master at prying more information out of people. My mother had the same skill.


  “I can’t explain it, but I suppose the best word I can come up with is therapeutic.” I realized that therapeutic was exactly the word and if Mr. Maxwell wanted to talk to me, then by the holy I would talk back.


  He chuckled softly and then added seriously, “I lost my parents only recently as well. I’m sure it was not as traumatic as it must have been for you.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that, sar.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Wang, but you were saying…about your choice in career advancement?”


  “Well, sar, being stuck on Neris, needing to leave before the company deported me, and having no real idea of what to do or how to do it…made me feel helpless.”


  He grunted.


  “I lucked out when Ms. O’Rourke helped me get on the Lois, but I can’t count on, or trust to luck in the future. I don’t ever want to be stranded like that again, so I’m trying to select a path that maximizes my options.”


  Mr. Maxwell smiled again—a thoroughly disconcerting expression. “So you’re pursuing all four half share ratings just on the off chance that you might get stranded somewhere?”


  “Yes, sar. Partly. The other thing is that I really never expected to be working on a freighter, not in my wildest dreams. I have no idea what rating I might like best because I know almost nothing about any of them. The only way to find out is to study and perhaps do some of them to see for myself.”


  He nodded. “Prudent.” The way he said it made it feel like a compliment.


  I felt the irrational need to respond. “Thank you, sar.”


  Mr. Maxwell stood then and headed out to the showers. “Carry on, Mr. Wang. You’ve set yourself an interesting task. Good luck with it.” He disappeared out the door.


  I basked in the heat for a few more minutes, still somewhat shaken by our conversation and not entirely trusting my legs. Truth be told, I also wanted to give Mr. Maxwell time to finish his shower and leave. Junior crew members don’t associate with senior officers as a rule. One close encounter with him was enough for one night.


  Later, on a whim, I checked my tablet. The ship’s record showed everybody’s ratings. Mr. Maxwell had held all four, as had the captain. None of the other officers held any crew ratings at all, although they did have the appropriate licenses for their jobs. I wondered at that as I drifted off to sleep in the nearly silent berthing area. Tabitha was staying on-station and I kinda missed her little snorty-snores from the other side of the partition.


  



  

  Chapter Eleven


  Darbat Orbital: 2351-October-23


  The morning grind was not just slow, it was practically non-existent. As usual, the watch stander woke me, but when I got to the mess deck, Cookie and I were the only ones there. While underway, there were always at least a couple of people lounging about for first dibs on fresh pastries and coffee, but not that day. I got the urns going and started setting up the steam table, when Cookie stopped me.


  “I would be most surprised if we have more than five or six people for breakfast, young Ishmael. We’ll just have omelets, I think. Would you like one?”


  He was correct, of course, and his omelet was perfect. Mr. Maxwell and the captain each came down, collected some food, and left. A couple of the engineering crew came in at the watch change along with Brill Smith. None of them seemed very talkative although the two from engineering had a desultory, “Yes, it is. No, it’s not,” back and forth about something that neither of them elucidated.


  Brill smiled and brought her coffee to sit with me. “Quiet, eh?”


  I nodded. “Not much happening this morning.”


  “Rating exam in ten days. Are you ready?”


  “I think so, but…” I shrugged.


  She chuckled. “You’ll do fine.” She leaned in and lowered her voice. “Did I hear you’re taking two tests?”


  “Yeah, engineering and cargo. The cargo one looks pretty easy.”


  “Then what? You gonna look for another berth?”


  “No, I’m happy here and I’ve got enough to figure out without trying to unravel transfers. I’ve been aboard for less than two months and I’m still getting lost on my way to the head.” I was only half joking.


  “What then? You’re just going to sit on your ratings?”


  “Um, actually…” I started, but was a bit reticent about continuing.


  Brill gave me a kind of sideways nod as if to say, Yeah? Actually…what?


  “I’m going to study for steward and deck after that.”


  Brill slapped the table, making the engineers jump but it didn’t stop their bickering. “I knew it.” She grinned fiercely at me. “I’m sure you can do it. Deck is the hardest because there’s so many things you have to know. I could never pass that myself. I’m just not wired that way. You’re already immersed in steward so that shouldn’t be too difficult.”


  “You think so?” After weeks of studying the wide-ranging engineering material, I had a hard time imagining somebody who’d mastered them would believe that deck was hard.


  “Yeah, I’ve got half share rating in steward myself, but environmental is my love. I never want to do anything else.”


  “Then why did you take the steward test?”


  “I started with that. I made the shift to environmental about five stanyers ago and I never regretted the change. The steward rating was useful. It got me up and going, but I’d never go back.”


  Cookie brought her omelet and I went to the galley to help him set the bread for later. We didn’t cook that many meals when docked, but we did go through a lot of sandwiches, so he baked extra loaves.


  “You’re getting to be well thought of, young Ishmael.” he smiled and nodded out to where Brill sat with her omelet. “I had no doubts, myself.”


  The rest of the day was extremely low key. After we got the bread rising, I did the normal galley cleanup but so little needed doing that I was done by 0900. Cookie gave me the rest of the morning off. “Just be back by 11:00. We’ll be doing soup and sandwiches for lunch. I’ll have you lay out the meats and cheeses.”


  I returned to my studies and went over air scrubber protocols once more before reviewing the regulations on disposing of used engine oil in an environmentally safe manner. Since we used it as reaction mass in the vacuum of deep space, I wasn’t sure what that was all about, but it was on the test so I studied it.


  More than once I marveled at how differently I saw the ship then as compared to when it was docked at Neris. Before, I was overwhelmed by the blur of everything around me, but docked once again the ship seemed somnolent. The same level of activity happened around me but the experience of being underway tempered my own reaction to it. By comparison, being docked felt like a vacation.


  Lunch was as quiet as breakfast. A few of the crew stumbled in, some still half drunk. Most just got coffee to take down to the berthing areas while they got cleaned up for the duty shift change. Pip hadn’t returned over night, but he had mentioned relieving me for the dinner shift so I wasn’t so concerned. I remembered Sandy saying she’d be on duty, but I hadn’t seen her. With no serving line set up, she could have come in, eaten and left, and I might never have noticed.


  After lunch, Cookie filled the void of activity by having me shift stores around. “Young Ishmael, I’m expecting some shipments and we need to rotate the stock.” He loaded a list of stores he wanted moved from one place to another onto my tablet. When done, I had completely emptied three pantries and one whole freezer. I wondered what he expected in the way of supplies but didn’t want to pry.


  After the stock rotation, I mopped up and made coffee before going to berthing to get ready for my first trip to a new orbital. Pip would be back to help with supper and I’d be free to explore on my own for the first time. I looked forward to a meal in a real restaurant where somebody waited on me for a change. I didn’t really care what I ate so long as I didn’t have to serve it or clean up after.


  Cookie bipped me on the tablet to return to the galley while I was brushing down my civilian boots. When I got there, Sandy’s words from the previous evening came back to me. Three Darbati officials stood, and a rather battered Pip slouched, at one of the mess deck tables. His right eye was practically swollen shut and his face had a bandage taped across his left cheek. His shirt and pants looked like he’d been used to swab a muddy deck.


  Cookie caught my attention when I entered. “Mr. Wang, please help Mr. Carstairs to his bunk, if you would.”


  I got him to his feet and we headed for the berthing area. He moved carefully, and winced with practically every step. He didn’t speak and neither did I. As we left the mess deck, I heard Cookie thanking the officials for bringing Pip back to the ship.


  When we got to the berthing area, I asked, “Can you make it up to your bunk?”


  He shook his head slightly. “Ribs cracked.”


  I lowered him to Beverly’s bed while I made up the empty one under his.


  I helped him out of his filthy civvies and rolled him into the fresh sheets. He didn’t say a word.


  “Can I get you anything?”


  He shook his head slowly. “Need sleep,” he mumbled a few more unrecognizable words and I think he was actually out before he finished speaking.


  When I got back to the mess, the Darbatis were gone. I found Cookie in the galley. “I am sorry, Ishmael, but I must cancel your liberty for the evening.”


  “Yeah, Cookie, of course. No problem. I didn’t have any big plans.”


  I waited for him to say something more, but he drifted through the galley straightening and organizing. I went to the mess and got us both cups of coffee.


  “Thank you,” he said in a quiet tone.


  “What did the Darbatis say?”


  “He was found in a cul-de-sac, beaten and robbed. He had no wallet, no id. Only the clothes he wore ashore. He regained consciousness just long enough to give the name of the ship. Fortunately, his injuries are not serious: a few cracked ribs, black eye, and the laceration on his cheek. He also has a knot on the back of his head, but no concussion. Pip will be fine in a day or two, but right now, he’s in rough shape.”


  I wondered if Cookie knew just how bad off Pip was. I’m sure the physical injuries were nothing compared to the loss of the Grishom.


  He looked at me apologetically. “You’ll have to cover his duty rotations, I’m afraid.”


  I grinned at him. “Well, the show must go on. What’s on the menu for dinner?”


  We each focused on setting up for dinner mess. Cookie had a pasta casserole baking in the oven. We pulled it out and set it up buffet-style with some of his crusty rolls. I put out a chafing dish with a green vegetable medley. There was pie and ice cream for dessert, but I left the ice cream in the freezer.


  Word of Pip’s injuries spread throughout the ship. The mood in the mess deck was even more subdued than what could be accounted for simply by being docked. Cookie baked bread earlier in the day, so I ran it through the slicer and bagged it. I prepared a meat and cheese tray for midwatch and placed it in the ready cooler. The familiar routine helped a little.


  Cookie excused himself and disappeared for about ten ticks. When he returned, he gave me a quick report. “He is sleeping quietly. Beverly is there.” We went back to dealing with dinner, such as it was.


  I was surprised at the level of concern for a quarter share screw up. Of course I didn’t think of him that way, but others on the ship might have, especially if his reputation had followed him from the Duchamp. I finished cleaning up and Cookie stayed to help.


  Cookie and I were just about done for the evening when he broke what had been a nearly perfect silence. “He was lucky, for doing something so stupid.”


  I just looked at him.


  “He was on a trade run, was he not?”


  I nodded. “Yeah.”


  “It was a valuable cargo?”


  I nodded again. “A lot for a quarter share. Five hundred creds.”


  Cookie nodded. “Let this be a lesson to you, too, young Ishmael. Never trade alone.”


  I thought about what Sandy had said and added, “And don’t let your friends go by themselves either.”


  He smiled sadly at that, but nodded in agreement. We shut off the galley overheads and went our separate ways.


  Back in the berthing area, Pip was still asleep but Beverly was watching him from her bunk. She gave a helpless little shrug and mimed sleep. I nodded but didn’t speak. Whatever he’d been through in the last day, it had obviously drained him. I couldn’t help thinking that the loss of the Grishom hurt as much as, if not more than, any of his physical injuries.


  Back to square one. That was going to sting.


  



  

  Chapter Twelve


  Darbat Orbital: 2351-October-24


  Rhon Scham was the duty watch stander the next morning and woke me. “How is he?” she whispered.


  Before I could answer, I heard a hoarse, quiet voice from the other bed. “He’s awake, needs to pee, and is hoping somebody will help him get out of this rack.”


  I clicked on the light and saw Pip looking up at me, his good eye open and a lopsided smile on his face. “You’re among the living then?”


  He nodded and held up a hand to Rhon who helped him get untangled from the covers and clamber up. “I seem to be, but you’ll excuse me if I don’t stand around chatting?” He hobbled into the san leaving Rhon and I smiling and exchanging glances.


  She waved and left me to get on with the day. Beverly kicked the bottom of my bunk. “If the family reunion is over, can I have a little peace?”


  I turned out the light.


  “Thank you,” she said.


  It took only a couple of minutes to get myself cleaned up and into a fresh shipsuit. I left Pip in the showers and reported to the galley. I grinned at Cookie and he looked relieved.


  “Pip is better, I presume.”


  I nodded. “Yeah, he’s hobbling about a bit and needed help getting out of the lower bunk. He must be hurting.”


  Cookie chuckled. “Some mornings, any of us can feel like you have to step up to get out of a lower bunk, young Ishmael.”


  Pip shuffled into the galley right on cue. “This morning was just such a time, Cookie.” The bandage was gone from his face but his eye was still swollen shut. He moved tentatively with an arm held tight to his side. Pip lowered himself gingerly into a chair. “What’s a guy gotta do to get a cuppa coffee around this joint?” He grinned.


  I smiled back at him. “You want the old pot or can you wait five minutes for the new?”


  We all had a little laugh, the tension broken and I went out to get the urn going. By the time I got back, Cookie had poured Pip some fruit juice and was just flipping an omelet out of the pan. I finished setting up for breakfast service and pulled the biscuits out of the bread oven. Nobody spoke as the morning prep spooled out like a well-oiled cable. In just a few ticks Cookie, Pip, and I were left waiting for the crew to show up and looking at each other.


  “All right, Mr. Carstairs,” Cookie prompted with a smile, “the time has come and you will tell us what happened or I will ask Mr. Wang to beat on your other eye.”


  Pip chuckled. “Okay, okay. I went to sell the Grishom. My contact at Chez Louis gave me a hundred thirty a bottle because they were in the presentation cases. I didn’t think anything of it, but I guess carrying over five hundred creds in cash wasn’t the smartest thing I ever did. I headed back right away so I could contact my next deal.” He looked at me then and shrugged. “I had a line on some entertainment cubes, a lot of them in plain brown wrappers. We’re heading back to Gugara and there’s a good market for that there.”


  I shrugged. Porn was porn and everybody had a preferred flavor, even ancient lit professors. Mom had quite an interesting collection of samples from various time periods. It still stung when I remembered her, but I could tell I was healing.


  “Anyway, I tried to get to a depository and transfer the creds, but these three thugs were waiting near the lift to the docks. They backed me into an alcove so fast, I never saw it coming. I gave them my wallet and told them I didn’t have anything else. They were pissed that there were only a few creds.”


  “Where was the cash from the trade?” I interrupted him.


  “In my money belt. I’m stupid, but not totally ignorant.” He took a sip of coffee. “Unfortunately, they’d tagged me as I left the docks. One of the thugs had a digital of me leaving with the duffel. They didn’t believe me when I told them it was laundry. So the next thing I know, I’m waking up, stretched out flat in the cul-de-sac, beat to a pulp, and my belt is gone. That was sometime around morning watch yesterday as far as I can tell. Darbati Orbital Security found me, saw that I wasn’t drunk, and figured I’d been mugged. I was coherent enough by then to tell them I was from the Lois so they took me to the local medical station. The medics patched me up, filled me with painkillers, and security brought me back here.”


  Cookie seemed alarmed. “Did you file a report with the authorities?”


  Pip shook his head. “No, they never asked for a statement and by the time the meds kicked in I was too out of it. I probably couldn’t have made one.”


  “Could you recognize them, Mr. Carstairs?” Mr. Maxwell’s sudden appearance startled all of us.


  “I—I don’t know, sar,”


  “Would you like to try?” His lips curled in a wry smile.


  Pip thought for a moment. “I’d be willing to give it a shot, sar.”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded. “Have you learned anything from this experience, Mr. Carstairs?”


  “I was stupid and I was lucky.” He unconsciously echoed what Cookie had said the night before. “I got cocky and didn’t take a wingman. I figured I could handle it and…” He petered out a bit but stiffened up and finished, “and I didn’t want to risk people making fun of me for trading.”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded once, crossed his arms, and leaned into the doorframe. “Anything else?”


  “The Lois isn’t the Duchamp.”


  “Very good, Mr. Carstairs.” Mr. Maxwell swiveled his head to include Cookie and me in his consideration. “And since we’re all here and among friends, perhaps one or more of you gentlemen would tell me what in the Deep Dark is going on with ship’s stores?”


  There was a heavy stillness in the galley for about three heartbeats.


  Cookie spoke, “We’re trying out something to reduce the cost of supplies, sar.”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded. “I presume that something explains the nearly full container of frozen food being delivered to the dock? And another one of canned vegetables?”


  Cookie nodded. “Yes, sar.”


  Mr. Maxwell didn’t speak for a while. “What if we were to change course and head back to Neris instead of Gugara?”


  Pip stiffened and looked at Cookie. Cookie didn’t even flinch. “Well, sar, I’d say that’s good.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Because the extra frozen food is cobia fillets. We got them to swap in Gugara for some beefalo. They’ll be worth more in Neris. We can trade some of them for fresh produce which, on our budget, we couldn’t otherwise afford.”


  Mr. Maxwell didn’t say a word, but it looked to me like Pip was holding his breath. Cookie seemed calm and unperturbed. Finally, Mr. Maxwell spoke, “That’s an interesting notion. Do you have the extra mass allotment to carry stores for trading purposes?” He asked in a way that made it sound like he was really interested.


  Cookie nodded. “Yes, sar, we do. The ship’s rated for a larger crew than we carry. By being a bit more careful in stowage, we can take on up to fifteen percent more mass in stores without sacrificing either ship performance or jeopardizing crew meals.” He paused for a heartbeat. “I believe we can reduce the cost of feeding the crew by close to twenty percent which would add a nice bit to our profit margin overall.”


  “And the quality won’t suffer? We eat well on this ship. It’s a matter of pride.”


  “No, sar, of course not. The whole point is to procure foods that we wouldn’t normally consider because of the expense. I have some projections if you’d like to see them.”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded. “Yes, Cookie, I would like a look, but only out of curiosity. It’s your budget and you know what it takes to keep the crew well fed and satisfied. I trust your mass figures and if you say it’s going to save us money, then that’s your call.”


  “Thank you, sar. I’ll have them in your in-box by mid day.”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded and turned his attention back to Pip. “If you could put together a description of the thugs, and the general location where they attacked you, Mr. Carstairs, I’ll circulate it to the crew and to the Darbati authorities. We’ll be pulling out in a few days, but if you’re well enough for a short stroll later, we might be able to spot them.”


  Pip smiled. “Thank you, sar. I’d be happy to try to help nail them.”


  “You know the creds are probably gone, right?”


  “Oh yes, sar,” he nodded, “but if we can keep them from hijacking anybody else, that’s a win as far as I’m concerned.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Carstairs. Your efforts here are noted and appreciated.” Mr. Maxwell smiled—yes, smiled—and somewhat enigmatically, I thought. He turned and left the galley, but I heard him grab a mug from the rack and fill it with coffee on his way off the mess deck.


  Nobody moved or said a word for a long time after we were sure he was gone. Cookie broke the silence. “I have known that man for over fifteen stanyers and it still makes me nervous when he smiles.”


  



  

  Chapter Thirteen


  Darbat Orbital: 2351-October-24


  The rest of our stay at Darbat Orbital was fairly quiet. Pip wrote up a description of the guys that jumped him, including the model number of the digital imager and a rough sketch of a tattoo one of them had on his arm. Mr. Maxwell sent a copy to station security, our crew, and the Union Hall Representative on Darbat. Pip, Mr. Maxwell, and a couple of the cargo gang strolled through the station a couple of times before we got underway, but they didn’t find anything. Darbat is a busy station. The culprits were probably lying low until any recently docked ships headed out. Typical port time for a union trader was seldom more than five days. I couldn’t help but wonder just how many people were involved. Pip had only seen three, but that didn’t mean there weren’t others covering the other hatches. We speculated on it endlessly during port-duty in the galley. For me, it underscored Sandy’s prophetic words on the track that night.


  * * *


  Over the next couple of days, the new stores came aboard and Pip watched me stow them in the spaces I’d emptied while he was busy getting mugged. I teased him about people who were willing to do anything to get out of shifting stores around, but it was all in good fun. We didn’t talk about the fact that he was back to zero on his private trading. The deal on entertainment cubes fell through because without the creds from the Grishom, he couldn’t afford them.


  We were down in the pantry, when I offered to bankroll him. “If you can get a line on something good, I got paid and still have the money. It’s not much, but…”


  “Thanks, Ish. I still have a bit of cash from the last run, but between us I doubt we have the five hundred and fifty creds to follow up on the cubes.”


  I agreed. My pay, even with the quarter share, only came to a little over two hundred and fifty creds. From one perspective that didn’t seem like a lot, but if I added in what it would have cost me for food, housing, clothing, transportation, and all the other expenses of being planet-side, I was actually making out pretty well. I know our budget on Neris was tight even with Mom being a relatively senior professor. Of course, there had only been two of us, but we had to watch our spending.


  “I’ve been looking for some kind of deal, but I haven’t found anything worth pursuing. The turnaround is just too short. Sometimes you luck out, but…” He shrugged and only winced a little. The ready-knit had nearly repaired most of the rib damage, leaving only the residual muscle tissue trauma.


  “Got a line on anything in Gugara? If we pool our resources that’ll give us a bigger bankroll and more mass quota to work with.”


  He gaped at me. “After this, you’d be willing to team up?”


  I nodded and shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I? You’ve got the connections and the know-how. I still need to learn more about trading, frankly, I don’t have a clue. I might as well learn from the master.” I grinned at him.


  He gave a winced chuckle. “Well, I don’t know about being the master, but thanks. I’d be happy to show you what I know, and there was something interesting on Gugara…” His voice trailed off. He whipped out his tablet and pulled up a file. “Yes, I thought I remembered this. I gave it a pass originally. Price is right, good profit potential, but too much mass. I didn’t have the quota to cover it.”


  I grinned. “I have about ten kilos, maybe eleven. Is that enough?”


  He did some quick calculations and nodded slowly, looking at the tablet. “Yeah, It’s plenty. The deal masses fifteen kilos. Cost would be two hundred creds.” He consulted the ship’s schedule. “We’re going to Margary Station after that.” He grinned broadly. “Excellent. We can sell almost anything there.”


  “Why’s that?” I tossed the last case of canned banapod on the stack and strapped it down.


  “Because, young Ishmael,” he did a wicked impression of Cookie, “it’s an isolated station. They support an asteroid mining operation and there’s little in-system production, except for the refined metals and some large-scale fabrication.” He consulted his tablet again before continuing, “Interesting. There’s a Manchester yard there.”


  “That’s significant?”


  He shrugged. “Dunno, but the Lois is Manchester-built. I wonder…” he began punching up data on his tablet but refused to comment further, absorbed in his research. I left him sitting on a stack of creamed spinach and went back to the galley to get ready for the lunch service.


  * * *


  The pull back was routine and getting underway felt good. I don’t know if it was Pip’s getting beaten up, having the crew aboard again, or merely the resumption of the normal routine, but it felt like I was somehow coming home as we started the long crawl out of Darbat. This was normal compared to the less demanding and, by now, less familiar, time in port. It was comforting in an odd way. That night I started my last passes through the instructional materials for the half share tests. Mr. von Ickles would administer them in eight days. I had cargo nailed down, along with the power and propulsion sections of the engineman exam, but I thought I’d better spend some time with Brill down in environmental before the test.


  Two days out of Darbat, right after lunch mess, Mr. Maxwell just happened to stop by the galley during cleaning up. Ominously, he was smiling. “Good afternoon, gentlemen. I’ve been going over those figures, Cookie. I wonder if you have a few moments to spare to discuss them?”


  Cookie shrugged. “Of course, Mr. Maxwell. Here?”


  He nodded and laid a tablet down on the work counter. “Mr. Carstairs and Mr. Wang should join us.”


  Pip looked a bit guilty to me, although it could have been a projection on my part. Mr. Maxwell was obviously enjoying himself, and I’d been aboard long enough to know that the next stan or so would be interesting although not necessarily in a good way.


  When we gathered around, Mr. Maxwell indicated his tablet. “I’ve noticed some things on these tables. For example, this column labeled demand probability and this one marked possible margin. These don’t appear to be based on anything I know about. How were they derived?”


  Cookie looked over the columns in question. “Oh, those are estimates based on the port-of-call and the current galactic average wholesale price, sar. These are for Gugara, they would change if we were to go back to Neris. We run them based on a specific pair of ports.”


  “You run them where?”


  “On Mr. Carstairs’ portable.”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded. “I see. That would explain why I only found this data in my in-box.” He swiveled his gaze to Pip. “And where did you get this portable, Mr. Carstairs?”


  I broke in before he could answer, “From me, sar. It was my mother’s and I brought it aboard in my quota. I was planning on using it to study, but I’ve been so busy, I haven’t had time.”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded. “We’ll come back to the question of your studies another day, but I surmised as much.” He turned back to Cookie. “I think I know the answer to this next question as well, but humor me. Where did you get the simulations that produce this kind of information.”


  “We built them, sar,” Cookie replied.


  “We?” Mr. Maxwell did not look at Pip.


  Cookie and Pip nodded. “Yes, sar. Mr. Carstairs and I created them. We’ve been refining them for a few weeks now.”


  “This implies that you have considerable knowledge of the market conditions for a lot of ports.” He looked pointedly at Pip. “Care to tell me how this works?”


  Pip pulled out his own tablet. “I have a database, sar. I started it some time back. It has been a kind of hobby of mine. I keep it on a personal data cube.” Mr. Maxwell nodded for him to continue. “When we get the updated market reports from the jump point beacons and station data, I have a little routine that updates my galactic standard prices files. And I research ports on our projected flight path, plus level one alternatives.”


  Mr. Maxwell concentrated intently on what Pip was saying, his brow furrowed in concentration. “Level one alternatives being…?”


  “Oh, that’s what I call alternate ports on our flight plan. From Darbat, we’re scheduled for Gugara, but there are two other ports in jump range. We could have gone back to Neris, or we could have gone to Albert. Since we came from Neris, doubling back on our course is unlikely. We only do that every once in forever. We might, however, change course for Albert. We have last minute course changes about once every five jumps. So, Albert becomes a level one alternative and I tried to find out as much about Albert as about Gugara.”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded. “But since we came from Gugara before Neris, you didn’t have that much to look up?”


  “Yes, sar. Some minor market updates, but I got a good profile going into Gugara before. That cuts down on the amount of work I needed to do to leave Darbat with high probability goods.”


  “And how did you determine that our route changes only once in five jumps?”


  “Oh, that was easy, sar. The ship’s log has a complete record of all courses filed along with the actual paths taken. I just tracked the flight plans we’ve filed over the last five stanyers. Confederation regulations require us to project out four jumps, but we’re allowed to amend those plans based on—well, whatever we want, really. Every time we change one, it sets a flag in our records, sar. I just counted the numbers of flight plans with flags and compared that to the total number of flight plans filed. The tablet tracks that for me.”


  Mr. Maxwell looked thoughtful. “So you research out four jumps along with possible alternate routes for every port we go to?”


  Pip nodded. “Yes, sar.”


  “Where are we going after Gugara?”


  “Margary.” I answered without thinking. "Sar."


  Mr. Maxwell swiveled his gaze to me and said, “Et tu, Brute?”


  I blushed. “Um, no, sar. We were just discussing it in the pantry this morning.”


  Mr. Maxwell swiveled back to Pip. “Your assessment of Margary, Mr. Carstairs?”


  Pip got a faraway look and started reciting as if he were reading off the inside of his own forehead. “Margary Station supports asteroid mining and ore refining operations. Proximity to raw materials attracted a branch of the Manchester Yards. High demand goods include quality foodstuffs, particularly frozen fish and canned vegetables since none of the direct jumps to Margary led to ports that export those goods. Luxury liquors, and explicit entertainment are also in demand. The shipyard provides a ready market for electronics, astronics, and engineering control systems and components because, while the raw ship manufacturing components are readily available in-system, the specialized clean rooms required to fab the guts of their ships are not.”


  “What are we carrying to Margary, Mr. Carstairs?”


  “We, sar? You mean the Lois or as part of the ship’s stores scheme?”


  “Both.”


  “Manifests for the Lois list four containers of machine parts, presumably for the new ship that Manchester is building, along with a container of paper goods and textiles. We’re scheduled to pick up two containers of rare earths bound for the smelters in Margary.” Pip rattled off the list without looking at his notes. “Stores trades are not final yet, but I think we’ll hold about a third of the cobia fillets and half the banapods for downstream trading. We also are planning on trading some of the cobia for extra coffee. Sarabanda Dark’s wholesale prices are low on Gugara right now. We don’t normally stock that in stores because it’s usually so expensive, but it would make an excellent trading stock and help break up the routine of only serving Djartmo Arabasti.” He seemed to surface as if from a kind of trance and added, “Sar,” to his recitation.


  “I see.” Mr. Maxwell swiveled his gaze to Cookie, who merely shrugged a what-can-I-say sort of shrug. He swiveled back to Pip. “And your assessment for private trading?”


  “I’m trying to find something we can pick up in Gugara for the inbound run. I’ve had to start from scratch there because of my recent setback.”


  Mr. Maxwell just nodded.


  “The key to private trade on Margary is the uncut precious and semi-precious stones.”


  “Explain, Mr. Carstairs.”


  “The asteroid miners frequently come across deposits of stones while prospecting and extracting the raw ore. The deposits are too small and infrequent to make it worthwhile for any of the normal precious mineral cartels to set up there. So the miners collect and trade them for booze, porn, and other recreational goods. There’s a lively market on Margary Station that the authorities ignore because it helps keep the miners occupied and happy. For us, it’s a good place because we can buy as much or as little as we can afford. If we manage to find something to sell there while we’re in Gugara, good. That gives us more capital for buying up stones in Margary. But even if we don’t, we’ll have cash to buy a small number of stones which will serve to re-stock our trade goods for when we go to St. Cloud Orbital after that.”


  “I see. It’s too bad you haven’t given this much thought.” A wry smile accompanied Mr. Maxwell’s comments. “This we you keep referring to is…?”


  Pip didn’t respond immediately so I raised my hand. “That would be me, sar. Pip’s going to help me get started. With our pooled resources for cash and mass we have more options and I get to learn the ropes.”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded once as if in confirmation. Obviously, he’d worked that much out for himself. He turned back to our boss. “Are you in on this unbridled capitalism, Cookie?”


  “No, sar. I don’t trade anymore. My creds are invested with a broker on Stamar, and that’s good enough for me. Cooking takes up too much time.”


  Mr. Maxwell turned to stare silently at Pip for almost a full tick. “Mr. Carstairs, would you consider playing a game with me?”


  “A game, sar?”


  “A game, Mr. Carstairs. Use your research database and propose for me one container’s worth of mixed cargo. Assuming an empty container is available in Gugara, what would you put in it to take to Margary?”


  Pip slid into his calculating mode. “Budget parameters, sar?”


  Mr. Maxwell considered for a moment. “Give me minimum required investment and maximum potential profit.”


  “So cheapest full container and maximum probable return, sar?”


  “Precisely, Mr. Carstairs.”


  “Aye, aye, sar. Let me see what I can do. I’ll have a preliminary by midwatch. But our best information will be at the jump point beacon. We can adjust at that point, if that would be acceptable, sar?”


  “Quite acceptable, Mr. Carstairs. Thank you. One more thing, gentlemen.” Mr. Maxwell swiveled his steely gaze in my direction. “Mr. Wang, please see to it that Mr. Carstairs passes the cargo handler exam in six days.”


  “Aye, aye, sar,” I answered briskly. There didn’t seem to be an option.


  Cookie had that funny look on his face. The one he gets when he’s trying not to laugh. Pip just looked like he was choking on something.


  Mr. Maxwell nodded one last time and left the galley.


  I turned to Cookie. “Is it just me or does he seem to be spending a lot of time here lately?”


  



  

  Chapter Fourteen


  Darbat System: 2351-October-26


  After Mr. Maxwell’s little visit, we finished cleaning up the lunch service. Pip started the cargo analysis and I went back to studying for my engineman exam. I knew when he finished his empty-container exercise for Mr. Maxwell, he’d be leaning on me to get him ready for the cargo test. Having been through that material several times, the cargo exam didn’t worry me, but the engineering test did. I’d spent so much time with the instructional materials, I found I could practically recreate them from memory. The practice exams went pretty well, but I still missed about five percent of the answers. I hoped that would be good enough.


  At 1600 I headed back to the galley to help set up the dinner service. Pip and Cookie looked up from the portable when I came in, and stowed it when they realized the time. Dinner included some of the new stores and it went pretty well. The crew appreciated the variety in the menu and it didn’t hurt that Cookie had a great granapple crisp with vanilla ice cream for dessert.


  While we were serving, I nudged Pip. “So? How’s it going?”


  He shrugged. “Okay, I think. I should be done with another stan’s work, but I’ll be ready for a work out and a sauna.”


  “Oh yeah, I’m with ya there. Tell you what. You finish your container and I’ll clean up tonight. With any luck, we’ll be done at the same time and we can hit the gym.”


  He shot me a grateful look. “Thanks, Ish. That’ll help. I was a bit ambitious when I promised the results by midwatch. That’s a lot of mass. And there’s one other little distraction.”


  “What’s that?”


  “The manifest shows an empty container on the Gugara to Margary run.”


  I froze in place for a moment and shot him a quick look. “Will he…?”


  Pip shrugged. “Dunno.”


  When we secured the dinner mess, I shooed Pip off to the computer and started tearing down the serving line and making the galley shipshape. The process was so familiar by then that I could do it on autopilot. I found my mind wandering back to the cargo and engineering exams. I’m a good test-taker, but this new context gave me more than a few butterflies. Before long I found myself chanting, “Filter the water and scrub the air down,” under my breath. It was one of those things that once you get it in your head, you can’t get it out. I found myself sweeping to the rhythm. It drove me crazy but I couldn’t shake it.


  “There!” Pip’s sudden outburst from his corner of the galley startled me.


  “Done?” I stowed the broom and looked in his direction.


  Pip nodded. “Yup. Now, I need to go work out.” He downloaded his planning files and sent them off to Mr. Maxwell. “Only a twenty percent best case margin projection, but we typically run a twelve to fifteen percent margin. And that’s the least cost filled scenario. The gross margin goes down in the maximum probable return, but the actual profit triples.”


  “How does that work?” I asked as he stowed the portable and we headed out of the galley. “How can we make more profit with a lower margin?”


  “Easy. Which would you rather have? Ten percent of a hundred creds or one percent of a million?”


  I sighed. “Of course. Sometimes my own stupidity astonishes me.”


  “Yeah, well, you haven’t failed the cargo handler test twice, either.” He sounded miserable.


  “What? You failed the test?”


  He nodded, his mouth screwed into a grimace. “Twice.”


  “But the content isn’t that hard.”


  “For you. I’m not good at tests.”


  His bitter words caused a sinking feeling in my stomach, but I didn’t say anything while we changed up and went out into the gym. My mind had finally stopped repeating the doggerel about the filters and scrubbers but had gained a new chant, perhaps better suited to the situation. “I’m in trouble. I’m in trouble. I’m in trouble…”


  Later that evening we got together on the mess deck with our tablets, and I walked him through the cargo handler instructional materials. “But I’ve been through all this.” He pushed the tablet away.


  “I know, but you’ve also failed the test.”


  “Twice.” He reminded me.


  “Okay, twice. So you’re going to go over it again, then take the sample test and we’ll keep doing that until you get it right.”


  It took less than two stans to get through the material together. “You don’t seem to be having any trouble with this.”


  He shrugged. “It’s not the information. I practically grew up on a cargo deck.”


  “Okay, well, let’s do the practice exam and see how it comes out.”


  We settled in and I breezed through the test in a few ticks. I’d done them so often, they began to look familiar to me. It approached the level of silliness. When I got to the end, I’d gotten a perfect score again.


  Pip, on the other hand, dithered over his tablet, checking, un-checking, and re-checking responses. He appeared to have no idea what he was doing. He finally finished and sighed. He turned his tablet so I could see his score: thirty-five percent.


  “But you know this stuff,” I said with dismay.


  He nodded miserably. “I just can’t take tests. Something in my brain shuts off as soon as I start anything remotely like a quiz or examination.”


  The chronometer clicked over to 2300 so we headed back to the berthing area and bunked down. The chanting in my head got louder. “I’m in trouble. I’m in trouble. I’m in trouble…” I kinda wished the filter and scrubber thing would come back. It didn’t seem so ominous.


  The next day went by in a blur. Time was getting short. During our afternoon break, I sat Pip down and watched him take the test again. Once more, he picked, un-picked, and re-picked his responses. There didn’t seem to be any kind of pattern to it. It was almost like he chose them at random. He did better, forty percent, but still not good enough to pass. I thought he might actually have scored better using a random number generator. We both sighed and headed back to the galley to set up for dinner.


  After cleanup, Pip started to pull out his tablet again, but I stopped him. “Come on, Pip. You need a work out more than you need to beat yourself with that tablet again.”


  “But the test is just a few days away.”


  I sighed. “I know, but that’s not helping. You know the stuff. It’s the testing itself that’s killing you. More studying won’t fix that.”


  “So what are we going to do?” He didn’t seem like the same cocky spacer I’d come to know. There was something desperate and sad about him.


  “I don’t know, but there has to be something. Lemme think on it.”


  We changed up and I headed up to the track and started pounding out my frustration. The I’m-in-trouble mantra beat in time with my foot falls. Four laps later, Rhon Scham caught up with me and nodded a silent greeting. We ran together for three more laps before she spoke. “Wanna talk about it?”


  I looked over at her, startled. “About what?”


  “Whatever has you so distracted.”


  “What makes you think I’m distracted?”


  She nodded downward. “You’re not wearing running shoes. You’re either really distracted or just felt the need to tenderize your feet up here.”


  I barked a single laugh and realized that she was right. My feet were beginning to get a bit tender from the rough grit that made up the track’s surface, but it wasn’t really that bad. We approached the top of the ladder so I slowed and stopped.


  Rhon stopped with me. “Well?”


  “It’s the ratings tests. Mr. Maxwell has ordered me to make sure Pip passes the cargo handler exam.”


  “Aren’t you taking it, too?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, and it doesn’t seem like it’s that hard. Not compared to the engineman one.”


  “So, what’s the problem?”


  “Pip’s failed it twice.”


  “Third time’s the charm.”


  I just looked at her. “Maybe, but, Rhon, the instructional materials for that test are dead simple. There’s nothing tricky or difficult about it. If you can memorize a few facts, you should be able to pass it.”


  “I’d heard that. Food handler is the same way.” After a tick she said, “Maybe he just has a poor memory?”


  I shook my head. “No. Pip has a lot of issues, but memorization isn’t one of them. We’ve been going over the material together and he hasn’t been able to beat a score of forty percent. It’s like he starts the test and his brain turns off.”


  She shrugged. “Maybe he can’t read well. He could ask for an oral exam.”


  I blinked. “Oral exam?”


  “Sure. It’s an old tradition but it’s still in The Handbook. Back in olden days, sailors weren’t known for their academic prowess. The standard way to move up in rank was to demonstrate their knowledge by performing various tasks.”


  “That makes sense.”


  “There’s a set of hands-on exercises that the Training Officer can do for each test instead of taking the tablet-and-stylus version. It’s not common because the tablet-and-stylus is just so much easier to deal with, but it’s still there.”


  “Thanks. That might just be the answer.”


  I headed down to the sauna where Pip found me a few minutes later. He still looked glum. The steam made the soles of my feet sting but I didn’t say anything to Pip. I wanted to talk to Mr. von Ickles first.


  For the next few days, Pip and I struggled with the testing materials, quizzing each other as we served on the mess line or cleaned up afterward. I began to be a bit more optimistic because he answered correctly almost all the time when we were drilling each other informally like that. My conversation with Mr. von Ickles had gone well and I felt considerably less panicked by the time test day rolled around.


  It’s a kind of misnomer to call it test day. They were really test days. Each division had its own. Some of the tests were rather lengthy, especially as you moved up the ranks. Traditionally the first one was engineering, then deck, steward, and cargo was last. Cookie and Pip shooed me out of the galley right after breakfast and I reported to the ship’s office. I was the only one taking the engineman examination and Mr. von Ickles sat me right down to begin.


  One of the reasons I’m so good at taking tests is that my brain goes into a kind of fast-motion and time slows around me. When I start any kind of formal test, the world fades away and I’m not really aware of anything except the flow of the test. I always thought it was kinda weird, but the results were usually good so I didn’t complain.


  The engineman test was no exception. When I put down the stylus, it had only seemed like a few ticks, but the chrono showed that almost a full stan had passed.


  Mr. von Ickles shook my hand. “Congratulations, Mr. Wang. I’ll add the engineman rating to your jacket this afternoon.” He smiled and showed me the grade. Ninety-two percent. I’d only needed an eighty to pass.


  “What about cargo, sar?”


  He smiled and winked. “It’s under control.”


  Cookie and Pip congratulated me when I returned to the galley to help set up for lunch, but I couldn’t help think there was a certain desperate look in Pip’s eye. The lunch activities soon left no more time for worry and Pip and I both threw ourselves into the day’s work as if it would erase our fears. I was cautiously optimistic based on my conversation with Mr. von Ickles, but I hadn’t said anything to Pip about it. I didn’t know how to broach the subject and I was still worried that it wasn’t going to work and that I’d, somehow, let Pip down. After that I’d have to face Mr. Maxwell, but for some reason he didn’t seem so bad when compared to failing my friend.


  Inevitably, we got through the next couple of days. The night before the cargo exam Pip started to pull out his tablet, I stopped him.


  “Not tonight. By now you either know the material or you don’t—and you do. Beating yourself up won’t change that.”


  “Easy for you to say.”


  “Not really, but it’s still true. Let’s get in a good workout, take a nice sauna and hit the bunk early. A good night’s sleep will do as much for you as anything.”


  “Like I’ll be able to sleep.”


  I tried to distract him. “Any feedback from Mr. Maxwell on your container load?”


  He shook his head. “Naw, but I wouldn’t really expect it. We’ll need to revise it when we hit the jump point and grab the beacon data. That’s still a couple of weeks out.”


  I nodded and we headed for the gym.


  The morning mess went off like clockwork. Cookie planned an easy-to-clean-up-after menu for breakfast so we would make it to the test on time. Many people wished us luck on their way through the line. It surprised me how many knew and genuinely seemed to care. We finished serving, cleared away, and I even had time to make an extra urn of coffee. All the while, Pip seemed to get more and more agitated. He did his best to hide it, but he kept dropping things, like thirty-liter stainless steel pots. Cookie wished us luck and sent us off at the appointed time.


  I felt really bad for Pip. As we made our way to the office, it felt like he was heading for the gallows. “Cheer up. If you don’t pass, I’m the one in trouble with Mr. Maxwell.”


  He chuckled a bit at that and gave me a wry smile. “But I’m still the one who needs the rating,” he pointed out.


  “It’ll be okay.”


  There must have been a hint in my voice, because he looked at me sharply. “What’s going on?”


  In all honesty, I had no idea myself. Mr. von Ickles handled the details and I really didn’t know how this whole thing would play out. By then, we were at the office and I just went in without answering. Mr. von Ickles wasn’t alone. Mr. Cotton, the head of the Cargo Division, stood beside him.


  Pip glanced at me and I just shrugged.


  Mr. von Ickles was all business, although I thought I caught a brief wink aimed in my direction. “Gentlemen, since there are two of you this morning, I’ve asked Mr. Cotton to administer the test for Mr. Carstairs. Mr. Wang, you’re with me. Do either of you have any objections?”


  We shrugged and just said, “No, sar,” in unison. I struggled to suppress a smile. This was serious business, after all.


  Mr. Cotton was a smallish man with huge shoulders, arms that looked as big around as my waist, no hair and a nose that looked like he’d run into a cargo container several times. He grinned. “Good. Mr. Carstairs, you will come with me please and we will commence, ya.”


  Pip cast one last look at me as he followed Mr. Cotton out. I gave him an encouraging smile and a thumbs up.


  Mr. von Ickles cleared his throat. “If you’re ready, Mr. Wang…?”


  “Oh sorry, sar. Yes, sar. And thank you, sar.”


  “Don’t thank me yet, Ish. He still has to pass.” He spoke quietly and sat me down with a tablet and stylus. “And so do you.” He proceeded to give me the same instructions as the previous exam and as he did, my brain slipped into its hyper-test mode.


  This test was actually a lot harder than I expected. The materials were largely the same as in The Handbook, but there were some interesting twists in the presentation of the problems. Working with Pip had given me a lot of practice. When I finished Mr. von Ickles was smiling.


  “Nicely done, Mr. Wang.” He pulled up the scoring display to show a perfect score.


  “This wasn’t as easy as I was led to believe.”


  He nodded and grinned. “Several people have said that.”


  “Pip’s not back?”


  Mr. von Ickles just shook his head. “No, I don’t expect him for a bit yet. But you’re free to go. I’ll update your jacket this afternoon.”


  “Thanks again, sar—whatever happens.”


  He nodded and patted me on the shoulder. “You’re a good shipmate, Mr. Wang. Don’t worry. I think you’ll be surprised by what Mr. Cotton and Mr. Carstairs are up to.”


  I headed back to the galley and helped Cookie get lunch going. It was almost a full stan later when Pip showed up, looking a bit bedraggled, but optimistic. Unfortunately, it was almost time for lunch service by then and we didn’t get a chance to compare notes beyond a hurried, “How’d it go?”


  I was surprised to learn that he wasn’t sure. “Mr. Cotton said he had to report to Mr. von Ickles before he would release the results. I don’t know.” He shrugged.


  He wasn’t surprised to learn that I’d passed. “Brain boy,” he teased.


  Whatever the outcome, testing was all over for another quarter and we got on with the business at hand. Lunch went off without a hitch, as always. Cookie had gone overboard with the dessert course. Apparently being alone in the galley all morning had inspired him to bake cakes. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought he was nervous for us. Suddenly, lunch and cleanup were over and we all just stood there for a tick, looking at each other, everybody carefully not saying, “Now what?” I half expected Mr. Maxwell to show up, but he didn’t.


  Finally, Cookie broke the silence. “You’ve both worked very hard, and I’m proud of you, no matter how it turns out for Pip. As for you, young Ishmael, congratulations, and I’m confident you’ll be a credit to any department regardless of the ship.”


  It hadn’t really sunk in that I’d actually passed two tests and that I was eligible to move up when a berth came available. I was so worried about Pip and the trading schemes that I hadn’t really thought about it. I felt rather dazed, truth be told. “I’m not going anywhere right away, Cookie.” I smiled at him.


  He nodded and grinned back. “I know, but you’ve earned the ratings and that’s an accomplishment to be proud of.”


  Pip just looked worried.


  When we headed out for the afternoon break, I asked again, “So? How’d it go?”


  “I told you. I don’t know. Mr. Cotton didn’t say anything at the end. Just told me he’d be reporting to Mr. von Ickles and then dismissed me.”


  “Well, that doesn’t sound ominous.” I tried to sound convincing, but I’m not that good a liar. “What did you do? You were gone a long time.”


  “Really? Just over two stans?”


  I nodded. “I was done with my test in about half that time. Where were you?”


  “Mr. Cotton took me out to the spine. We crawled in and out of containers. He kept asking me questions about this, that, and the other thing. I found one cargo strap that wasn’t secured properly. We pottered about down there for quite a while talking about tankage, which we don’t have much of here, and about the proper distribution of mass.”


  “You got into tankage and mass distribution?”


  Pip nodded. “He’s really easy to talk to. We talked about lots of stuff that wasn’t on the practice exams. Actually, now that I think of it, very few of the questions he asked seemed to be from the handler practices that we did.”


  I chuckled. “As much trouble as you were having with those tests, I’d be surprised if you even knew what was in them.”


  He grinned ruefully. “There’s that.”


  “Well, we can make ourselves miserable waiting or we can go see Mr. von Ickles and ask. All he can say is no, right?”


  Pip didn’t look terribly excited by the prospect but I dragged him down to the office. The door stood open and Mr. von Ickles sat at his desk tapping away on his tablet. He looked up as we entered.


  “Gentlemen, how can I help you?”


  Pip stepped forward. “Well, sar, I was wondering if Mr. Cotton had had a chance to talk to you yet, sar. About my test this morning?”


  “Why, yes, Mr. Carstairs, he has.”


  Mr. von Ickles waited one long tick without saying anything else and I wondered if Pip would faint.


  Finally, Pip started to speak, but had to stop and clear his throat. “Please tell me, Mr. von Ickles. How did I do?”


  “I was just placing the notation in your jacket, Mr. Carstairs. Congratulations for passing the cargoman exam.”


  Pip gaped. “Thank you, sar. But, sar? I…um…you mean cargo handler, don’t you?”


  Mr. von Ickles made a great show of being confused but I could see the edges of his mouth turning up ever so slightly. “Well, let me double check. I have the report from Mr. Cotton here someplace.” He muttered that last as if to himself but loud enough that we could both hear clearly.


  Pip shot me a worried glance but I carefully kept my face blank.


  Finally, Mr. von Ickles found what he was looking for and pulled up a report on the screen. “Yes, here it is. Oh, you’re right. You were testing for cargo handler, weren’t you?”


  Pip nodded. “Yes, sar.”


  “Well, I’m sorry, Mr. Carstairs.” Mr. von Ickles consulted the report again and I could feel Pip collapsing inside. “You seem to have skipped handler altogether and gone straight to cargoman. Mr. Cotton was quite explicit and very enthusiastic about your qualifications.” He turned to Pip with a huge smile on his face. “Congratulations on your new rating, Mr. Carstairs. You seem to have qualified as cargoman.”


  I yelped and started pounding him on the back, laughing and shaking his hand. Mr. von Ickles held out his as well and Pip shook it dazedly. “But—”


  “It’s true.” Mr. von Ickles smiled at him. “Sure, it’s most common for ratings to work up from quarter, to half, to full share, but the reality is that you can try for any rating any time you think you can pass it. You don’t have to take them in order. If you can pass the test, you can have the rating.”


  “And I passed?” he asked again, still dazed.


  Mr. von Ickles chuckled. “Passed? You got full marks.” He turned the screen so we could see. “Mr. Cotton is not an easy man to please, either, I can assure you. If he says you’re rated as cargoman, I am not going to argue.”


  Behind us, I heard Mr. Maxwell’s too familiar voice. “And neither am I.”


  We turned to see him leaning against the doorframe. “Nicely done, Mr. Carstairs. And thank you, Mr. Wang, well done.”


  “Thank you, sar,” Pip and I spoke more or less in unison.


  “Now, don’t you gentlemen have anything better to do than clutter up the ship’s office?”


  We beat a hasty retreat, heading for the berthing area, both of us giddy with relief. Halfway there, Pip stopped and slugged me in the arm. “You knew!” he said while laughing.


  “I didn’t know. Although when you said you’d talked about tankage and mass distribution, I had a suspicion.”


  “Why?”


  “Because that’s not on the handler exam, it’s on cargoman. When Mr. von Ickles started getting cute with the results, I got another little nudge. If you hadn’t passed he’d have been a lot more…I don’t know…straightforward about it. He’s not the kind who’d torture you like that. If you’d failed, I suspect he’d have said something when we stepped into the office. It’s not like a hundred people took the cargo exams today.”


  “But why did Mr. Cotton give me the test? Why didn’t Mr. von Ickles just sit me down beside you?”


  “Gee, I don’t know.” I never was that good a liar.


  



  

  Chapter Fifteen


  Darbat Jump: 2351-November-9


  


  Two days later, just after lunch, we had another drill. This one was lifeboat but this time I was prepared. When the pingity-pingity-pingity alarm sounded, I knew where I was going and that I would be getting into a pod.


  By the time the announcement came, “THIS IS A DRILL. THIS IS A DRILL. ABANDON SHIP. ABANDON SHIP. ALL HANDS TO LIFEBOAT STATIONS. ALL HANDS TO LIFEBOAT STATIONS. THIS IS A DRILL. THIS IS A DRILL,” I was halfway to the gym, which occupied the boat deck. I lined up with the other crew assigned to boat four, including Diane Ardele from the environmental section and Tabitha Rondita who had the bunk on the other side of the partition from mine. We spent about a tick getting everybody accounted for, before the boat supervisor, Second Mate Jillian Avril, opened the hatch and we all climbed aboard and strapped down. I had one bad moment when Ms. Avril closed the hatch, strapped down, and then punched the big red launch button. Nothing happened and I realized that the safety locks were still engaged and that she had only registered our readiness with the bridge crew supervising the exercise.


  We sat there in the dimly lit boat for about five ticks and performed the required inventories of supplies and materials that we found listed on plastic covered cards. When we finished the inventory, Ms. Avril thumbed a communicator button on the bulkhead and reported, “Boat four, completed.”


  Two ticks later the communicator chimed and we all clambered out of the boats and lined back up on deck. With everybody out of the boats and the hatches secured, the announcement sounded, “NOW SECURE FROM LIFEBOAT DRILL. SECURE FROM LIFEBOAT DRILL.”


  The captain’s announcement followed almost immediately, “This is the captain speaking. Very well done, ladies and gentlemen. You set a new ship’s record of under eight ticks to get the ship evacuated in good order. It’s not something we ever want to do, but it’s gratifying to know we could if we needed to. Thank you, all. Excellent work. Carry on.”


  * * *


  We settled back into the familiar routine for the run to the jump point. I wouldn’t have to worry about studying for a while. I knew I had to go back to it eventually, but the roller coaster of the previous couple of weeks left me a bit dazed. I could only imagine how Pip felt.


  Twenty-six days out of Darbat we hit the jump point. For the three days leading up to it, Pip had been chewing on the bulkheads waiting for market data updates from the beacon. He’d no sooner siphoned the data dump off to the portable when we had to go to transition stations and deal with the jump. I thought he was going to come out of his skin in the ten ticks before we finally secured and he could fine-tune his stores deals and double check the data he’d used to fill up Mr. Maxwell’s container. I don’t think he’d been that keyed-up over taking the cargo exam. We still didn’t know for sure whether Mr. Maxwell would really fill a container with Pip’s manifest or not. The possibility that he might drove us mad.


  Pip and Cookie fretted over the stores deals, endlessly debating how much of what to sell, and what to keep for Margary. They’d get into cyclical discussions where one would say something and the other would argue him around until they were both on opposite sides from their original positions, and still not in agreement. Whenever they got going, I went to the gym and ran a few laps. Eventually they hashed it out, but it took them almost a week after transition to reach a final agreement.


  Of course, as soon as they got it settled, Mr. Maxwell came down to the galley.


  “Mr. Carstairs, I have some new parameters for you. I assume you have the latest data from the jump point beacon?”


  “Yes, sar, I’ve made some minor modifications to that manifest based on the current market situation. The problem is that our data on Margary is dated. A lot will have happened by the time we get there.”


  Mr. Maxwell twisted his mouth into a wry grin. “Still, we must do the best we can, eh? You have a budget of ten kilocreds. Give me maximum probable return.”


  Pip was already sliding away behind his eyes, already calculating. “Aye, aye, sar.”


  I shrugged and headed for the gym. Pip caught up with me before I’d gotten out of the changing room.


  “What do you think, Ish? Is he going to fill a container?”


  “I don’t know. You’re the cargo expert. Tell me this. If you give him a hypothetical load, how accurate are the projected outcomes?”


  Pip shrugged. “Not certain at all. We can project until we’re blue, but you only know for sure once you deliver the cargo. Until then, all you’re doing is guessing.”


  I nodded. “That’s what I thought. How often do we have empty containers?”


  Pip considered the question for half a tick. “Most of the time there’s at least one. Our cargo assignments come from home office and they’re scheduling a lot of freight. With seventy-two containers to schedule, it’s hard to get a full ship all the time, or even most of the time.”


  I nodded again. “Okay, so that leaves the creds. Where would Mr. Maxwell get ten kilocreds?”


  He shrugged. “Dunno. Ship’s discretionary funds probably.”


  “What about the captain?”


  He looked surprised. “What about her?”


  “Would she have the money?”


  “Personally? Possibly, but she can’t make that kind of deal. She’s limited by mass just like everyone else. Captains have a large allotment but a container is six hundred metric tons. No captain has that much.” Pip shook his head. “No, the only way we can do this without running up against company regs is if it is part of the regular cargo.”


  “Okay, so how does that work? You just got done saying cargo assignments come from the home office. And that the captain can’t take on a container full of private trade goods.”


  “That’s what I meant by discretionary funds. Each ship has the ability to obtain cargoes on the spot to maximize their own load. The ship has funds to permit the buying and selling of cargo on speculation in addition to the straight freight-for-hire contracts setup by headquarters. The ship’s Cargo Division usually handles that. The share amount in our pay really comes mostly from that. The more speculation we do, and, of course, the more successful it is, the bigger the share becomes.”


  “And if we lose on the deals, the share shrinks?”


  “A share is, technically, a share of the profit—no profit, no share. The company gets the owner’s share on all freight. The skipper gets the captain’s share. Those are standard percentages. In our case, Federated takes a twenty percent share. They have various contract arrangements with the captains but typically, they get a ten-percentage share. The rest is put into a pot, carved up, and allocated based on the number of crew and the total number of shares represented.”


  Pip was good at this math, but I fell far behind his explanation. “Wait. Give me an example.”


  Pip stopped and thought for a moment. “Okay, say, after this run into Gugara, the ship has a profit of a thousand credits. The company gets two hundred the captain gets one hundred. The remaining seven hundred is divided up by the crew shares. So, if you’re full share, you get a full allocation of however much the crew share turns out to be.”


  “Yeah, but what’s a crew share?”


  “We have forty crew, if all of them are full share, then we divide the seven hundred by forty and everybody gets an extra seventeen creds or so.”


  “But we’re not all full share.”


  “Yeah, but you can add up all the ratings and figure out how many full shares there are. In practice, all the officers and some of the department heads are double share. You and I are quarter share. So, you add up all the ratings for all the crew and say the total is fifty. Divide the seven hundred by fifty and a share is about twelve creds. You and I, at quarter share get three each. The half share people get six. The full share people get twelve. The double share people get twenty-four—”


  “Okay, I get it. What about this stores scheme you have with Cookie? It’s not part of the normal freight arrangement, is it?”


  “Correct, but remember that share is from profit. The galley is an expense. If we can reduce that expense, then the profit gets bigger and there’s more to share.”


  I finally began to get a glimmer of what he was talking about. “Got it. I think. But how much can you do really? Are ship’s stores really that big a part of the expense?”


  “Depreciation is probably the largest accounting item that comes out. These ships are expensive and their operational lifetime is relatively long, but they’re depreciated over thirty stanyers. So, we basically have to cover about one thirtieth of the cost of a new ship every stanyer. The next largest is salary and benefits, followed by insurance. The ship’s stores are next, I think. I can tell you we spend about five hundred creds a week on foodstuff.”


  The number surprised me, but I don’t know why. Twenty-kilo buckets of coffee were expensive and we used a lot of them when we were underway. “So, how much will you be taking off the expenses?”


  Pip shook his head. “I won’t know until we get a final settlement, but we’re shooting for a twenty percent reduction in costs over a stanyer. It’s not a lot, on the grand scheme of things, but it would amount to something over five kilocreds added to the shared profit for the stanyer.”


  “That sounds like a lot to me.”


  “Well, the share pool for the last stanyer was about a hundred kilocreds, so we’re talking about increasing it by about five percent. Nothing to sneeze at, certainly, but the real benefit is that we can get better meals out of it.”


  “How? I mean, I know Cookie explained it to Mr. Maxwell, sorta, but how does this work?”


  Pip grinned. “We buy low and sell high.”


  I slugged him in the arm. “Try again.”


  “Okay, look, the most expensive foods are the fresh ones because they have a short shelf life. Typically we can’t afford them, but they really make a difference in the quality of the meals. Frozen foods are cheap. Canned and processed foods are somewhere in the middle.”


  I nodded for him to continue.


  “Look at coffee. We use the Arabasti because it’s readily available, of a relatively good quality, and frankly, pretty cheap. Thanks to your magic touch, the crew has gotten to like it a lot better.” He grinned at me to make sure I caught the teasing before he continued, “As a trade good it’s not much use. Everybody has it and it’s usually consistently priced from place to place. Sarabanda Dark, on the other hand, has a more volatile market price. It’s limited in range because it’s only grown on Gugara. The price fluctuates a lot based on availability and it is generally considered a better grade of coffee. Normally, it’s too expensive and so we don’t buy it.”


  “I suspect that’s just snob appeal, but if it’s more expensive won’t that drive our operating costs up?”


  “Yes, if we were planning on drinking it. But we’re buying it to trade for things that are even more expensive.”


  “You are making my head hurt on purpose, aren’t you?”


  He laughed. “What we’re doing is converting creds into trade goods that are worth more as goods than the creds would be. We’re doing that two ways. First, a bumper crop of Sarabanda Dark is letting us buy it for fifteen creds. Normally, it would cost twenty. But more importantly, we’re taking it someplace where that same bucket would normally be worth thirty creds. We’ve taken what is usually a ten cred profit and made it fifteen. That’s a fifty percent increase because the price of Sarabanda happens to be low just now. It makes a good deal even better.


  “If we buy a hundred buckets, it costs a kilocred and a half. When we sell it for thirty creds it gives us three kilocreds. We get back the original kilocred and a half that we paid to begin with and an additional kilocred and a half. We can use that additional cred to reduce cost or we can buy something like fresh fruit for pies, or some other ingredients that our stores budget wouldn’t usually allow. We’ve taken idle creds and made them work for the ship.”


  “Why isn’t everybody doing this?”


  “I’m sure many are. Sometimes it works. Sometimes it doesn’t. For us, since we’re going to Margary anyway, we get the transportation basically for nothing. We have the surplus capacity to carry the goods we need to trade and a limited number of creds to invest. What we need to do is build up our stock of trade goods so that wherever we go, we have something extra that’s worth more to the people there than it was to the people we got it from. Almost everybody has something they don’t want that we can buy cheap. In Gugara this trip, it’s Sarabanda Dark. Next time, it might be beefalo steaks. Sarabanda Dark should be worth more on Margary, but not as much as it would be on St. Cloud because that is farther away. We’ll need to sell some of it at Margary Station and use the creds we make to buy something that’s cheap there but more expensive on St. Cloud.”


  “Margary has no planetary system. They import all their food.”


  “Actually, that’s not true, but it’s a commonly held belief.”


  “What? They have planets?”


  “Well, yes, they have two gas giants, but that’s not what I meant. They don’t import all their food, most but not all. They do grow some.”


  “What?”


  Pip just smiled. “Wait and see, Ishmael, old son. Wait and see.”


  



  

  Chapter Sixteen


  Gugara Orbital: 2351-December-09


  I finally got ashore on Gugara Orbital. After Pip’s experience on Darbat, the more experienced crew adopted us. The problem was that he and I couldn’t leave the ship at the same time. We were the only two mess crew so we were, by definition, in alternating watch sections. One of us had to remain aboard. It seemed a bit silly to me. We never did anything after the evening meal cleanup, but those were the rules. The upside was that I got to know some of the other crew members better.


  Pip and I flipped a coin for first night liberty, and I suspect that he threw the call so I could go. I think he felt guilty because I’d missed Darbat entirely when he got mugged on the first night.


  “You go and have a good time. I’ll poke about the station net from here and see if I can find a deal we can go in on, okay?”


  “But where’s good? You know Gugara. Gimme some recommendations.”


  We sat on the mess deck and before I knew it, people surrounded us, all talking at once with advice on where to go.


  Brill Smith took me by the arm and drew me out of the throng. “They’re all crazy. Half of them will be broke by the time we leave. What do you want to do?”


  “I have no idea. This is the first time that I’ve been off Neris since I was a toddler. I don’t remember much about being out of the system. Come to think of it, it’s been almost ninety days since I’ve been off the ship. Can that be right?” I started counting on my fingers. “I came aboard three days before we left Neris, and we were forty-five days to Darbat. Then four more there, and forty-four to here.” I blinked in surprise.


  “Oh, for crying out loud, Ishmael. And you’re still sane?”


  I grinned. “Well, that’s open to debate, but I am shocked. It seems like yesterday, sorta. I can’t really remember a time when I wasn’t here, other than some fuzzy kind of idea that I used to live somewhere else.”


  “Wait ‘til you’ve been doing this for ten stanyers. You really won’t remember. You didn’t get to go ashore at Darbat, did you?”


  I shook my head. “I was just changing into my civvies when the Darbatis brought Pip back.”


  “What were you going to do there?”


  I blushed and answered, “Eat.”


  “Seriously? You work in the galley and you wanted to get off the ship to eat?”


  “Cookie is amazing. He’s an artist in the kitchen.” I shrugged. “But once in a while, I’d like to eat somebody else’s cooking.”


  “Tell you what. In honor of your earning your engineman rating, let me take you out to dinner. A few of us were planning on going to a nice place we know up on level six. They have great steaks and good beer. You can get out and stretch your legs a bit. My treat for dinner. You’re on your own after that.”


  “Okay, sounds like fun.”


  “Meet at the quarterdeck lock at 1700 ship time. That’s only a stan from now so go put some party clothes on.”


  The throng was still gathered around the table talking about what they’d do on station, and didn’t seem to notice that I wasn’t even there anymore. I grinned. These people were nuts.


  And I was one of them. It felt good.


  It didn’t take me that long to get ready to go. My civvies seemed oddly out of place on the ship, but my feet remembered my boots and it sure felt good to put them back on after so long in the standard issue ones. I made my way to the quarterdeck and met up with Brill and two of her people: Diane Ardele and Francis Gartner. Diane was a gamine with cropped red hair, a pixie face, and a wicked grin. Francis Gartner was a string bean of a guy, with long narrow hands and muddy brown hair. I knew them of course, from the mess line, but other than seeing the two occasionally in the gym, I’d never spent much time with them.


  We checked out with the duty officer and left the ship. When I stepped out of the lock, I felt a momentary sense of disorientation. It looked just like Neris. I had the odd feeling that somebody was playing an elaborate trick on me. I froze after stepping onto the station deck plates and gazed around. Brill was in the lead and she didn’t realize I’d stopped. Diane and Francis came up on either side of me and just stood there with me for a tick.


  Brill noticed and turned to look back at us. “Are you coming? Or are you just gonna stand there rubbernecking all night. I’m hungry.”


  Diane answered her with a laugh, “Keep yer panties on. We’ll be there when we’re ready.”


  Francis, who really was almost as tall as Brill, leaned down to speak softly into my ear. “You okay, Ish?”


  I nodded, looking around. The cold, sharp air smelled of hot hydraulic fluid from the station-side of the lock and some other indefinable station smell. It was a cross between iodine and mint, not unpleasant, but not the Lois’ smell. I shook myself and started forward again. After three months in the Lois’ cramped passageways and spaces, the orbital seemed airy and spacious.


  Brill waited for us to catch up. “Feel a bit odd, Ishmael?”


  “Yeah. For a second there I thought I was going nuts. I stepped out and it looked just like Neris.”


  They all laughed. Diane offered an explanation, “It’s the law. The docks on all the orbitals are standardized from the size of the docks, to the spacing of the locks, to the height of the ceiling. It’s the same everywhere right down to the padding on the deck and the colors of the walls.”


  I took a deep breath and let it out loudly. “Thank the gods. I thought I was going mad.”


  We all laughed and Brill led us up through the station to level six and into a restaurant named, Beef and Brew. The manager, a portly man with a florid complexion greeted us. “Brill, my dear, always good to see you again. You’ve made the loop finally?”


  She nodded first shaking one of his big hands in both of hers and then hugging him warmly with a firm kiss on each cheek. “Maurice, you old charmer, you’re only glad to see us because we spend so much money here.”


  “You wound me, my dear.” He posed with an expression of mock horror, a hand held dramatically to his breast. “The money isn’t the only reason.”


  Diane stepped up. “No, just the most important one.” She smiled as she also greeted him with a handshake and a hug.


  Francis smiled and shook his hand, but didn’t offer to hug. “Good to see you again.”


  Brill introduced me, “Maurice, this is Ishmael Wang. He’s a new crew member who joined us at Neris. This is the first time he’s been off the ship in over ninety days so you must treat him well. He’s feeling a bit exposed.”


  The manager beamed at me and I felt welcomed in a way that I couldn’t remember ever experiencing. “Greetings, Mr. Wang, I’m delighted that you’ve chosen my humble establishment to break your long incarceration,” he said enthusiastically.


  “Thank you, I’m looking forward to a meal where somebody waits on me for a change.”


  Brill grinned at me before turning to our host. “Ishmael works in the galley on the Lois. He’s been taking care of us for the last three months.”


  “Ah, you work with Cookie. How is he? And why has he not come with you tonight?”


  “He’s fine. His duties are keeping him aboard, I’m afraid.”


  “Well, let’s not stand on ceremony here. Come this way, my old and new friends. I have a table which you should find acceptable.” He scooped up a handful of menus and led us into the dimness of the restaurant.


  I sighed happily as we settled at the large table with real chairs that slid on the floor. Maurice brought us a large pitcher of beer without asking and collected orders with joyous abandon. I had to admire his skill when the wait staff delivered all the meals perfectly to the correct person. The beefalo steak was superb and the greens were lovely and crunchy. They served the perfect baked potato with only a discrete dab of what looked and tasted like real butter. For the first time since NerisCo Security had showed up at my door that day, I felt myself begin to unwind.


  Dinner was wonderful. I knew Brill was smart and funny. She really had helped me with the tour of the Environmental Section. Diane and Francis were likewise wonderful dinner companions. Being a professor’s kid had two effects on me. First, I was surrounded by people who tended to lord their intelligence over anybody who didn’t have at least two educational degrees and four decades of experience. Second, being surrounded by a lot of really smart people gave me a vocabulary and an appreciation for some of the larger ideas in human existence, unlike many of my peers. Because of that, I appreciated the dinner in a way that I seldom had experienced before. I felt like a grown up.


  We lounged over dinner for at least three stans. Maurice occasionally stopped by the table to check up on us, but he never once made us feel unwelcome or that, we should move on. Finally, after we finished off our coffees, and a second round of desserts, we settled up and sauntered out onto level six. The four of us window-shopped and chatted, sharing stories of life planet-side, shipboard, and everything in between. I learned that Brill had a master’s degree in environmental sciences while Francis held a doctorate in astrophysics. Diane had barely squeaked through secondary school. She was just good with algae. They all three shared a passion for clean air and fresh water. I discovered that I began to think of them as my friends. After a while we split up. Brill and I needed to get back to the ship, but Diane had other ideas. She stepped up and gave me a hug. “Good night, Ish. Francis and I are going down to the oh-two deck and dance the night away.”


  I hugged her back and shook Francis’s hand. “Thanks for letting me tag along, guys. I had a great time. Funny how you can live so close together but not really cross paths.”


  They all chuckled knowingly. “Happens all the time.” Francis winked at me.


  Brill and I set out in one direction while Diane and Francis headed the opposite way.


  We meandered from level to level, finally reaching the docks again. The cold air seemed refreshing, even if the smells of ships and machinery permeated everything. Eventually, we reached the Lois again. Walking up to the lock, with the visual image being overlaid in my head with the lock on Neris Orbital, I was suddenly smitten with the sense of coming home that I had only previously associated with returning to the flat in faculty housing I’d shared with my mother. I sighed contentedly.


  Brill heard me and smiled. “You seem pleased.”


  I looked up at her with a smile. “Thank you for dinner. It was excellent and it felt really good to get off the ship.”


  “You’re welcome, Ish. It was my pleasure. Next time, you can buy.” She was only half teasing, I knew, and I considered the idea.


  We stepped through the lock and checked in with the watch stander. I was shocked to see that it was almost midnight. We split up then, each headed for our berths. When I got to mine, Pip was still awake, reading something on his tablet.


  He looked up. “Hi, there. How was dinner?”


  “Great. Brill took us to the Beef and Brew and I met the owner. Fantastic meal. Lotta fun.” I stripped out of my civvies and hung them in my locker, leaving on a ship-tee and boxers. I clambered up into my bunk, and was asleep before I knew I was lying down.


  



  


  Chapter Seventeen


  Gugara Orbital: 2351-December-10


  I had the duty and Pip was off. He got up with me when the messenger of the watch came to wake me.


  He sat at one of the tables and watched me prepare the urns. “So, what’s the status?” I asked.


  “I looked around for cargoes on the station net last night and I found some interesting things. I want to get over to the orbital as soon as I can and check them out.”


  He hung around long enough to get fresh coffee and one of Cookie’s omelets before heading to the orbital. “No money this trip.”


  Cookie shouted after him. “You be careful just the same.”


  Cookie and I spent a pleasant morning with the duty crew who came in for breakfast. He showed me his tricks for making perfect omelets. The key was using the proper amount of water in the egg. He placed a great deal of emphasis on mixing the two until the result was a precise shade of yellow.


  It took a while for me to learn the technique. “No, no, young Ishmael, use the fork like a whisk, not a bat. You need to mix the egg with air to get the correct color. You’re not stirring porridge.”


  Eventually, I got the hang of it. “Very good, You could be an excellent cook if you applied yourself.”


  He entrusted the omelet making to me from then on and went off to set the yeast breads to rise.


  Eventually curiosity got the better of me and I turned to Cookie. “How’s the stores trading going?”


  His smile glowed in the galley’s overheads. “Quite well, quite well. Pip and I have placed our orders and we found several excellent deals.”


  “Did you get the Sarabanda Dark that you were hoping for?”


  “Oh yes, and some lovely frozen beefalo at a very nice price. The profit from the frozen fish was not quite what we projected, but that’s to be expected. All told, it was a good first trial.”


  “So, you’re pleased?”


  He smiled, and nodded, then waved me out of the galley. “Go. Scamper. I need some peace and quiet in which to make pie crusts.”


  I went back to the berthing area and crawled into my bunk. It was only midmorning, but I’d been up late the night before. I fell asleep almost instantly.


  About a stan later, I awoke and Pip spoke from across the aisle, “You must have had a rough night.”


  “No, it was lovely, but it was later than I’m used to and I just felt like a nap. What’s up? Did you see the cargoes you were looking for?”


  “I did. I’m just trying to figure out what to do about them.”


  “Them?”


  Pip nodded. “Rugs. Here on Gugara they have a small specialty market in the things you can make out of beefalo, besides meat. One thing is a heavy robe. Another is a decorative rug. I met a dealer and the stuff is beautiful. The robes are really nice, more like a long, leather coat with a dark fur trim. The rugs are roughly animal shaped but still well done. Personally I think they’re kind of tacky, but who am I to say?” He held up his tablet and showed me some digitals. “I took these this morning.”


  “I see what you mean, but what makes you think these would sell in Margary?”


  “Most of the people in the system live in hollow rocks. Over the stanyers they’ve carved out hundreds of them. If you’re well off, you have your own. If not, or if you just don’t care about that kind of thing, you live in one of the habitats. But they’re all basically holes.”


  “You’re painting a picture of cavemen in space.”


  Pip chuckled. “Well, it’s not quite that bad. It’s not like all these guys are crawling around low-grav or no-grav asteroids with EVA suits and pickaxes. They seal the tunnels against air and water seepage as they go. After the asteroid is exhausted, they strip out the gear and the company makes them available to the Margary Station Authority for disposition. MSA cleans them up, carves out apartments, and lays down a slightly better grade of sealant. They install ship-grade power plants, environmental processing, and gravity flooring. When done, MSA rents them out as flats to the miners, prospectors, foundry workers, and ship yard crew.”


  “Okay, I’m getting the picture, but beefalo robes?”


  “I’m not too sure about the robes. Inside the units, it’s like being aboard ship. Constant temperatures and all. I’ve visited there before and if you didn’t know you were in a hole, you might think you were shipboard. That’s why I’m considering the rugs.”


  I looked around the berthing area and tried to image a beefalo rug. “I still don’t get it? Why would they be in demand?”


  “Psychology. Everybody there knows they’re actually living inside a rock. They are cold, hard, and sterile, at least in their minds. You said it yourself—cavemen in space. I’m looking for something that’ll relieve that feeling. The rugs are soft, warm, and comforting.”


  “What’s the problem?”


  “Mass and expense. We can’t afford them.”


  My tablet bipped then to remind me I needed to get up to the galley. “Back to work for me. Lemme know if you have any brain flashes.”


  Pip nodded distractedly and I got on with the lunch duty.


  As usual for a port-side lunch mess, it was mostly soup and sandwiches set up buffet style. There weren’t enough people to warrant setting up a serving line. The crew drifted in and out in doubles and triples. A lot of them loaded a tray and took it back to their stations. Brill came in and we sat together while she ate her soup.


  “Thanks, again,” I said. “Last night was so much fun. And Maurice knows how to make a guest feel welcome.”


  She laughed. “He’s a dear. I met him stanyers ago.” She dunked a chunk of bread in her soup and delicately nibbled off the wet edge. “Mmm, that’s not terribly good manners, but it reminds me of home.”


  I chuckled. “No need to stand on ceremony here. We’re all family.”


  “So, how’s the trading going?”


  “Which trading?”


  She giggled a little. “You got more than one?”


  I nodded. “There’s the Pip and Ish pool. He’s trying to show me how this works. So far, I’m mostly just holding his coat and watching from the sidelines.”


  She nodded sympathetically.


  “Then there’s the ship’s stores deals.”


  “Yeah, I heard about those. All the extra supplies on the dock attracted a bit of attention in Darbat and that pallet of Sarabanda Dark waiting outside looks very interesting.”


  “Oh, good. It’s here then?”


  She nodded.


  “Then there’s the empty container problem.”


  “The what?”


  “It’s kind of a long story but the gist of it is that Mr. Maxwell assigned Pip an exercise in cargo trading by asking him to put together a manifest for the Gugara to Margary run to fill a hypothetical empty container. They’ve run the exercise with several permutations and the latest is a fixed budget starting point of ten kilocreds and he’s looking for the maximum return on that budget.”


  “Sounds like an interesting story. Is there a punch line?”


  “Lois’ manifest list one empty container on the run to Margary.” I offered the comment in what I hoped was a suitably offhanded manner.


  Brill blinked for a tick. “Oh my.”


  “Indeed.”


  Her tablet bipped and she stood. “Time to get back to work. Gregor and I are swapping the sludge pools today. Wanna come help?”


  “I would, but I’m on duty here.”


  She laughed. “Yeah, I can see where that would be a problem. You’re so busy here in port.” She cast a pointed gaze around the practically empty mess deck.


  “Actually, I’d like to come down and see how it works. It was in the engineman exam but I’ve only got the theory, ya know?”


  She nodded. “That’ll change soon enough. Let me leave you with two words of advice for when you have to do sludge yourself…”


  I looked up, interested.


  “Mint soap.”


  We laughed and went about our respective duties.


  While I was straightening up after lunch, Pip came slouching in and settled with the portable computer. He was frowning in concentration and seemed upset about something. “Problems?”


  He shook his head. “Not really. I just cannot get a handle on a cargo for you and me. The stores trades for Margary are in good shape, although I still have some money and mass available on the empty container problem.”


  “Is it still empty?”


  He nodded. “This looks like a dry run to me. No changes to the manifest have been filed.”


  “That’s kind of a relief, isn’t it?”


  He nodded distractedly. “Yeah.” He didn’t offer any more than that on the subject.


  I served him a bowl of soup from the kettle before recycling the rest and threw a couple chunks of bread on the plate.


  “Coffee?” he asked, distractedly.


  “Anything else, sir?”


  He shook his head and laughed at himself. “I’m sorry. I get so wrapped up, I forget.”


  I sat the mug beside his food and laughed with him. “It’s okay. I was going that way.”


  I finished my cleanup and went for a run. I was the only one in the gym, and the sauna was empty too. As much as I liked the crew, having the place all to myself was strangely satisfying. I hadn’t realized how tense I was until I started noticing an odd sensation at dinner with Brill, Diane, and Francis. It had continued throughout the day. Sitting in the sauna, feeling the long muscles in my back and legs begin to unwind, I finally recognized it. I was relaxed and it felt good.


  Next day, Pip had the duty, but I felt a bit left out when Rhon Scham came down to wake him. So I got up and tagged along. The breakfast set up in the galley was probably my favorite time of the day. Everything was clean and fresh and the smells of coffee, yeast, bacon, and eggs hooked to something inside me that I couldn’t really describe. The smell of coffee always said morning to me. Growing up, we’d not had a tradition of bacon and eggs in my house, but I could see myself getting used to it.


  I kibitzed while Cookie and Pip played with omelets. I let Pip practice on me. Somehow I thought Cookie had taught him how to do them long ago, but apparently that was a mistaken assumption on my part. The omelet was good, filled with cheese and meat and thin slices of onion.


  After I ate, Cookie frowned at me. “Are you going to spend your whole liberty here in the galley?”


  I shook my head. “No, I’m heading out to do some sightseeing, but I’m feeling lazy and I’m in no hurry.”


  He smiled. “Young Ishmael, you are anything but lazy. You’ve earned your break. Go take it.” Then he grinned. “Pip can make the coffee today.”


  We all had a laugh at that and I headed down to berthing to put on my civvies. As I was leaving the ship, I met up with Beverly at the lock.


  “Hey, bunkie. Where you heading?”


  She grinned at me. “I’m going shopping. You?”


  I shrugged. “Dunno. Sightseeing mostly. My first time on an orbital other than Neris. I went out with some of the environmental crew for dinner last night but I thought I’d go for a stroll today.”


  She gave me a well, come on gesture. “I’m heading up to level nine to the flea market. Come with me.” She lowered her voice a tad. “After Darbat, I’m not too keen on just wandering around alone, you know?”


  She surprised me. Bev is about a meter and three quarters of menace. She keeps her hair cropped like most of us, but unlike other women aboard, hers was cut in a military crew cut and not one of the more feminine styles. She sported tattoos on most of her body and had piercings that made me wince just looking at them. In her shipsuit, she looked dangerous enough, but in her civvies: black leather pants and jacket, heavy boots and what looked like a pullover made of aluminum plates—I thought only an idiot would mess with her.


  It wasn’t all show either. In the gym I’d seen her working through some martial art drills and sparring with the crew. She even moved like she was dangerous, very smooth, aware, and centered. It was funny she wanted me, sixty kilos of coward, to watch her back. Go figure. They say there’s safety in numbers and I felt safe with her.


  “Sure, I’ve never been to the flea market.”


  As we left the ship she turned to me. “Never? There’s a flea on every orbital.”


  “I always visited the Neris Orbital with my mother and she was more focused on the mainstream shops and the cube-sellers. It was a treat for us to go up to visit and we didn’t do it that often. When we did, we spent a lot of time just gawking. She kinda looked down on the flea market.”


  Bev shrugged. “Everybody’s allowed their own opinion, but if you’re gonna be a trader, the flea market is your best friend.”


  “Really?” I was surprised. Pip had never mentioned the flea market. “Why?”


  “You’ll see,” She just grinned, which was kind of a scary thing, but I forced myself to remember this was the woman who slept under me every night. I’m not sure that thought helped.


  We didn’t take the scenic route up through the various levels. Bev led me straight to the lift and we took it all the way up to level nine. When we stepped off the lift, I found myself in a maelstrom of sound and color. Almost the whole deck was one big open bay. It was carved up into aisles and each one was lined with stalls where people were buying and selling. The booths consisted of everything from prefab units with pseudo-walls and glazed displays, to a couple with stack upon stack of storage cubes, to a few people who had simply spread blankets on the deck and laid out hand crafted jewelry or clothing items. Ship and orbital time was almost in sync here, and even at this early hour the place was crawling with people. I was glad to be with Beverly. A space seemed to open before her as she moved through the throngs. I saw other people being jostled periodically, but nobody bumped into Beverly. I rode happily in her wake. If the Neris flea market was like this, I can see why my mother, fifty kilos and barely a meter and a quarter, would want to avoid it. I wasn’t sure I’d want to come here alone.


  Beverly happily wandered up one aisle and down another, occasionally exchanging words and sometimes good-natured insults with the vendors. I marveled at the array of goods and just tried to keep up. Clothing seemed to be a popular item. I saw obviously handcrafted garments that had been created from whole cloth, as it were, to obviously purchased articles embellished with punch work, or embroidery and even rivets. Beverly spent some time looking over a red leather jacket with an elaborate dragon outlined in what appeared to be black steel rivets across the back. The thing was stunning on her, but she put it back on the rack and we left.


  “Nice work, but the red draws attention I don’t want, and the rivets were stuck on with mastic, not punched through the fabric.”


  “You think the red draws attention?” I suppressed a certain level of amusement.


  She nodded matter-of-factly as she sifted through a display of quilted, silk dresses.


  “And the aluminum pullover and black leather doesn’t?”


  She grinned. “Well, yeah, probably, but when people see me in red, they think I’m…well, someone I’m not. When I’m in black, they leave me alone.” She looked a little embarrassed, so I didn’t push it.


  At the next booth, I saw some of the beefalo rugs and robes that Pip had been talking about. The robes were nice and the rugs were quite soft. The short fur felt lush against my hand, but when I hefted one of the robes, I understood Pip’s comment about the mass. It must have weighed ten kilos. The rugs were heavier.


  Bev raised an eyebrow as she saw me examining the goods.


  “Pip thought these might do well on Margary. Soft and warm in a cold, hard world.”


  She nodded. “Maybe yes, maybe no. Mass is the problem though, right?”


  “Yup.”


  We continued our perambulations and at the next turn, a wizened, old woman sat behind a heavy bench and worked the most amazing patterns into a leather strap. Bev and I stood, along with several others, spellbound as she pierced, punched, pounded, and laced the lovely natural brown material. Her gnarled fingers moved with amazing speed and grace. In what seemed like only a few minutes, she lifted the leather from her work bench and displayed the finished belt to the crowd’s appreciative applause before hanging it carefully on a long rack with several dozen others. She fished under the bench and brought out another length of supple, creamy brown strap. The scent of it cut through even the smell of the crowd. I was drawn to the rack of belts and began fingering through them.


  Beverly stood close beside me and admired them as well. “This is spectacular work,” she spoke softly. She took one from the rack and flexed it several times. “And this leather is amazing.”


  The lady behind the bench noticed us but didn’t interrupt.


  Beverly turned to her. “How much?”


  The woman flickered a glance in our direction and smiled. “Are you serious, dearie, or just curious?” She spoke without looking up and I thought she had a pleasant lilt in her voice.


  “Serious.”


  “Twenty creds each, fifty for three,” the old woman said, working a spider web pattern into the surface of the new leather on her bench.


  Bev grunted. “Interesting but not that interesting.” She paused for about five heartbeats before making a counter offer. “Hundred creds for ten?”


  The old woman grinned. “Child, my husband would beat me if I took so little. You cannot ask that of a frail old woman such as myself. But perhaps I could sell you seven…” She continued smoothly working the leather.


  “Eight,” Beverly answered after a single heartbeat.


  “Sold,” the woman replied as she put the finishing touches on the spider web. She finally looked up and gave a brief nod in my direction. “Your boy toy can have the same deal if he likes,” she added, obviously talking to Bev and not me.


  I blushed. Bev smirked. “How about it, Ish? Want to buy a new belt?”


  In the end, Bev and I bought eight belts each. They were exquisite and weighed less than a kilo total.


  As we left the booth, I murmured to Beverly, “I hope Pip wasn’t counting on that mass.”


  She glanced my way. “You and Pip are working together?”


  “He’s trying to show me the ropes, but after Darbat, he’s starting from scratch again.”


  “You mean along with the empty container and the ship’s stores dealing, right?” She grinned at me.


  “I know roughly what he’s doing there, but this kind of thing…” I waved my hand around at the flea market, “is more what I thought the idea of private trading would be like.”


  She nodded, turning her head to scan the flea market. “Some of it. Pip seems to have good connections and he does his homework. I’m more spur of the moment. I’m also full share so I have more mass to spend and I can afford to carry stuff a bit before I unload it. Lemme know if you get into a bind, Ishmael. I can buy these from you if you need to recover the creds. The half-kilo isn’t going to matter much in the long run, though.”


  “Thanks, that makes me feel a little better.”


  “No problem.” She grinned, chucking me playfully under the chin. “Besides, I need to look out for my boy toy.”


  We continued our tour around the flea market, but we didn’t buy anything else. Beverly spent most of her time looking at various crafted items like clothing, jewelry, and leather goods. She had me try on a leather coat that was to die for. It was a rich dark brown, smooth and supple, lined with black silk. It fastened with polished, stainless steel buckles that clipped together cleverly in a kind of loop and toggle arrangement. It fit like it was custom made for me.


  Unfortunately, it also cost twice what I had and weighed almost three full kilos.


  Bev shrugged. “Costs nothing to look. You’ll be full share soon and you won’t be worried about mass so much.”


  Eventually, we both got hungry, thirsty, and tired, so we sauntered down to a little bistro on level eight that catered to the flea market trade. They had some hearty sandwiches of thinly sliced and sautéed beefalo, onions, peppers and cheese on crusty rolls. We each got one and I couldn’t resist sampling the coffee. Beverly bought a beer and we rested our tired feet for almost a whole stan before heading to the ship.


  When we got back to berthing, I changed into a fresh shipsuit and hung the belts in my locker along with my civvies. Beverly stowed her purchases as well but went out with some of the bridge crew for what I suspected would be more of a pub-crawl than a shopping jaunt. I went up to the galley to see what was happening.


  Cookie and Pip were stowing the buckets of Sarabanda Dark and I walked in just in time to help them lock down the last load. I whistled at the quantity. “That’s a lot of coffee.”


  Pip wiped the sweat off his face with a towel. “You have no idea.”


  Cookie consulted his tablet. “That’s the last of our trade stores.” He looked up, smiling. “These should be very useful.”


  Pip looked it over and shook his head. “I hope so. If this doesn’t work we’re going to be drinking a lot of Sarabanda.” He turned to me. “How was liberty?”


  “Fun. I went shopping.”


  Cookie looked up. “Shopping? For what?”


  “Well, nothing, really. I ran into Bev at the lock and she dragged me up to the flea market on level nine. We’ve been up there all day wandering from stall to stall.”


  “Bev? Our Big Bad Beverly goes to the flea market?”


  “Hey, she’s a good person to go with. Nobody messed with us.”


  Cookie chuckled. “I can see where Ms. Arith would be able to provide a security buffer.”


  “She dickers pretty well, too. At least I think it was good. I can’t haggle for squat.”


  Pip looked interested. “What’d she buy?”


  “Belts. Beautiful leather belts. I got some, too.”


  “Belts?”


  I nodded. “There was this little old lady working them on a bench right there in the flea market. She had a big rack of them. She was asking twenty creds each, or three for fifty. Bev got her down to a hundred creds for eight.”


  Pip nodded appreciatively. “Not bad. Twelve and a half each, but that’s a lot of cred for a belt.”


  I shrugged. “Maybe, but they are gorgeous.”


  Cookie broke in, “We’re done here. Why don’t you take your break?”


  I took him down to my locker and took out the bundle of belts. I spread them out on my bunk so Pip could get a good look. He picked up each one, examining it, front and back, and running the lengths through his hands. He flexed them and even smelled them.


  “If you start tasting it, I’m gonna make you buy it.” I was only half joking.


  He grinned. “This is excellent stuff. This is beefalo leather but it’s been expertly tanned and the workmanship on these patterns—well, you just don’t see that these days. Mostly it’s punched out by machine. This is real hand tooled stuff, all of it.”


  I nodded. “She was doing the work right there on a bench in her booth.”


  “Yeah, but that’s usually just the come-on. Typically, when you actually look at the goods on the racks, you find that those aren’t any more hand-tooled than I am. These are the real thing.”


  I shrugged.


  “You say she had a whole rack?”


  “Yup. Probably had a hundred belts on it. All kinds of patterns. Bev and I commented that while some of them were similar, we never did find two alike.”


  “None of them had buckles?”


  “No, they’re all just like this with the snaps and punch work so you can add your own. Some were a bit longer, some a bit shorter, but all about the same width and every one of them was this gorgeous leather.”


  Pip just stroked the belts for a moment. “How much did the eight add to your mass?”


  “Half a kilo.”


  He nodded. “Where was this booth?”


  I told him and I could see him getting that look in his eye so I wasn’t surprised when he asked, “How much mass are you willing to invest? How many creds you got?”


  I checked my allotment accounts. “I’ve got about ten kilos and four hundred creds. I’m willing to throw half that into the pool.”


  “Me, too. Okay, we have more mass than money. Are you willing to invest some more in belts?”


  “You think it’s worth it? How many can we sell?”


  He grinned. “I don’t know. It’s always a gamble. I don’t wanna hurt Bev’s market, but these…” he indicated the belts arrayed on my bunk, “are something special. If you were able to buy eight for a hundred in the middle of the trading day, she might be willing to give a better price near closing with more cash on the line. If we could buy eighty of them that would be five kilos, but at ten a piece, it’d be eight hundred creds and we don’t have that kinda cash. I doubt that she’d be willing to go below ten creds, even on a bulk deal. Between us we’ve got about four hundred creds. If she’ll go down to ten, that’s forty belts and two and a half kilos.”


  I shrugged. I could follow his logic, but this was all new. It’s one thing to speculate idly over what to buy and what to sell. This was actual creds and real risk. Then I remembered the pallets of Sarabanda Dark down in the pantry and realized that what had been idle speculation for me had real implications for Pip. I used my tablet to transfer two hundred creds to his account. “Go for it.” That evening I went to the holos with Diane Ardele and Gregor Avery from the environmental section. Gregor was a skinny spec three who’d been with the ship for only a stanyer but was already looking for a new berth.


  “Oh, I like the Lois well enough,” he spoke with a kind of whispery voice. “But I’d really like to get on one of the big tankers. The crews are smaller and the shares are bigger.”


  We discussed the relative merits of various berths all the way to the theater and back. Well, I like the Lois because we don’t have to worry about snakes in our bunks,” Diane added her opinion to the mix.


  Gregor laughed but I didn’t get the joke.


  I looked puzzled. “Snakes? I’ve not seen any animals creeping around the Lois, are there usually snakes and mice and such?”


  Gregor roared and Diane blushed. “On most ships yes, but not the way you’re thinking.”


  I was still completely confused. “Okay, I’m sure I’m missing something.”


  Gregor stepped closer to me before speaking quietly, “Some vessels have a liberal policy on fraternization.”


  I was puzzled for a moment then enlightenment hit me. “Oh, you mean…?”


  They nodded.


  Diane shrugged. “I like men as well as the next girl, but engineering berthing isn’t even my fifth choice for a romantic interlude.”


  Gregor nodded. “Those partitions are thin.”


  I blushed thinking about Tabitha and her little snorty-snores, grateful that there hadn’t been the sounds of fraternization as well. I was also glad that we had made it back to the ship and we each went our separate ways before I had any more opportunity to think about fraternization and Diane.


  Pip was reading in his bunk when I got there. “Hey, how was the show?”


  I shrugged. “Nothing to write home about. Change of pace from you and Cookie, but let’s just say, when they release it on holo-cube, it’s not one I’ll be buying.”


  He nodded and went back to his reading.


  I was almost asleep when Bev came in from her pub-crawl. “Hey, boy toy.” She greeted me playfully, but didn’t say anything else before falling into her bunk still fully clothed and started snoring softly.


  I could feel Pip looking at me. I glanced over and he mouthed “boy toy” with raised eyebrows. I just groaned, shut off my light, and rolled into my blankets.


  



  


  Chapter Eighteen


  Gugara Orbital: 2351-December-11


  Having the duty was almost a relief. I admit I liked being able to come and go, and I enjoyed getting to know some of the people I’d only seen in the mess line. The only drawback was that I felt compelled to take advantage of being able to leave, even when I didn’t have a good reason to go. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the day out and about on the station, but it still felt good to take a bit of refuge in the ship.


  Pip joined us for breakfast, and other than a few waggled eyebrows in my direction, didn’t mention the boy toy incident again. After he ate, he rushed out. “Gotta see a lady about a belt,” he said waving as he left.


  When he was gone, I settled into the comfortable routine of port-side mess deck duty. Cookie and I split the omelet duties and I helped him make the soup stock for lunch by peeling the onions and carrots. I hung around and he gave me pointers on making biscuits. By the time he was finished showing me his tricks we made too many for lunch, but he smiled and explained, “We’ll have traditional biscuits and gravy for breakfast tomorrow. They’ll be perfect for that.”


  After lunch, I settled into a chair on the mess deck with my tablet and a fresh cup of coffee. I started looking over the food handler information. It didn’t look any more difficult than the cargo handler, but I remembered how the actual exam had taken some less than straightforward twists. I tried to think about what the steward exam might do along those lines. I hadn’t realized before just how pleasant the mess was to relax in. The seats were unpadded but still comfortable, even though they were bolted to the tables. The coffee was close by, and Cookie’s rummaging in the kitchen and occasional humming made it seem homey. Occasionally somebody would stop by for some coffee or one of the pastries that Cookie left out while we were in port. Sometimes they’d stop and talk, other times they just nodded and continued on their way. I found it an exceptionally pleasant way to spend the afternoon.


  Dinnertime rolled around and Cookie put together a baked pasta dish with beefalo and a soft white cheese made locally on Gugara. I took a couple of loaves of Cookie’s yeast bread to make garlic loaves, grilling them before chopping them into rough chunks and tumbling them into a towel-lined basket on the serving line. Set up, service, and take down were easy. I finished cleanup by 1900 and ran a few laps in the gym before ducking into the sauna.


  When I got back to the berthing area, Pip was waiting with a bundle of belts draped off the side of his bunk and a huge grin across his face. “My gods, how many did you buy?” I asked in amazement.


  “Eighty.” He beamed. “Well, eighty-one, actually.”


  “What? How’d you do that?”


  “I found Drus right where you said.”


  “Drus?”


  “Yeah, Drus Martin. That’s the woman you met. You were right. That rack of belts was spectacular. I talked to her near closing and told her I wanted to buy a bunch to take off-planet for trade and asked for a wholesale price. We haggled for a while until the market closed. I helped her pack up and push her grav pallet while we continued to barter.” Pip paused to chuckle. “She’s a salty old bird, but I’ve gotta give ya credit, you know quality goods when you see them, Ishmael, old boy. At one point, I mentioned that you and Bev had bought eight each yesterday. I forget how it came up. Something about the price she could take before her husband would beat her or something.”


  I snorted. “She used that same line on us.”


  “Anyway, she stops and says, ‘Butchy looking fem? Black leathers and an attitude with a skinny boy toy in tow?’”


  I groaned because Pip was enjoying this way too much.


  “I told her, ‘Yeah, that’s them.’ By then we’re at her storage locker on level five and she opens it up to move the bench in for the night. Gods, Ish, that place was stuffed with belts. She points out like three bales rolled up against the bulkhead. There had to be three or four hundred of them. She says, ‘For the woman and her boy I will do this. Pick any eighty, and I’ll let you have them for four hundred, final offer, but you have to take them off-station.’”


  “Wow, that’s incredible. But wait, I thought you said you got eighty-one?”


  He nodded. “I did. While I was picking out the belts, and you probably know as well as I do that there wasn’t a bad one in the bunch, she was busy at her bench. I didn’t think too much about it. I was busy pulling out different versions and trying to keep track of how many I had selected. All the while I wished I had enough money to take them all. The leather smell made my head spin. It was amazing.” Pip talked so fast, I thought he might tangle his tongue and strangle himself.


  “So anyway, after about a quarter stan, I gave up trying to pick and choose and just started adding at random until I had eighty and we signed the chits and transferred the funds. That was so much less nerve-wracking than dealing with cash. So, I’m bundling up the belts to bring back when she hands me the one that she had been working on. ‘Your friend, he was a nice boy,’ she says as she gives it to me. ‘This is for him,’ she says.”


  Pip pulled a single belt from the bunch and handed it to me. It was exquisite. Expertly crafted premium leather with an ivy vine pattern running the full length. I’d never seen anything quite so beautiful. Looking closer I could see some lettering in the middle of the vines in an ornate script that blended with the curves of the vines and leaves it read, “Boy Toy”.


  Pip was killing himself with laughter, but I didn’t care. The belt was beautiful and she’d made it just for me.


  “Wait,” I said, “you got eighty belts for four hundred creds?”


  He nodded.


  “That’s just five creds each!”


  He nodded again. “Yup.” He grinned obviously inordinately proud of himself.


  “What if we can’t sell ‘em on Margary?”


  He shrugged. “I hope we don’t sell them all. We’ll need to let a few go to get some capital, but these are going to be worth a fortune on St. Cloud.”


  I stood there dumbfounded while leaning on my bunk, turning the supple leather over and over in my hands. My fingers traced the textures that the old woman, Drus, had pressed into it.


  After a few ticks I remembered something. “What about the rugs and robes idea? I saw some of those at the flea market and you’re right about the mass, although they were nice. The fur was much softer than I’d expected.”


  “I added them to the list for the empty container. They took up the last of the cash and the final mass allotments almost perfectly. I still believe they’re the right cargo for Margary and thought the ship may as well get some advantage from them.”


  “You think he’s actually going to do it?” He knew I referred to Mr. Maxwell.


  Pip shook his head. “No, I doubt it. That’s a lot of creds to gamble on the advice of someone of my rank.”


  I nodded. “Makes sense. Maybe it’s a trial. See what you can come up with, but not actually follow through. As you said, that’s a lot of creds.”


  “I’m relieved actually. If he’d done it and it went badly, I’d feel really guilty about reducing share.”


  “Yeah, but the flip side is that if it goes empty, it doesn’t contribute anything.”


  Pip shrugged. “True, but we already have a lot riding on this leg, our belts, the extra stores, if there was also a container that I picked. Man, that’s a lot for one lowly attendant to take responsibility for.” He grinned but I thought his smile looked a little wistful at the edges.


  



  

  Chapter Nineteen


  Gugara Orbital: 2351-December-13


  The next morning we left Gugara en route to Margary. To mark the occasion, Cookie brought out a bucket of the Sarabanda Dark and I made one urn with it when we set the normal watch. He even had those little signs on chains like you see in coffee bars, one read, “Djartmo Arabasti” and the other, “Sarabanda Dark.” He laughed in delight when I hung them on the valves.


  It was a short trip, twenty-one days out to the Burleson limit, but Margary Station was only seven more on the other side. Durations are dictated by the placement of the system’s primary station in relation to the system’s center of gravitational mass. We had to get far enough out of the system's gravity well to allow the jump drives to bend space. The calculations were complicated and based on the ship's mass, the system's mass, the power rating on the drives, the distance we planned to jump, and I wasn't sure what else. In effect, it meant we needed to sail right out to the edge of the Deep Dark.


  Every system has a limited sphere where planets can support life. This habitable zone exists as a spherical shell around the primary star. Its location depends on the size and temperature of the star, but that area is usually deep in the system’s gravity well where the jump drives can’t operate. Normally, an orbital holds a geostationary orbit over a habitable planet, which means there is a long transit time between it and the jump point, twenty to thirty days was not uncommon.


  Margary was an exception because there is no suitable planet in the habitable zone. Margary Station is out on the edge of the system because it orbits the star. The bulk of the population live in an asteroid belt just outside the orbit of the second of two gas giant planets and the station was positioned to serve them. We didn’t have to claw all the way into the gravity well to get there or out again. As a result the run from Gugara to Margary was a short one.


  We were all in good spirits on the way out of Gugara. I felt relaxed and refreshed after my short excursions on the orbital, and enjoyed the new tasks in the galley working with Cookie. I found myself excited to start the food handler exam and thought about trying the ordinary spacer test as well. Pip still celebrated his deal on the belts and occasionally ribbed me with comments about boy toy, although never when Beverly was around. The stores accounting hadn’t been included on the trip into Gugara but the savings would be factored into the shares when we got to Margary. The total probably wouldn't amount to much, but every little bit helped.


  The second day out of Gugara, Pip looked up the Sarabanda Dark prices in Margary, trying to get a feel for whether they were rising or falling. Coffee is one of those volatile markets that operates as much on emotion as fact and he worried that reports of the bumper crop might drive the price down in Margary. The short run between the two systems counted against us on that score because it meant that information and goods moved easily between them. I was sweeping out the galley when Pip gave a strangled cry, “Aphrodite’s flimsy nighty!”


  He startled me so much that I dropped the broom and turned. He was pointing at his tablet his mouth gaping in disbelief. I crossed to him so I could see what was wrong and saw that the spare container wasn’t empty any longer. We pulled up its contents and found it filled with the exact list of items that Pip had given to Mr. Maxwell.


  Cookie came to look over our shoulders and simply gave a little, “Hmm,” before wandering off.


  Pip looked up at me, the stricken expression still painted on his face. “I don’t know whether I should cheer or cry.”


  I shrugged. “Well, your ideas are getting a good shake out, if nothing else.”


  “Yeah, but what if I’m wrong?”


  “Look, the ship has seventy-one other containers, right?”


  He nodded.


  “If this one had stayed empty, how many creds would it earn?”


  “None.”


  “Worst case is what?”


  “None of this stuff sells in Margary and we need to dump it to take on scheduled cargo. That would be a ten kilocred loss.”


  “I doubt that. Is that really likely?”


  He stopped to think for half a tick before speaking. “No. In fact…” he pulled up another manifest, “we’re scheduled to have two more empty containers when we leave.”


  “See. Okay, so then, the worst case is we drag it to St. Cloud. What are your projections there? Will that stuff sell if it doesn’t move on Margary?”


  He tapped keys, first on his tablet and then on the portable. He was in zombie mode so I went back to sweeping. Finally he spoke, “Yeah, actually, the market is slightly better on St. Cloud.”


  “Okay, so you see, it should be fine, and it’s not all riding on one throw of the dice, either.”


  Pip’s color started returning and he stopped hyperventilating as he focused on refining the calculations for St. Cloud. “Okay, you’re right. It’s just that I’d made up my mind that Mr. Maxwell was just testing me and seeing that container showing up full surprised me.”


  I nodded in response. “You ready for another shock?”


  He looked at me hesitantly. “What?”


  “If I were you, I’d start planning what you’d put in those other empties once we land in Margary, because I’ll bet Mr. Maxwell is down here the day after transition to give you that little assignment as well.”


  “He wouldn’t,” Pip said, but the color started draining from his face once more.


  “Well, maybe not, but at least figure out what to reload your container with, assuming it gets emptied in Margary and earns a bit of profit.”


  Pip gulped and started hammering on the keys.


  * * *


  Shipboard routine settled around us like an old sweater. The availability of the new stores worked wonders with the daily meals. For the first few days out of Gugara we had fresh greens and fruits. As they began to taper off, we still had an occasional urn of the nutty, rich Sarabanda to break up the monotony of the Arabasti. Cookie had ordered a bunch of canned fruit and he pulled a couple cases out of our trade goods to help me experiment with fruit crisps and cobblers. It was a lot of fun and livened up the luncheon preparation. The crew’s sweet tooth seemed to appreciate the desserts.


  I spent my evenings in the gym and sauna. I soon realized that I was in the best physical condition of my life. I spent my afternoon breaks alternating between studying for the steward exam and hanging out in environmental. I really wanted to get my hands dirty with some of the routine activities in that department to see if I’d like them.


  One day, about a week out of Gugara, I went down to find them dredging out sludge. The process wasn’t physically difficult. It smelled a bit funky, but nothing like you might expect. All in all it was just messy. The sludge that came from the water treatment plant had been biologically stabilized to the point where it was practically sterile.


  As a normal part of processing, the sludge settled into the bottom of the water treatment ponds and even after the water had been pumped out, it was still wet, sticky, and slimy. We used mechanical scoops to load the sludge deposits into shallow metal containers, what the environmental gang called loaf pans. They were about a meter and a half long, a meter wide, and a half-meter deep. When full, we ran the pans through a combination freezer-vacuum compartment where the water sublimated out of it. After the loaves dried we knocked them out of the pans, wrapped each one in a sealant eerily similar to clingfilm, and stacked it in a storage space for disposition at the next port.


  One pond yielded about five of these large loaves. The pans were incredibly heavy when wet, but once dry, the sludge cakes had about the same mass and consistency as polyfoam. One person could lift one, but handling it was awkward because of its size and shape. As we were finishing up, Diane told me they would do it one more time before hitting Margary, but on the other pond. I confess it wasn’t as gross as I thought it would be, just grubby. I left them loading the last pans in the dryer when I went to clean up before heading to the galley for the dinner mess.


  As I got into the shower, the raspy buzz of the fire alarm went off followed by, “THIS IS A DRILL. THIS IS A DRILL. FIRE IN THE ENGINEERING BERTHING AREA. ALL HANDS TO FIRE AND DAMAGE CONTROL STATIONS. FIRE IN THE ENGINEERING BERTHING AREA. ALL HANDS TO FIRE AND DAMAGE CONTROL STATIONS. THIS IS A DRILL. THIS IS A DRILL.”


  I played the shower quickly over my head and zipped into a fresh shipsuit in less than a tick. In under two, I was trotting into the galley where I found Pip and Cookie working on dinner. Cookie called in and we continued with the preparations. I finally felt like I was getting the hang of it.


  * * *


  Nineteen days out of Gugara, and two before the jump into Margary, Pip picked up the data beacon and downloaded the current market conditions. He spent almost the next whole day revising and refining his models. The longer he worked, the gloomier he seemed.


  When we did the final jump prep, twenty-one days out of Gugara, he sighed and threw down his stylus rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands.


  “Problems?”


  “Maybe. The biggest is that I can’t really tell. It looks like the coffee prices have tanked. The market appears to be saturated with Sarabanda Dark and oddly, the wholesale price of Arabasti, which you can usually get for three creds a bucket is now twenty-two creds. If these prices are correct we can buy Sarabanda for less here than we just paid in Gugara. And there doesn’t appear to be any Arabasti for sale in the whole system. It’s crazy.”


  Cookie listened to our conversation and smiled. “I’m glad I laid in extra Arabasti in Darbat, then.”


  Pip laughed. “Good point.” He consulted the pantry inventories and said, “Okay, we have sixty-eight full buckets of Arabasti. We paid an average of three creds each. Net on one of the Arabasti would be nineteen creds. We paid an average of eight creds a piece for a hundred and fifty buckets of Sarabanda. Net on the Sarabanda is a loss of three as we can buy it here for five.”


  This shocked me. “Wait, you’re telling me we’ll lose money if we sell the Sarabanda in Margary?”


  Pip nodded. “Exactly. We’ve got that Sarabanda because we bought it to trade, not drink. How much Arabasti do we need to make St. Cloud?”


  I considered the question. “We use about a bucket a day, more or less. How long is the Margary to St. Cloud run?”


  Pip pulled up the schedule. “Eight days to jump, and twenty-eight on the back side. St. Cloud has a weak sun and the orbital is a long way down the well.”


  “Five weeks in roundish numbers. And we’re a week out of Margary?”


  He nodded. “About that.”


  “Call it six weeks. Between the rest of this run, the in port time, and the run to St. Cloud, we need forty-two, make it forty-five just to be safe. If we brew half Sarabanda, which the crew likes just fine, that means we only need twenty-two of each.”


  Cookie spoke up, “Might I suggest that we keep just two buckets of Arabasti and plan to sell the rest in Margary. If we shift to Sarabanda now, and only use the Arabasti for special occasions, we can sell sixty-six of the more expensive brand and turn a nice profit. That will give us capital to buy more Sarabanda and lower our average cost.”


  “Can we do that?”


  Cookie shrugged. “Why not? The Sarabanda is actually a better quality coffee and the crew, as you so eloquently pointed out, young Ishmael, likes it just fine. Personally, I prefer it.”


  Pip started tapping again and nodding. “Yes, this will work. The prices are holding on St. Cloud. They might even be a little better.”


  Cookie nodded. “Very good, then. Yes, this is our best course. How are the mushroom prices looking?”


  “They’re good.” Pip grinned. “Prices for fresh are holding steady but the dried have actually started dropping. Three varieties are available in commercial quantities and we can get two other artisan varieties in large enough bulk to make it worth stocking.”


  “Mushrooms?” I looked back and forth between the two.


  Cookie nodded. “It’s a kind of edible fungus.”


  I huffed. “I know what mushrooms are. We’ve never had them on ship before, have we?”


  Cookie shook his head. “Not in some time. They are difficult to procure and expensive when they’re available. Margary is one of the few sources in this end of the galaxy where they’re commonly raised.”


  I rounded on Pip. “So that’s what you meant.”


  He nodded with a cat-ate-the-canary grin. “Yup. Most people don’t know about the Margary mushrooms. Few consider them food so they get overlooked.”


  “Any insight on the empty container?”


  “Depends on budget. Freeze dried mushrooms would be best. They’re not very dense and they have a good upside potential. We can get container quantities of them but they’d cost upward of fifty kilocreds. The upside is that a container of good quality freeze dried mushrooms would net a hundred or hundred fifty on St. Cloud and even more at Dunsany Roads.”


  I whistled. “Not bad for spare mass. What else could we get?”


  Pip browsed through his sources for a moment and said, “Well, there’s no container sized lots, but there are several dozen pallets of minerals: quartz, beryl, jade, lapis, even some emeralds, and rubies. Those will be the bulk, industrial grade stuff, not the jewel grade. The prospectors and minors pick out the best pieces as they go. The minerals won’t take up as much volume because they’re a lot denser but the initial cost of the minerals is a lot higher and the profit potential on the other end isn’t as high.”


  “What would you recommend to Mr. Maxwell if he were standing right behind you?” Cookie asked.


  Pip blew out his breath noisily while he considered. “Sounds funny, but I’d leave the minerals and fill the container with mushrooms. While a kilo of mushrooms won’t fetch the same price as a kilo of rubies, you can put a lot more mushrooms in a container for the same investment. It’s not the mass that’s the issue, six hundred tons is six hundred tons, but there is a big difference in cost. We could probably fill a container with a fifty kilocred investment. Profit on the mushrooms would be somewhere between one hundred and one hundred fifty. The prices for mushrooms on St. Cloud and Dunsany are quite high. A container of mixed gems would cost three hundred kilocredits, maybe more depending on what you got. You’d be lucky to get four hundred kilocredits on the other end. In both cases, you’d make about the same, but the initial investment is a lot higher on the minerals. Profit ratio on the mushrooms is likely to exceed two hundred percent while the ratio on a similar container of minerals would be maybe twenty-five or thirty.”


  From behind him Mr. Maxwell spoke, “Thank you, Mr. Carstairs, for that cogent and reasonable assessment. Please notify me if you identify any other opportunities.”


  Pip just closed his eyes and didn’t appear to breathe for a long time.


  



  


  Chapter Twenty


  Margary System: 2352-January-05


  The run into Margary station went quickly. The only interruption came in the middle of the night two days after the jump. The whoop-whoop of the environmental alarm woke me out of a sound sleep just before midnight. I scrambled out of my bunk and went to the suit locker as soon as I was able to find floor space for my feet. By the time I got there, Bev had the locker open and was handing out suits as people filed past her. I took one and kept walking until I found a clear spot on the deck. I remembered where to grab the suit and how to shake it to get it opened up to wear. I had it on and the helmet sealed before the drill announcement finished. This time I wasn’t the last one by a long shot.


  Everybody made it on time, and after the captain’s congratulatory message, I stripped off my suit, set the used tag, and crawled back into bed.


  * * *


  As we got closer to Margary, one question started to nag at me. Finally I decided to talk to Pip and approached him during the evening cleanup. “How are we going to sell the belts?”


  “We talk to people who retail similar stuff…anybody who has a clothing store, that kind of thing.”


  I suppose I shouldn’t have worried that much, after all, Pip didn’t seem concerned and he’d been at it a lot longer. Being new to this whole thing, it still bothered me. His nebulous response left too much to chance for my comfort. Later, in the berthing area, I asked Bev about it. “How are you going to dispose of your belts?”


  “I don’t know. I usually just find somebody who wants what I have and I sell it.”


  “But how do you find them?”


  “Me? I go to the flea market. Usually there’s somebody there who sells something similar to whatever I’ve got and is willing to pay for new stock.”


  “Okay, that makes sense, but doesn’t that eat into your profit? I mean, you wind up selling at wholesale, right?”


  “Yeah, but that’s the price of doing business.”


  “Why don’t you rent a stall and sell retail?”


  “It’s not worth the hassle for just a few belts. Stall rental would probably eat the difference and I’d have to stay there until they sold. Doing it my way, somebody else does all the work.”


  “Sure, I can see that.” I thought a moment. “But doesn’t everybody have something to sell? What if we all got together, we could share the booth costs.”


  Bev blinked at me several times. It was rather disconcerting, to be truthful. “Out of the mouths of babes,” she muttered.


  Pip came in and crawled into his bunk just then. “Who you calling a babe?”


  Bev just shook her head. “Not that kind of babe. But you’re brilliant.”


  “Thanks,” Pip said. “But what did I do now?”


  Bev poked him playfully. “Not you, silly, I meant Ish. He’s a genius, did you know that?” She jerked a thumb in my direction.


  “What’d he say?”


  “That we should all share a booth on Margary.”


  Pip turned all owly and blinky himself for a tick before saying, “Yup, I taught him everything he knows.”


  The next day Bev started circulating the idea around the ship looking for others who might want to go in on the booth. Not knowing what it would cost hampered the effort a bit, but several of the crew agreed, so long as they didn’t have to hang around selling the whole time.


  I mentioned it to Sandy Belterson when I ran into her on the track that evening.


  “If you have any trade goods, Pip, Bev, and I are thinking about renting a booth at the flea market on Margary Station to sell our stuff. You’re welcome to add yours if you like.”


  “Do you think it will work out?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t know but it seems worth a shot. We’re trying to find out the costs now. That should give us an idea whether or not it’s even possible. If it’s too expensive, we won’t do it. But since we’re not going to be in port all that long we’re trying to line up people before we hit the station. We’ll give it a shot, assuming we can swing the price and we have enough stuff to put out.”


  We ran another whole lap while she thought about it. “That’s a really intriguing idea, Ish. I’ve got a few things I’d be interested in moving. Let me know if it goes forward, okay?”


  I nodded and we finished our laps together.


  * * *


  The next afternoon we docked at Margary Station. Pip looked up the terms and conditions on the flea market. They charged ten creds a day for space rental and an extra cred if you wanted a table. They charged a one-day minimum fee. We looked at the tablet for a long time. Pip finally shook his head a muttered loud enough for me to hear, “It’s too good. There has to be a catch.”


  I shrugged. “Well, I know who we can ask.”


  Pip looked at me with a raised eyebrow.


  “Mr. Maxwell.”


  His eyes got big for a tick, but he nodded his agreement and we went in search of the first mate.


  We found him in the ship’s office, where he spent most of his port time. We knocked and went in.


  Mr. Maxwell just sat observing us for a tick. “How can I help you gentlemen this fine day?”


  Pip looked at me as if to say, it was your idea.


  I took a deep breath and then rattled off the plan. I finished with the question we needed answered. “So what are we overlooking? Is there some hidden cost? Or some rule against crew renting tables?”


  Mr. Maxwell pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes. I braced myself because I was pretty sure he was thinking really hard, or considering just how to kill me. Either way, I wanted to keep a low profile. “Just so I understand this, Mr. Wang. You’re proposing to rent a booth at the flea market so that the crew members who have private trades have a place to sell their goods retail?”


  “Yes, sar, that’s the basic idea.”


  “Who’s going to work the booth?”


  “We’ll need a couple volunteers from each watch section. Pip and I, of course, but I don’t have any others yet because we’re still trying to figure out if we can do it.”


  Mr. Maxwell swiveled his gaze to Pip. “You’re in on this?”


  “Yes, sar. Mr. Wang and I, being on opposite watches agreed that we can cover the booth so that it can stay open every day we’re in port.”


  “Are you telling me you’re giving up liberty so that your crewmates have a place to make private trades?”


  We both gulped. I shot a glance at Pip out of the corner of my eye before answering, “Yes, sar.”


  “Well, sar, it’s only during business hours so it’s not like we’re giving up all our liberty,” Pip added. “The flea market isn’t open in the evening.”


  I thought Mr. Maxwell smiled at that, but it disappeared before I could be sure.


  He let us stew in our own juices for about two solid ticks before answering, “Gentlemen, I have some good news and some bad news.” Pip and I shot a glance to each other before Mr. Maxwell went on, “The crew is prohibited from engaging in any activity which might be considered competing with the trading mission of the ship. That’s the bad news. The good news is that the ship is under no such restriction.”


  I was having trouble untangling that statement but Pip grinned.


  Mr. Maxwell continued, “We frequently rent offices, warehouses, and other port-side facilities when they are required for legitimate ship’s business. Ever since the incident at Darbat, the captain and I have been struggling with how to keep the crew safe without restricting their enthusiasm for private trading. You two seem to have hit upon a solution so obvious that we never would have thought of it. Let me run this idea past her and get back to you. I suspect you’ll be able to set up shop tomorrow, but I’ll let you know later this evening.”


  Pip spoke while I was still untangling my tongue. “Yes, sar, thank you, sar.”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded. “You’re welcome. Dismissed.”


  We took the hint and headed back to the galley to start the evening meal. First night of liberty or not, neither of us wanted to leave the ship until we got the idea fully hashed out. As we expected, almost nobody came to the mess deck for dinner. We served the few watch standers left aboard and waited.


  Near the end of dinner, a message from the captain pinged into our tablets simultaneously. It confirmed that the ship had rented booth four seventy-eight at Margary Station’s flea market for four days beginning at 0800 the next day. She instructed us to pick up our authorization certificate from the market office no later than 0730 under the name of McKendrick Mercantile Cooperative.


  Pip looked at me across the mess table. “Okay, I’ll take the duty tomorrow. You get it set up.”


  “Me? You’re the trading genius.”


  He grinned at me. “Your idea, so you have to do it.”


  I shook my head slowly. This trip just got stranger and stranger. I left Pip with cleanup duty and went in search of people to help me in the morning.


  My first stop was the berthing area where I found Bev coming off watch and getting ready for liberty. “The captain approved the flea market.”


  She turned wide-eyed in my direction. “Wha—? How’d the captain get involved?”


  “Pip and I wanted to make sure there wasn’t any conflict so we went to Mr. Maxwell. As it turns out, only the ship can officially rent the space but can do it for the benefit of the crew. The only catch was he had to run it by the captain. We just got the confirmation a few ticks ago. They rented space in the name of McKendrick Mercantile Cooperative and anybody in the crew with trade goods will be free to use the space to sell their stuff.”


  “Sounds great. Will it be expensive?”


  “That’s the best part, the rental is only ten creds a day and it’s a simple pay-as-you go plan.”


  Bev grinned. “I’ll be switched. You actually did it.”


  “Yup. Only problem is that Pip has the duty tomorrow and I’m a little nervous about setting up by myself.”


  “I’m off tomorrow. I’ll help ya. Besides, it’ll give me a chance to check out the other booths.” She grinned wolfishly. “Might find something else to spend my money on.”


  Relief washed over me. “Thanks, Bev. I really mean it.”


  “No worries. Besides.” She paused and gave me a wink. “I can’t have my boy toy wandering around unprotected now, can I?”


  “Well, with Big Bad Beverly watching my back, there’s nothing I’m gonna be worried about.”


  We both grinned and got on with our evening plans.


  I found Sandy Belterson on the track and learned that Brill was off the ship already, but would be returning in the morning. I went down to the environmental section and found both Francis and Diane at the watch station and filled them in on the plan. They each had some trade goods and were excited to join in. I asked them to pass the word and went back to my bunk to rack out.


  * * *


  When the watch stander came for Pip the next morning, Beverly and I got up too. We put on shipsuits and headed to the galley for breakfast and to talk things over.


  I made the coffee while Pip set up Cookie’s omelet station. Bev accepted the first cup from the pot and let Pip practice his omelet skills on her while Cookie finished putting up the bread. In port mess duty seemed so laid back by this time that I found it ridiculous I had ever considered it difficult. The three of us had become a well-integrated machine, each doing the required tasks without the least interference from either of the others. Any one of us could probably have handled the breakfast alone, but Cookie spent his time preparing the signature breads, pastries, and desserts that were his pride and joy.


  After the few crew members were served, Pip, Bev, and I gathered at a table to talk about how to proceed.


  Pip started, “You two should go and take your belts. I can send the other crew up to find you later. Sell as many as you want and I’ll take the big bundle up tomorrow. Bev, you have dibs, so I won’t put mine out until you’re done selling, okay?”


  She grinned. “I’m only planning on taking four of the eight. If we do this on St. Cloud, too, we’ll probably make a killing, and I want to have at least half of my belts available for that.”


  Pip sipped his coffee while he considered. “You’re going to take yours up, aren’t you, Ish?”


  “Yeah, at the moment it’s all I have to sell and I’d like to get something out there. I’ll take the eight I bought with Bev. It won’t matter if I sell them all, because we have that whole bundle. The big question is how much to charge?”


  Bev finished her omelet and pushed the tray back. “I was thinking thirty creds. That’s more than double what we paid for them.”


  Pip shook his head. “If it were me, I’d start at fifty and let ‘em talk me down to thirty. These are top shelf goods. The leather is amazing and the tool work is exceptional. The rock jockeys and metal munchers will have money to spare and if you don’t take it from them, they’ll just drink it away instead.”


  Bev smiled. “Point taken. We’ll see what the market will bear and that’ll help you move the large bundle later.”


  Pip nodded and it seemed like a logical plan to me.


  I looked back and forth between the two of them. “Do you think any of the crew will come to sell in the booth?”


  Bev nodded vigorously. “They will, but maybe not until they see how it works out.”


  Pip lifted his chin to get our attention. “I have one more question. How do we reimburse the ship?”


  Bev and I looked at each other and then back at him. “Reimburse the ship?”


  He nodded. “If Ish and I had taken this on, we’d have just absorbed the cost in the day’s business, but this is ship’s business. We can’t expect the rest of the crew to absorb the expense, can we?”


  Bev snorted. “We only need to cover ten creds a day, right?”


  “Something like that.” Pip shrugged. “The captain paid out forty creds for the rental.”


  “No table,” I pointed out. “I wonder if I can add that at the office this morning.”


  “How much is one?” Bev asked.


  “A cred a day.”


  “Whoa, can you afford it, big spender?”


  Pip grinned. “I think that’s the answer. Ish, you and I were going to cover this expense when we asked Mr. Maxwell so why don’t we just do it.”


  “Do you need me to chip in?” Bev asked.


  I shook my head. “No, we’ve got this. After all, you’re only selling a few belts and we have that big bundle. We should make more than enough to cover it.”


  “Okay, well if you want me to, just let me know.”


  “Gimme twenty now and I’ll add twenty and reimburse the ship while you’re out setting up,” Pip said before getting up to start another pot of coffee.


  I pulled out my tablet and transferred the credits. “Done.” While I was in my account I noted that I’d been paid again and that I was building up a respectable balance, even after having paid out the two hundred back on Gugara.


  Bev stood up and grabbed her dirty dishes. “Okay, I need to get into some civvies and go get seriously commercial for a bit.” She looked at me with a twinkle in her eye. “Wanna join me?”


  We all laughed and started moving. We took the dishes to the galley and Bev and I headed to the berthing area to change while Pip returned to morning mess duty. As I slipped on my jacket, I couldn’t help but remember that leather coat with the black silk lining on Gugara. I half wished I’d gotten it but the mass would have chewed into my trading. It only took a few ticks to change clothes and we headed for the lock with our belts in a duffel bag.


  At the lock, Rhon Scham had the bow watch and gave us a bundle of blue cloth. “Compliments of the captain.” She told us. We had no idea what it was, so we unfolded it. It turned out to be a banner, about two meters long, with shiny letters sewn onto it. When we got it fully stretched out, we could see that the silvery material spelled McKendrick Mercantile Cooperative.


  “From the captain?” I asked.


  “That’s what the note says. She dropped it off just before midwatch last night.”


  Beverly examined the fabric. “This is ancient. This banner has to be…maybe fifty years old.”


  Rhon and I both shrugged.


  “What’s the McKendrick Mercantile Cooperative?” I looked back and forth between them.


  Bev shrugged. “I don’t know, but I bet there’s a good story behind this. Come on, we’re gonna be late.”


  We refolded the banner and carefully tucked it in the duffel with the belts. Rhon keyed the lock and we bolted for the lift and headed up to the flea market office to check in.


  The flea market manager seemed a nice enough guy. I suppose you have to be to coordinate the circus that constituted a major orbital flea market. He didn’t even appear intimidated by Beverly. He wore a bright green vest that clashed horribly with everything else he had on, which probably was the point. He certainly stood out in the crowd. Across the back it said, “Margary Flea” in big yellow letters and on the left breast it said, “Fergus, Manager.” He was happy to rent me a table for the four days and let me pick the one I wanted out of a battered collection stacked up in the storage area.


  “You just bring it back tonight and it’ll be safe until tomorrow.” He handed me a plastic coated badge with all the pertinent information: dates, rates, services, along with a big four seventy-eight on its face. “Clip this to the drape at the back of your booth so that security knows you’re registered and take it with you when you leave for the night. There’s a magtag in it that will open the doors when you want to come back in the morning. It’s good for the full four days. After 1700 on the last day it expires. You can just toss it. Your booth is over that way about forty meters. Follow the signs painted on the deck. Good luck with your sales.”


  Bev and I thanked him and headed off in the indicated direction to find our space. We had half a stan before the doors opened and let the public in. We joined the steady parade of merchants and the flea market felt like it was coming to life after a long night’s sleep, which in truth, I suppose it was.


  It took us five ticks to find the place but no time at all to set up. The table was a pull-the-legs-and-lock type, so it was easy. We pulled out the banner and debated where to put it. A pipe-scaffold ran along the back of the space with a drape on it. If we’d had some wire or string, we could have hung it up there. Some pins would have let us attach it to the drape, but, of course, we had none of them. Ultimately, we just laid it out like a tablecloth and put a selection of the belts for sale on it. We stashed the empty duffel under the table. The display looked completely amateurish, even to me.


  Bev and I looked at each other.


  I shrugged. “We’re really not prepared, are we?”


  She shook her head. “No. Not really.” She grinned at my hang-dog look. “But it’ll come. Live and learn, I always say.”


  More vendors filed in and set up around us. Across the aisle was a potter, a youngish looking guy with sandy hair and an artificial foot. He slid a grav pallet into his space, all set up with his displays. He just locked it down and was ready for business. Looking around, I saw that the grav pallet seemed to be the standard as there was a procession of them winding in from the lifts.


  Bev and I looked at each other. “If this catches on…” we started to say at the same time and laughed.


  An obviously married older couple trundled up to the booth beside us and began unloading a simple cargo tote. The woman—a mousy, gray-haired matron in boots, a pair of jeans, a checked shirt, and a vest—began directing the man. He was nearly bald and wore a utility jumpsuit. Her voice carried over the rising noise level as she bossed him around.


  “Not there, Virgil, I need that here.” Her smooth alto carried a whip-crack undertone that made me instantly feel sorry for him.


  “Come on, Virgil, the floor will be open soon and I need this set up now!”


  She continued along this vein for quite some time. Poor Virgil had apparently done this chore many times but he just couldn’t seem to do it to her satisfaction. They unpacked signs, display racks, and other paraphernalia from their little tote. With each new item, she’d give Virgil another order. Bev had to look the other way just to hide her amusement.


  I joined her on the far side of our booth and elbowed her. “It’s not funny. That poor guy.”


  Bev nodded. “I know, I know. It’s just…”


  Behind us we heard, “Virgil, I’ve told you a hundred times not that way. Set it up like this.”


  I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing and Beverly looked down with a hand on her brow to hide her face. Her shoulders were shaking as she tried to suppress her laughter.


  Luckily, about that time, a loud pa-pong echoed from the ceiling speakers and the big entry doors at either end of the hall rolled open. A tide of people surged onto the trading floor. In a few ticks buyers began sauntering by and Virgil left the woman to tend the booth by herself.


  Bev and I stood awkwardly behind the table and watched as people passed. Some stopped to eye the belts, but more were interested in Bev. She wore her black leather pants, jacket, and boots. Under the jacket she wore a cream-colored shirt with a stand-up collar. Even with the buzz-cut and piercings, the shirt softened the edge a bit in comparison to the aluminum pullover she’d worn on Gugara. I wore my only set of civvies and, compared to her, I was about as non-nondescript as Virgil had been.


  “Lookie loos,” Bev pitched her voice low enough to reach my ears without being overheard by those around us.


  “What?”


  “This first group.” She indicated the crowd with a slight nod of her head. “They’re the lookie loos. They have no intention of buying yet. Eventually they might, but for now…”


  I nodded.


  It didn’t take long for the experience to get boring. I took out my tablet and started making a list.


  “Whatcha you doing?”


  I didn’t look up. “Taking notes. Next time we need some clips so we can hang the banner on the drape, and Pip will need some kind of rack to be able to display that bundle of belts.”


  Bev nodded and stretched her back. “Stools would be good too. It’s going to be a long day standing, I’m afraid.”


  I added that to the list, along with grav pallet followed by a question mark and thermos of coffee.


  A couple stepped up to the table, so I put my tablet away. The next three stans eroded under the steady trickle of buyers through the booth. Bev did the actual haggling and I listened out of one ear while I explained to the next buyer that the belts came from Gugara and were hand-tooled by one of their master craftsmen. Most people who picked up one of them and could feel the texture and suppleness of the leather wanted to buy one, even if they weren’t able to afford it. We set the price high and were in no hurry to drop it too quickly, something the hagglers caught on to right away. Nobody seemed too put out and Bev sold two at forty creds rather quickly.


  About that time, Diane Ardele showed up with Francis in tow. He lugged a duffel stuffed with silk scarves, brocaded vests, and delicate china plates with oriental scenes painted on them. The plates were wrapped in sponge-foam and individually boxed. Bev and I moved the belts over to one end of the table and let Diane and Francis set up on the other. The booth looked more appealing with the brightly colored fabrics and shining glass. It also didn’t hurt that Diane wore jeans that were one size larger than painted on and a deep, scoop-neck top. With her cheerful smile, she was soon attracting as much attention as Bev. Francis and I knew enough to stand back and let the experts work the table.


  After a couple of stans there was a lull in the action and we all just stood around grinning at each other.


  Diane had sold about half of her scarves and a couple of plates. Bev had taken the four belts she wanted to hold for St. Cloud and put them in the duffel but sold all the rest of hers and a couple of mine. At the rate they were going, we’d be out by midafternoon, but she’d made a profit already, and one more from my pile would put me in the black as well. Diane and Francis seemed pleased, too.


  Bev announced, “I need to stretch my legs.”


  Diane volunteered to go with her. “You boys mind the store. We’ll be back soon.”


  With that, they marched off toward the restrooms, heads together in some kind of feminine conference.


  Francis and I were left staring at each other.


  “So much for the window dressing.” He shot me a wry grin.


  “What? You don’t think a little beef cake will work?” I pulled the leg of my jeans up to display the pale, hairy flesh beneath.


  He grimaced and shook his head with a laugh.


  A group of people came into the booth and Francis and I had our hands full for a few ticks. I managed to sell a belt at almost forty creds and Francis sold two of the plates and a rich, emerald green vest with gold threads. The woman who bought Francis’ vest had red hair and eyes that matched the new garment perfectly. She was cute to begin with, but when she slipped on the vest, she was stunning. The redhead never took it off the whole time she was haggling and Francis got a hundred and twenty creds for it.


  “Nice.” I congratulated him as they left.


  “Thanks. She was an easy sell. She wasn’t going to leave without it.”


  I could still see her walking away through the crowd. “Yeah, I don’t blame her.”


  Diane came back with a beverage carrier of coffees and a bag of sandwiches. “Bev’s gone prowling. Was that one of the vests I just saw walking off?”


  Francis smiled. “Yup, got a hundred and twenty for it.”


  Diane grinned and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks.”


  She smiled at me and winked. “Only paid twenty for that on Darbat.”


  The coffee tasted muddy and bitter, and the sandwiches soaked through the paper napkins, but I was hungry and ate every bite. The steady trickle of people continued and we took turns putting down our sandwiches to talk to them. I sold another belt before Bev got back.


  She sashayed up to the booth pretending to be a customer. “What darling belts. Too bad they don’t have buckles.”


  We all laughed until she produced a silvery chunk of metal inlaid with a blue stone and tossed it on the table with a thunk. The oblong metal block, about the size of my palm, tottered on a slight convex curve across the front. I didn’t recognize it at first and then I realized it was a buckle.


  Francis scooped it up before I could reach it. “Is this turquoise?”


  Bev shook her head. “That’s what I thought when I saw it, but it’s lapis.”


  Diane peered around Francis to look at it. “It’s gorgeous, that’s what it is.”


  Bev nodded and fished one of her reserve belts out of the duffel. It only took a tick for her to connect it to the buckle and hold it up for display.


  We all just stared at it. “Oh—my,” Diane summed up our collective reactions succinctly.


  The combined product caught attention immediately. Several people stopped to admire it and Bev played the crowd. “Sorry, folks, this one’s not for sale, but my friend here has more belts he’d be happy to sell you and you can get the buckles from booth two sixteen. The gentleman there has a nice collection available at very reasonable prices.” About a third of the crowd headed off in that direction, another third stepped up to the table and began looking over the few belts I had left, and the rest wandered off.


  When the group thinned out, I managed to get Bev to fill me in on the details.


  “I was just wandering around after we hit the head and I ran across this booth. He has a big peg board of these buckles all about the same size and shape. Each is inlaid with different minerals. I don’t know how he makes them, but the results are spectacular.”


  “No kidding.” Diane grinned at her, fingering the buckle.


  Bev pulled a small bundle out of the pocket of her jacket. “I got four of them, one for each of my remaining belts. He gave me a good price on the proviso that I not sell them on-station.” She saw the look on my face and added, “I told him that you would be along shortly. He sold these to me for fifteen creds each. He’s asking twenty-five to thirty-five depending on the stone.”


  Diane handed the buckle to Francis and he hefted it. “By the weight of this thing, the metal is probably worth that much.”


  Bev nodded in agreement. “Yeah, the mass is going to be a problem for taking too many of these with us. I need to weigh them but I bet they weigh at least a hundred grams each.”


  I did some quick math in my head. “Ten per kilo. I have mass for fifty and enough creds for about twenty.”


  Bev grinned at me. “Depending on how well the belts sell, you’ll recover some of the mass, and a lot of the money.”


  Diane raised an eyebrow in my direction. “How many do you have?”


  “Pip and I got a deal on eighty of them back on Gugara.”


  “Eighty? Whoa,” Diane said with a whistle.


  “You guys should pay me a finder’s fee.” Bev teased, much to Francis and Diane’s amusement.


  “Hey, I spotted the belts first.”


  “Kids, if you’re gonna fight, please take it out of the booth, okay?” Francis grinned at us.


  A new group of customers stepped up to the table and we had to behave, but I snapped a quick digital of the buckle with my tablet and flashed it over to Pip’s tablet before I started answering questions.


  Customers paraded through the booth in a more or less steady stream for the rest of the afternoon. Francis and Diane sold all the scarves, almost all of the plates, and three more of the brocade vests. Francis only put one out at a time and after each sale he rummaged in his duffel and pulled out another.


  After he put out the third one, I shook my head in amazement. “How many of those do you have?”


  “Three more.” He grinned at me.


  “Are you putting them out individually to make them seem more valuable? Like they are one of a kind or something?”


  He shrugged. “They are one of a kind, just like the belts. I put them out that way so they’re easier to keep track of.”


  I chuckled. “Never overlook the obvious.”


  Late in the afternoon, an attractive woman in a smartly tailored blouse and slacks stepped up to the table and looked it over. “How are things going?”


  “Very well, Captain.” Bev elbowed me discreetly.


  I managed to suppress the gasp of recognition. “Yes, sar, very well. Thank you for setting this up for us.”


  She turned to Francis and Diane. “What do you two think of the idea?”


  Francis spoke first, “It’s been great. We’ve sold almost all our trade goods and it’s been fun to boot.”


  Diane nodded as he spoke, “Yes, sar, I’ve been dragging those plates around for months. We’ve sold most of them and at good prices, too. My mass allotment will be wide open after today.”


  The captain smiled. “Excellent.” She turned back to me and asked, “Is there anything you need?”


  I shook my head. “We came in not knowing what to expect and the banner was a surprise. I’ve made some notes to myself to get some clips so we can hang it up on the drape behind us and to replace it with a tablecloth for tomorrow.”


  The captain’s fingers strayed to the blue fabric and she stroked it gently. “Excellent plan, Mr. Wang. This has served as tablecloth more than once so you’re carrying on a proud tradition. Is there anything else?”


  Bev spoke up, “More trade goods, Captain. At this rate, we’re going to run out. We need to let the rest of the crew know what we’re doing so they can take advantage of the booth.”


  The captain nodded and smiled. “Mr. Carstairs has been recruiting all day. I think there will be enough to sell tomorrow.” She scanned our faces. “Anything else?”


  We looked at each other and I answered, “No, Captain. You’ve done a lot for us already, thank you.”


  “No, thank you, Mr. Wang. This is a good thing you and Mr. Carstairs are doing for the ship.”


  “Thank you, Captain.”


  She nodded to all of us and started on down the aisle after a few steps she turned back. “Oh, Mr. Wang, when you get aboard this evening, please collect Mr. Carstairs and report to my cabin? Around 2000 would be good. I’d like a status report.”


  “Aye, aye, Captain. My pleasure.”


  She smiled and, with a jaunty wave, disappeared into the crowd.


  As soon as she was gone, Bev slugged me on the shoulder. “You didn’t recognize the captain?”


  “I’ve never seen her in civvies.” I rubbed my arm. “How was I to know she’d be here?”


  “You’ve seen her practically naked in the sauna and you can’t spot her in civvies?” Diane laughed at me.


  I looked to Francis for support but he shrugged in response.


  “Well, if she’d come to the table in her towel, I might have.”


  Bev punched me again.


  We proceeded to sell the table bare as the last crowd of buyers came through looking for end of day bargains.


  Around 1645 the speakers gave a ping-ping-ping warning. The customers wrapped up whatever deals they were working on and began filing out. The big doors started slowly closing at 1700 and when the pa-pong tone sounded again, most of the vendors had already taken down the booths, and pulled their grav pallets and cargo totes toward the staff doors.


  Diane and Francis helped by folding the banner neatly while I pulled the badge off the drape and Bev collapsed the table. We dropped it off at the office and headed down the lifts.


  On the way down, Francis turned to Bev and me. “Diane and I are heading out to grab dinner. Either or both of you want to join us?”


  I shook my head. “I need to get back to the ship. Pip is going to be chewing the bulkheads to find out how it went.”


  Bev declined as well. “I’ve got the duty in the morning and my legs are killing me. I just want to get back and into the sauna.”


  The banner and badge went into my duffel to pass off to Pip and we separated at level six. Bev and I headed for the ship while Diane and Frances went off to eat. We checked in with the officer of the watch and had our respective mass allowances adjusted. Mine went down but Bev’s went up because of the buckles. They did indeed mass a lot for their size. Curiously, the banner didn’t get charged to either of us, but instead was marked down to Lois McKendrick. I looked to Bev, but she didn’t seem surprised so I didn’t ask.


  Back in the berthing area, Bev changed and headed for the sauna while I stowed my gear, took a quick shower, and jumped into a shipsuit before going to the mess deck to see Pip and Cookie.


  It had been a long day.


  



  


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Margary Station: 2352-January-11


  Just after 1800 I stepped onto the mess deck and took advantage of mealtime by grabbing some pasta and bread from the buffet. Pip heard me and came out of the galley. Cookie followed right behind him.


  Pip looked at me, anticipation radiating from his body. “Well? How’d it go?”


  “Great. I sold everything I had, but I’m bushed. It’s hard standing there all day.”


  Pip drew me a mug of coffee and delivered it to the table. “Okay, pleasantries over. Where’d you find that buckle?”


  “I didn’t.” I swallowed a mouthful of pasta before continuing, “Bev did, booth two something. Two-eighteen, I think she said, or maybe it was two-sixteen. It shouldn’t be too hard to find.”


  Cookie smiled and stepped back into the galley, but Pip nodded. “So? Tell me everything.”


  I ran through the day in roughly chronological order, starting with picking up the banner at the lock and ending with returning it. “In the morning, you need to take the badge to the office and get a table. It’s already paid for. Somewhere we need to find some clips so you can hang the banner and you’ll also need some kind of cloth to put down on the table to cover the top. They’re in pretty rough shape.”


  Pip nodded.


  “Now, it’s your turn. The captain said you’ve been recruiting?”


  He nodded again. “I’ve got a couple of people who are interested. Rhon Scham has a ton of stuff to sell and agreed to be my wingman for the day. She’s good at buying but hasn’t had a lot of success selling so she was really enthusiastic. Sean Grishan from the bridge crew and Biddy Murphy from cargo are coming along too.”


  “Sounds like it’s going to be worthwhile again tomorrow. Oh, by the way, we have an appointment tonight at 2000.”


  “Yeah? Who with?”


  “The captain. She wants a status report.”


  Pip chuckled nervously. “Well, at least we’ve got something to report.”


  I finished my dinner and took the dishes into the galley. Cookie smiled and waved to us as he left for his nightly card game. “You gentlemen don’t need me under foot. Well done today—both of you.” We waved to his back as he left. It was only a few ticks of work for us to clear away the dinner buffet, sweep, and swab.


  We had a stan to spare before our meeting with the captain so we retired to the berthing area to compare notes. Bev was back from the sauna and got the packet of buckles out to show Pip. We spread them out on the berthing area’s table and he looked them all over.


  Pip considered the buckles as he asked Bev, “What did you think of the day?”


  She grinned. “It was a kick. Between the selling and the ogling—”


  “Ogling?” Pip shot me a glance. “You didn’t say anything about that.”


  I shrugged and he turned back to Bev. “What is this ogling of which you speak?”


  She laughed at his expression. “Well, between the ones who came to see the tough bitch in leather and the others who wanted to look down Diane’s blouse, there was a lot of it. I might have even done a bit of it myself.” She winked with a sly grin. “There were a lot of tight butts walking around there today.” She looked at me. “Don’t you think?”


  I coughed in surprise. “Um, I didn’t notice, actually. I was trying to figure out how the whole booth thing was going to work and then I got tied up in selling stuff and all.”


  She pulled a long face at me. “Oh, Ish, you were too busy watching the merchandise. If you want to be a real seller, you need to learn to watch the customers. That last belt you could have gotten another five credits for. That lady liked you.”


  “She was old enough to be my mother!”


  “And your point is what?”


  Pip rapped on the table. “Please, children, focus.”


  Bev sat up straight and folded her hands playfully in front of her before continuing, “Anyway, the initial set up was rough. We looked like the amateurs we are. If we hadn’t had the banner, we would have been displaying the belts on that dinged up tabletop and that wouldn’t have been pretty.”


  Pip nodded. “If we hang the banner, we’ll need a cloth or something for the table. Anything else?”


  “Several of the vendors had grav pallets with their booth already set up on it. They just towed the pallet into place, locked it down, and started selling.”


  Pip nodded. “Yeah, I told you about Drus’ setup. She had something like that. I don’t know how we’d manage that. We can’t very well use one of the ship’s and we can’t afford the mass to buy one of our own.” He shrugged.


  Bev thought for a moment. “A thermos of coffee would have been good. There’s a shop around the corner but the coffee was expensive.”


  I chimed in with my two creds, “And muddy. The only other thing I really missed was a place to sit between sales. My feet and legs are killing me.”


  Bev nodded. “Did you see those folding chairs what’s her name had in her booth?”


  “Oh, you mean Virgil’s wife?”


  Bev nodded. “Yeah. They had tubular frames with a mesh seat and back. They looked very light. When things got busy she just folded it up and stashed it under the table.”


  “Yeah, I saw that, but I don’t know where to find them, or how we would stow them.”


  Pip pondered. “I wonder if we can rent them.”


  Bev and I both shrugged.


  He turned his attention back to the buckles. “These are exquisite. What booth again?”


  Bev spoke up, “Two sixteen. He’s expecting to see you. His only concern is that we take them off-station to sell so he’s not competing against himself in the flea market.”


  “That was the same thing that Drus Martin was worried about on Gugara.” Pip turned to me. “How many of the belts should we try to fit with buckles and take to St. Cloud?”


  I shrugged. “You know better than I do. We were selling the bare belts for thirty to forty creds each. The buckles should drive that up to fifty or sixty.”


  Bev shook her head strenuously. “Oh, no. More than that.” She went to her locker and pulled out the belt she’d put the buckle on at the booth. “Look at this. It’s worth at least a hundred creds.” She strapped it on around her waist and let it ride low on her hips. She only wore a ship’s tee and boxers that made up the standard dress around the berthing area for men and women alike.


  I found that I really didn’t breathe right all of a sudden and Pip’s voice came from a distance. “Well, if you model them like that, I think we can get a lot more.”


  Bev looked down and laughed. She took the belt off then and laid it on the table. “You get my meaning, wise ass.”


  Luckily, my tablet bipped to remind me that the captain was expecting us. Pip and I headed for officer country while Bev stowed the stuff back in her locker.


  “Are you okay?” Pip looked at me as we headed down the passage.


  “Yeah, why?”


  He shrugged elaborately. “Oh, I don’t know. You just seemed like you were having trouble breathing there for a tick.”


  I slugged him on the shoulder as we arrived at the captain’s door and I knocked before he could say anything else.


  The captain acknowledged our knock with a single word from the other side of the door. “Come.”


  When we entered the cabin, we found her seated at her desk. We stood in the approved handbook fashion and I did the honors. “Carstairs and Wang reporting as ordered, sar.”


  “Thank you for coming, gentlemen. Please, sit.” She nodded toward two chairs. “Make yourselves comfortable and tell me how the enterprise is faring.”


  I gave my recap and Pip gave his. We tried to be brief and succinct. When we finished she looked back and forth between the two of us.


  “You’ll have enough to sell for the rest of our stay, then?” she asked.


  Pip smiled. “It looks that way, Captain. Although it really depends if the pace can be repeated, and how many of the crew have goods to sell.”


  “Of course.”


  Pip grinned. “If we sell everything we have before we leave, I don’t think I’ll mind.”


  The captain chuckled. “No doubt.” She turned serious. “Now, about this reimbursement to the ship?”


  Pip glanced at me before going on. “Well, Captain, this isn’t, strictly speaking, ship’s business…”


  She nodded. “Go on.”


  “While it’s not a lot of creds in the grand scheme of things, it doesn’t seem like a ship’s expense.”


  I nodded. “Yes, Captain, I agree with him. I appreciate…we appreciate…the opportunity to sell our stuff and help the crew, but—”


  Pip finished for me, “Well, actually, we had no idea what the right thing was, so we just split the cost to reimburse the ship.”


  “Who is we?” The captain looked back and forth between us.


  “Pip and I, Captain.”


  “So you two are underwriting this, and the rest of the crew can just take advantage of you?”


  Pip and I glanced at each other before he answered, “Well, I don’t know that we thought of it that way, but fundamentally, yes, Captain.”


  She nodded. “Very altruistic of you— and also extremely short sighted.”


  Pip looked startled. “Captain?”


  “If this little hobby of yours takes off, the crew will be selling hundreds, if not thousands of creds in your booth—the booth you two will be paying good creds for.”


  We shrugged almost in unison. Pip answered, “True, Captain, but we’ll benefit as well. The overhead is low and fixed. The cost doesn’t go up with more sales.”


  She nodded. “That’s true, but I don’t think you’ve thought this through. Are you going to use up your personal mass allotments for the materials needed in the booth? Are you planning to continue this beyond Margary? Will you both use up all your liberty time for every port we visit?”


  Pip started to object, but I could see where the captain was heading so I spoke first, “You’re right, sar, we haven’t considered these things. With your permission, we’ll finish Margary the way we’ve started, and we’ll have five weeks to St. Cloud to figure out a better plan. Can we come back after we’ve had a chance to put our heads together in the Deep Dark?”


  The captain nodded. “Not a bad approach at all, Mr. Wang. Permission granted. Any time you want to talk with me about this, please bip me for an appointment. Anything else?”


  Pip and I shared a glance before we both said, “No, sar.”


  She smiled. “Very well then, gentlemen. Dismissed.”


  As we made our escape down the passage, Pip turned to me. “She never did say what she was going to do about the forty creds for the booth rental.”


  I shrugged. “It’s probably coming out of petty cash. If regs say we can’t rent the booth, then it will probably go on the books as a ship’s expense.”


  He nodded as we continued down the passage. “Yeah, I can see that, but technically it’s not rented by the ship.”


  I remembered then where the reservation confirmation had come from. “What is the McKendrick Mercantile Cooperative?”


  He shrugged. “I thought I knew, but I’m not so sure now.”


  “I just remembered something else odd.”


  He looked over at me but we didn’t stop walking.


  “When we came back aboard and made our mass adjustments, the banner was pretty heavy. I wondered where it would be charged…you, me, or Bev.”


  “Where’d it come from?”


  “Rhon had the watch this morning and said it came with the captain’s compliments.”


  “So it was charged back to her?”


  “No, it was charged to Lois McKendrick,” I answered.


  “You mean the ship?”


  I shook my head. “No, ship’s gear gets tagged as ship on the logs. This was the name, Lois McKendrick.”


  Pip thought for a tick before speaking, “But…she’s dead, isn’t she?”


  I slugged him on the shoulder. “Dead or not, she’s not a member of the crew, ya goof.”


  We didn’t say any more until we’d made it to the gym for our nightly work out. I was in a fog from the exhaustion of the long day at the flea market and the confusing evening that followed. I wanted to run a few laps, steam my sore muscles in the sauna, and then take a cold shower to forget about how that belt had looked strapped low around Bev’s hips.


  When I got back to my bunk, I started thinking about Lois McKendrick again. I remembered the captain’s comments about a proud tradition and the way her fingers had stroked the fabric of the banner under our trade goods. I took out my tablet and pulled up the ship’s records. Sure enough, I found an entry on the history from the ship’s origin. It was built in a Manchester yard over in the New Hebrides Quadrant. The ship itself wasn’t all that old, nineteen stanyers—just one more than me. It explained that the ship was named for one Lois Marie McKendrick, a trade organizer.


  The entry said that stanyers ago McKendrick had changed the face of company owned planets. Back in the bad old days, they completely controlled all dirt-side production. At that time everything an employee did belonged to the company. So if you gardened for a hobby, or your spouse knitted sweaters, or you made anything at all, it belonged to the company who ran the planet you lived on. I remembered reading about this in history, but my schoolbooks didn’t really explain what happened to change the system. Mom often said the company texts didn’t always reflect the unvarnished truth.


  If this blurb was correct, Lois Marie McKendrick organized an opposition against the New Anglican Planetary Development Company on New Edinburgh. She and her group won the right for people to make things that the company didn’t own. Her movement caught on and spread not just through the New Hebrides Quadrant, but throughout the organized galaxy. In many ways, she was responsible for the burst of trade that heralded the deployment of the big sailing freighters and prosperity of the trading houses that have grown ever since.


  Apparently, Lois McKendrick died shortly before the ship was completed, but her great-granddaughter christened the vessel when it launched. The article featured a blurry digital of a young woman swinging a bottle of champagne against the airlock. I didn’t recognize her until I read the caption, “Cargo Second Alys McKendrick Giggone christens Federated Freight’s newest solar clipper, the forty-three thousand ton Lois McKendrick.” Under that was another digital of a group of people standing in front of a familiar blue banner with silver letters that read McKendrick Mercantile Cooperative. Front and center, was a straight-backed woman with a warm smile holding the shoulders of a young girl standing just in front of her. On either side of her were a half dozen folks of various ages and the caption read: “Lois McKendrick (center) stands with the members of the McKendrick Mercantile Cooperative outside the courthouse at New Edinburgh.” Judging from the looks, I guessed this was when the Galactic Circuit Court ruled in their favor. I also couldn’t be sure, but I was willing to bet that I recognized that little girl.


  



  


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Margary Station: 2352-January-12


  Next morning in the galley, Pip stopped by for breakfast before heading out to do his stint at the flea market and I shared the information I found about Lois McKendrick.


  Pip nodded slowly. “Okay, that explains where the name and banner came from. But why did the captain give it to us to use?”


  “I understand that part,” I said. “It’s probably been sitting around in storage for the last, I don’t know how long, and when we started renting the booth, she broke it out.”


  Cookie tossed a tidbit of his own onto the table as he walked by. “The captain was in cargo before she went to the Academy to get her officer stripes. As I understand it, her whole family is involved with trading in one way or another.”


  I nodded. “See, that’s all part and parcel. Very consistent. I mean this ship is named for her great-grandmother and if that’s really her in this picture, then they were close.”


  Pip nodded with a shrug. “So? What part are you confused by?”


  “Who is Lois McKendrick?”


  “You just answered that.”


  I shook my head. “Not that Lois McKendrick. The one who has that banner registered on her mass allotment.”


  Cookie overheard and chuckled. “Oh, that’s tradition, young Ishmael. Lois is the ship’s pooka—a kind of spirit. There’s always an honorary berth for the person that the ship is named for. It’s an unpaid position, of course, and they don’t appear on any duty roster, but that berth shares all the other benefits of being a crew member. By tradition, a vessel’s captain can use that berth as a kind of alter ego to do things for the benefit of the ship. Usually they are a kind of conduit for random acts of kindness.”


  “So over on the Duchamp there’s actually a berth for Marcel Duchamp?” Pip asked.


  Cookie nodded. “Exactly so. It gets peculiar on some vessels, especially those named for cities or animals, but the tradition is almost universal.”


  Pip just shook his head. “Live and learn.” He rose to take his dishes to the galley and while he was gone, Cookie pulled out a package and placed it at the table where Pip had been sitting. He winked, held a finger to his lips, and then followed Pip into the galley.


  When Pip got back and saw it, he turned to me. “What’s this?”


  I just shrugged.


  Looking inside, Pip pulled out some drapery clips and a dark blue tablecloth. “Oh, perfect. Where’d this come from?”


  I shrugged. “Dunno. Must be from Lois.” I could see Cookie peeking out from the galley.


  Pip chuckled and called out as he left, “Thanks, Lois.”


  Some of the watch standers came in for breakfast, and I told Cookie to finish his coffee. Omelets, I could manage. It felt good, but before long, he was helping and eventually elbowed me off to make coffee and set bread. That man wasn’t happy unless he was feeding somebody, so I left him to it and just filled in where I could. Beverly came in and I told her about the meeting with the captain and showed her the entry about Lois McKendrick with the picture of the banner.


  “That’s interesting. What do you suppose it all means?”


  “Which part? The fact that she rented the space in the name of the cooperative, or that she gave Pip and me a short but blistering lecture on letting the rest of the crew take advantage of our booth? Or the strong sense I have that she’s expecting Pip and me to do something, and that she’ll support us if we do, but she wants us to figure it out on our own.”


  Bev shrugged. “I dunno. All of the above, I guess.”


  I sighed. “I have a lot to figure out.”


  “Well, I shouldn’t take up any more of your time then. I need to get back to my duty station anyway.” She left me and I went back to the galley to let the daily routine distract me from thinking any more about it. The routine felt good and I sank into it like a hot bath letting it carry me through the morning. I decided after lunch, I would go down to environmental.


  * * *


  When I stepped through the hatch, Diane and Brill were there examining one of the oxygen scrubbers. I overheard them talking. “It looks like we’re going to have to change out the matrix, I guess.”


  Diane nodded with a grimace. When she saw me, she grinned. “Just in time. You here to work or flirt?”


  I chuckled. “Both if I can get away with it.”


  Brill smiled as well. “Well, you’ll have to flirt with her. I’ve got quarterlies to finish.”


  “What’s up?” I nodded toward the oxygen scrubber.


  “This matrix is starting to die out and it needs to be replaced.”


  Brill sighed. “It really is a two person job, but I have got to finish this paperwork today or I won’t be able to get off the ship tomorrow. Unfortunately, Diane is alone this watch.”


  “How long will it take?”


  Diane shook her head. “Not long. Two stans if we work hard.”


  “I got two stans before I need to get back in the galley. Let’s get cracking.”


  “Thanks, Ish.” Brill chucked me on the arm. “You’re a peach.”


  “Yeah, soft, fuzzy, with a hard wooden core, I know.” I grinned at her then turned to Diane. “Okay, I’m at your disposal. Where do we start?”


  The time whooshed past. Diane was as good with the scrubber as she had been in the booth the day before. The work consisted of stripping out the old algae matrix from the frames, washing them down, stringing up new material, and re-inoculating it. It would take about half a day before the algae settled in and started producing oxygen so it was important to do it as soon as one started to die off. Diane told me it was one of the least favored jobs in environmental, made worse by the fact that every scrubber had to be reworked about once a month.


  The process wasn’t difficult. A metal frame sandwiched the matrix foundation and held it taut. This film gave the algae something to adhere to. We pulled each one out of the scrubber, released the clips that held the front and back together, separated the halves, and rolled the old material out like a kind of slimy, brown jelly roll that was a meter long and half a meter thick. We had to wash the frame down and roll in fresh matrix material, then stretch and smooth it down before locking the halves together again. Diane used a sprayer to coat it with new algae. The completed assembly went back into the scrubber. While the process wasn’t difficult, it was time-consuming with forty-eight units that needed to be replaced. We had to prevent cross-contamination, so we stripped and washed everything down before we started re-assembling and hanging the fresh frames. It was tedious, wet, and slimy work for the entire duration. When we were done, I was soaked, filthy, and exhausted. What’s more, I needed to get back to the galley to help Cookie.


  Diane and Brill both thanked me repeatedly for helping out, but I had to admit it was really kinda fun. Diane is what my mom would have called good people and had a wicked sense of humor that made even a boring exercise like changing out algae matrices enjoyable. Besides, she looked good in a mucky, wet shipsuit. Who could argue with that?


  I was a little late but Cookie waved it off. “Brill called to explain you might be delayed, young Ishmael.” He smiled in his understanding way. “If you can spend your free time helping out in another department, then I can forgive your being four ticks late to fix dinner. One thing, though—”


  I finished for him, “Let me guess…we’re out of coffee?”


  He smiled beatifically. “Just so, young Ishmael, just so.”


  * * *


  Dinner consisted of a mushroom, ham, and spinach quiche with fresh crusty rolls and green beans. Cookie made one of his amazing granapple pies for dessert, which made a nice treat for the watch standers. About half past dinner, Pip came in, still in his civvies, looking tired but happy. He grabbed a wedge of quiche and some green beans and sat with us at a mess table to compare notes.


  “Good?” I slid a cup of fresh coffee onto the table beside his tray.


  He nodded. “But you were right about a long day standing there.”


  “How much did you sell?”


  He strung me along a tick, pretending to be too hungry to answer but finally did, “Everything.”


  I looked at Cookie and back at Pip. “When you say everything, you mean what exactly?”


  “Everything that we planned to sell and then some more. I left ten belts for St. Cloud here in my locker, but I probably could have sold those, too. The prices started going up as the pile dwindled. I don’t even know what the final total is. I haven’t had a chance to look.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  He shook his head. “The banner looked really good hanging up and the tablecloth was exactly the right size and shape. The color showed off the belts perfectly. That Lois is really clever.” He pulled out his tablet and opened the accounting function. “Okay, we took in three thousand five hundred and forty creds, less the three fifty it cost for the seventy belts. We made about three thousand one hundred and ninety creds today.”


  There was silence for at least a full tick before Cookie spoke, “Young Ishmael, you might want to close your mouth now.”


  I did so but immediately opened to ask the next question. “How did the others do?”


  “Well, Rhon and Biddy did very well. Rhon had some very nice fabrics and a huge collection of entertainment cubes. Biddy had small wooden and stone carvings, mostly animals, that were very popular and expensive. They both sold out. I don’t know how much they made. It seemed rude to ask, but they were both giggling like schoolgirls afterward. Sean Grishan had lace doilies and they evaporated off the table. He sold out by noon.”


  “Lace doilies? You mean like the little round things?”


  Pip nodded. “He makes them, and by the looks, he’s darn good at it, too.”


  “He makes them? Here? On the ship?”


  Pip nodded. “Yeah. He knits, too. Claims sailors on the clipper ships used to do it to pass the time and he’s been teaching himself for the last couple of stanyers. They sold well, so, to each his own, I guess.”


  “Excellent. What’d the belt buckle guy say?”


  “He’ll give us a good price, probably between ten and fifteen creds, depending on quantity, but of course we have to take them off-station. I explained we’re leaving for St. Cloud in a couple days so that wasn’t an issue. That was his biggest concern.”


  “What’s the mass look like?” I pulled up my quota on my tablet. “I have about eight kilos.”


  Pip nodded. “I’ve got a little more, but about the same. The question is how many buckles do we buy?”


  “We can’t afford too many—” I started to say but then I noticed Pip’s grin.


  “Three thousand creds will buy a lot of buckles. How many do you think you can put in eight kilos of mass?”


  Cookie interrupted us. “You gentlemen should think about this carefully, I think. Pip, you must either get off the ship, or change your clothing. Young Ishmael needs to clean up the galley and mess deck. Then you’ll both be free for the entire evening to discuss this all you like.”


  He was right so we split up. I floated through the next stan or so of work.


  



  


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Margary Station: 2352-January-12


  We picked up the conversation later in the sauna. “We’re missing something.”


  “What’s that?” Pip basked sleepily on one of the benches.


  “The Mercantile Cooperative.”


  “Miss it? I was staring at it all day.”


  “I know, but I think I’m starting to see what the captain was talking about. What’s going to happen to the booth for the next couple of days?”


  “Nothing as far as I know. We don’t have anything left to sell.”


  “Yeah, so we’re out twenty creds rent for the time we paid for but won’t use. It’s a shame. There could be others on the ship who could benefit, but because they don’t know about it, they’re out of luck.”


  “With the margins we got today, that twenty creds is a rounding error. But I take your meaning about the rest of the crew. There’s another thing too.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Time in port is limited and if you and I have to spend all day selling, we won’t be able to buy anything.”


  That thought had been banging up against the inside of my skull already as well.


  He sat up and looked at me. “Okay, some lessons learned. First, this was a last tick idea. Whatever we did here was really just testing the water.”


  I nodded in agreement. “Who’d have thought, huh?”


  Pip grinned. “Obviously, the captain, because if I remember correctly, she warned us of most of this.”


  “True.”


  “So, how does a mercantile cooperative work, anyway? We’re thinking like traders but we need to act like businessmen. So what do we do?”


  “I don’t know, but there is someone who does.”


  Pip looked at me and we both said, “The captain.”


  “Okay, before we bother her…” I held up my hand and counted off with my fingers, “…we need to figure out what it’s supposed to be, how it might work in our situation, and who we can get to help us.”


  Pip bobbed his head once. “The first should be easy. The second would be better discussed after we have an answer to the third.”


  “Makes sense, and I’m ready to get out of here.”


  We showered up and went out to find who else might be aboard.


  Turns out there weren’t many.


  “Hey, how’s it going? Do you have a few minutes to talk?” I asked Francis when we found him in environmental.


  “Sure, I just need to keep an eye on the gauges and fill out my logs. What’s on your mind?”


  Pip and I looked at each other and he nodded at me to start. “Well, we did pretty well in the flea market yesterday, don’t ya think?”


  “Oh yeah, that was not only fun, but profitable as well. I’m going back tomorrow afternoon and see what I can pick up to take to St. Cloud.”


  I nodded. “Yeah, that’s what we wanted to talk about.”


  “You’ll have another booth there, won’t you?”


  Pip chimed in, “That’s what we’re trying to determine. Margary was a spur of the moment thing and we weren’t very organized.”


  Francis chuckled. “Yeah, that’s true.”


  “We have five weeks to figure out how to do better on St. Cloud and we’re trying to make this work for everybody without having Pip and me spend all our time at it.” I summed the situation up for him.


  “And we’d like to organize it so that the expenses are covered,” Pip added. “Ish and I paid for the booth out of our own pocket, and it wasn’t that much, but if we’re going to do this all the time then we should share the expense. Plus, there are other things that we should get to make it easier.”


  “Like chairs?” Francis asked.


  I nodded and grinned. “Yeah, chairs, food, signs, whatever we need to do a professional job out there.”


  Pip added, “I’d like to have a grav pallet set up like the regulars do so all we have to do is slide it out of the cargo lock and drag it up to the flea market.”


  “Whose mass would that come out of?” Francis asked.


  “We don’t know. That’s just the point. Maybe we can get it assigned to Lois, but what we need now are people who are willing to form a co-op to do this on an ongoing basis. If we can get a core group who’ll be responsible for organizing this between ports, then we should be able to make out better from here on out.”


  He pursed his lips and nodded. “Makes sense to me. When are we doing this?”


  Pip shrugged. “I don’t know. We’re just testing the waters to see who is interested at this point.”


  Francis didn’t even pause. “I’m in. I had a ball out there and I’d love to do it again. Hell, just watching Diane and Beverly play the crowd was worth the price of admission. If you want me to contribute to the rental fund, just let me know.”


  I shook my head. “We're good for now. The captain actually paid the rental from ship’s funds and we'll pay the ship back. We just need to think this through more.”


  “Okay. Look it’s time for my rounds,” Francis said, “but count me in. I made more creds yesterday than I did all of last stanyer. If we can do that all the time, that would be great.”


  Pip and I both nodded. “Thanks, Francis. Spread the word if you can. Let us know about anybody else who is interested. We’ll try to set up a meeting for just after pull out.”


  We headed back to the berthing area and I turned to Pip. “Do you have a handle on stores trades for St. Cloud?”


  He shrugged. “Between the Sarabanda and the mushrooms, we’re in good shape. We’re bound for Dunsany Roads after that and there’s a lot of similarities between the two. To get a good margin, it’s better if there is more of a difference.”


  “How about the empty container?”


  He shrugged again. “I met with Mr. Maxwell while you were in the booth. The beefalo robes were popular but the rugs didn’t sell. We’re taking them to St. Cloud. Having a planet under you and room to spread out might make them more viable. I should have considered that.”


  “Did you make any profit?”


  He grinned. “Yeah, between the robes and the odd pallets of stuff I had on that manifest, we cleared fifty kilocreds. That’s on what we’ve sold so far, so basically the rugs still left are free.”


  “Wait. You cleared fifty kilocreds on a ten kilocred investment?”


  Pip nodded smugly.


  “Nice. What did Mr. Maxwell say?”


  Pip stopped and swiveled his head in imitation. “Very good, Mr. Carstairs. I shall expect a similar report for the market on St. Cloud when we get there.”


  I chuckled. “You know, that’s a little scary that you do him so well. What are we taking to St. Cloud?”


  “Mushrooms, of course. What else?”


  “Oh yeah, I forgot. How many you planning on?”


  “Every kilo we can stuff in there. I really think they’re going to do great.”


  I whistled. “That’s a lot of mushrooms.”


  He nodded and we continued down to berthing and hit the rack.


  * * *


  Bev came to wake us in the morning. She had the watch until 0600. “Well, what have you two been up to overnight?”


  “Planning. I think we want to make the McKendrick Mercantile Cooperative a formal entity, or at least more organized by the time we get to St. Cloud.”


  She nodded once. “Good. Count me in. How’d you do yesterday, Pip?”


  He grinned. “I managed to hold on to ten of those belts.”


  She whistled. “How many did you sell?”


  “All of the rest.” His grin broadened. “Seventy in all.”


  “We softened ‘em up for ya.” she teased him.


  “No doubt. No doubt.”


  Pip headed for the galley while I considered my options.


  “What’s on for today, Ish?” Bev asked.


  “Shopping. We did pretty well in Gugara. Fancy a look around later?”


  She gave me a thumbs up. “Sure, but I’ve been up since midnight. I’m gonna rack it until noon but I’m up for it after that.”


  “Better deals in the afternoon,” I said with a grin.


  She chuckled as she went back to her watch station. “You’re practically a veteran now, Ish.”


  I felt bleary-eyed and foggy. Pip and I had stayed up later than normal and my feet were sore from the day at the flea market. I still couldn’t believe we’d made over three kilocreds on the belts.


  I pulled out my tablet and brought up the sections explaining various economic organizations. “Co-operative” brought up several entries. The crux of the situation explained that a co-op was a group of people who banded together and worked toward the common good of their group. It wasn’t much to go on, but I started thinking about Lois McKendrick, and all the people on New Edinburgh who got together to break the stranglehold that the company held on their lives. I decided I had to see the captain again. I wanted to know more about Great-grandmother McKendrick and her co-op. But first things first, I was awake, needed to pee, and I wanted my coffee.


  It felt odd to step onto the mess deck just as breakfast was being served, probably because there weren’t that many times in the last four months when I’d not been serving said breakfast. I took a mug from the rack, filled it with fresh Sarabanda Dark, and stood in line with a tray, grinning. Diane was in front of me.


  She glanced over her shoulder to see who was behind her and laughed. “I’m not used to seeing you on this side of the line.”


  “I’m not used to it, myself.”


  “Thanks for helping with the scrubbers, Ish. That really made a difference.”


  “My pleasure. We’re all in the same boat, as it were.”


  “True, but not everybody would help with a slimy job like that one if they didn’t have to.”


  I just shrugged and changed the subject. “You sold all your stuff the other day, right?”


  She nodded but the line had moved and Pip interrupted loudly, “Excuse me, I’m trying to serve breakfast here.”


  Diane turned around with a giggle. “Oh, sorry.” She held out her plate for Pip to slide the omelet on it. “Thank you so much.”


  “And you, sir, how may I serve you this morning?” He laid it on with a trowel and grinned the whole time.


  “Two egg omelet, some of those excellent mushrooms, a bit of onion, some crumbled bacon, and a bit of grated cheese, if you please. Moist in the middle, my good man. Mind you don’t dry it out.”


  “How about I just hit you with the pan and toss your carcass out an airlock?”


  I laughed. “Okay, okay, I get your point.”


  Cookie must have been helping him with his skills as well, because he slid a perfect omelet onto my plate in just a couple of ticks. “Thanks, Pip. Looks great.”


  He waved his spatula at me with a pleased nod of his head. “Enjoy.”


  I looked around and spotted Diane sitting alone at a table. She nodded to the chair across from her.


  As I settled into the seat, she braced me without preamble. “So, Francis says you guys visited him on watch last night?”


  I nodded. “That’s why I was asking about whether or not you sold all your stuff. Pip sold everything we had yesterday. By all measures, this was an amazing success.”


  She sipped her coffee and nodded. “It was for me. I sold stuff that I’ve been dragging around for months. And it was much easier than trying to find some buyer and haggling with them and safer than deals made in shady bars. I turned a nice profit, so I’ve got both mass and cred to spend today.”


  “Yeah, me, too.” There wasn’t anybody in the mess line just then so I motioned Pip over. “What we were talking to Francis about was the possibility of getting organized before we hit St. Cloud.”


  Pip joined us. “Yeah, next time around we should be better prepared. I suspect that there are people aboard who could have used the space and didn’t know we were doing it because the whole thing was so slapdash.”


  “We’ve been thinking that we should actually form the McKendrick Mercantile Cooperative,” I put in. “You know, like on the banner? We thought we’d ask the other traders on the crew to join. Together, we can coordinate coverage on the booth and expenses. With a little investment we could put together a booth that looks like we know what we were doing.”


  Diane laughed. “I’m being double-teamed here, but I think you’re right. What will it take?”


  I shrugged. “Even if all we do is get the word out to the entire crew, that’s more than we had going on in Margary.”


  “Good point,” she agreed.


  Pip plunked down beside me. “I’m trying to think of this like a business. I don’t want to share everybody’s profits because that’s not right. But there’s a lot of things we can pool that would help everybody.”


  “Like what?” Diane looked at him.


  I snickered. “Like chairs. My feet are still recovering.”


  “Mine, too.” Diane grimaced.


  Pip nodded. “Exactly. So, the co-op invests in things like chairs, but the expense should be shared by all the members somehow.”


  Diane cut off a piece of her omelet and chewed it for a moment before speaking, “That makes sense, but whose mass allotment takes the hit?”


  Pip and I glanced at each other before I answered her, “I’m thinking we ask Lois.”


  Pip grinned. “I was thinking the same thing.”


  Diane looked confused. “Lois who?”


  “Lois McKendrick, of course.” I smiled at her confusion.


  She blinked at me a couple times, maybe trying to decide if I was kidding. “Let me know how that works out for you.”


  Pip smirked. “Oh, I think we’ll convince her.”


  Diane looked doubtful. “Well, if we do this, we’ll need creds for expenses: booth rental, chairs, signs, cargo totes—”


  “Grav pallet?” I suggested.


  Her face lit up at the thought. “Ooh, that would be excellent, but maybe a bit of a stretch all things considered.”


  I nodded. “True, but we’re on the right track. I’m willing to toss a few creds in the pot as seed money, but how do we replenish the pot?”


  Diane ate some more of her omelet while she considered. Finally she nodded once as if she’d made up her mind. “Okay, I see three ways: dues, buy in, or fees.”


  I grimaced. “I thought of dues, but that’s a problem because it limits who can participate. If you don’t pay your dues then you can’t sell, but if you want to drop out halfway through the period, how can we give a refund?”


  Pip nodded his head in agreement. “How would the buy in idea work? You pay a fee to set up in the booth at the next port?”


  Diane nodded.


  “Down side is that you have to pay before you have the income. If you don’t sell anything it would be tough,” Pip said.


  We sat there looking at each other for a couple of ticks. Finally, I broke the silence. “It sounds like we go with fees then. How are you thinking this would work?”


  Diane gestured with her fork. “If you sell in the booth you should pay some nominal amount. Like one percent. We could cap it at some amount, say ten creds, and the trader would pay whichever is smaller. That way somebody who doesn’t sell a lot can still get in. People who sell more won’t get smacked too hard.”


  Pip nodded slowly. “Rental here in Margary is ten a day, the table cost an extra cred. With that arrangement just one person would cover that easily.”


  Diane pointed out the obvious. “If we’d been operating under that rule during this past exercise, all four of us would have paid ten creds for that first day.”


  I shook my head. “No, ten creds is one percent of a thousand. Bev and I only made about a hundred each, but that big bundle of belts would have covered it easily.”


  Diane shrugged. “Well, I made almost a kilocred on all my stuff, so I’d have made up the difference.”


  Pip nodded his agreement. “And yesterday, Rhon Scham, Biddy Murphy, and I would have also.”


  Diane looked back and forth between us. “That seems fair to me. I’d gladly have kicked in ten creds for what I got out of it.”


  Francis came in looking for breakfast so Pip went to get him an omelet.


  “Thanks, Diane. That was kinda what I was thinking, but you really solidified it for me.”


  She speared the last bite of her omelet. “My pleasure, Ish. Count me in on whatever you’ve got going forward, okay?”


  I nodded and paused for a moment. “Hey, do you know anything about mushroom farming?”


  “Huh?” She blinked at me for a few heartbeats and a wry smile twisted her lips. “Do you know what the phrase smooth change of subject means?”


  I laughed. “Sorry, my brain is hopping around this morning. Did you know that Margary is the mushroom capital of the galaxy or something?”


  “You’re kidding.”


  I shook my head. “They have plenty of dark tunnels here to grow them in. I thought I’d try to find out more about what it takes besides dark and space. It has got to take some kind of growing medium, but what do they have out here in the Deep Dark?”


  She looked me straight in the eye and grinned at the realization. “Sludge.”


  “That’s my thought, too. Fancy a little exploration?”


  “Ten minutes. Main lock.”


  “I’ll be there.”


  I waved at Pip and Francis as I bussed my tray and headed to change into my civvies.


  * * *


  Fifteen minutes later, Diane and I were standing on the docks. She gave a half shrug. “So, how do we find a mushroom farm?”


  “Look for someplace dark?”


  “That’s most places here, I would think.”


  I smacked myself on the forehead. “I’m so stupid,” I said as I grabbed my tablet and pulled up the ship’s stores records. The invoice for what looked like a huge amount of mushrooms was on file along with the name of the supplier and their information. Their office was on deck twelve and there was a contact number.


  Diane smiled when she saw what I was doing. “Hmm, there’s a comm-link right over there. Think we can get an appointment?”


  “All they can say is no.”


  We crossed the deck and I keyed the contact number from the invoice. “Margary Mushrooms, Helen speaking. How can I help you?” The woman answered on the first ring. She looked like a typical front door greeter on the screen.


  “Hi. My name is Wang. I work in the galley on the freighter Lois McKendrick. You sold us a quantity of mushrooms day before yesterday…?”


  “Yes, Mr. Wang, is there a problem?”


  “No, they’re excellent, but my colleague and I are interested in how they’re grown out here in the Deep Dark. It must be fascinating. We were wondering if we could talk to someone about it?”


  “Let me connect you with Mr. Cameron. He’s in charge of our field operations.”


  A moment later a red, pudgy face filled the screen. “Cameron, here. How can I help you?”


  “Hello, Mr. Cameron, My name is Wang and I’m from the freighter Lois McKendrick. Your company has sold us some mushrooms and my colleague and I would like to learn more about how they’re grown out here.”


  “Well, Mr. Wang, we grow them in tunnels in the mined-out asteroids. Thank you for your interest.”


  “Is there a chance we might visit one of these asteroids this morning?


  “I’m really sorry, kid, but we’re terribly busy here, and I don’t know how we’d find the time…”


  Diane, who had been off camera for the conversation, sighed and shook her head. She unbuttoned the top of her blouse and elbowed me out of the way. She practically cooed into the comm, “Mr. Cameron, is it? I’m Diane Ardele. We’re sorry to be such a bother but we’ll be leaving tomorrow and this is our last chance to come and see your excellent operation up close.” She leaned into the pickup so the breathy voice she used would carry clearly. “Don’t you think you could find some errand boy to take us on a tour of just one little mushroom farm?”


  I thought he was going to turn purple as Diane idly stroked one finger up and down the edge of her collar. “Well, yes, that is, I think my next meeting was just canceled. Let me check. Yes, I’m free after all. I could take you, Ms. Ardele—”


  “Oh, please call me Diane,” she interrupted, breathily.


  “D-Diane, yes. I could take you over to see a farm. Oh, and Mr. Wang, too, of course. Could you meet me at lock forty-two on the dock level in say, twenty ticks?”


  Diane squealed convincingly. “Ooh, that would be just so perfect. Thank you ever so much, Mr. Cameron. I’ll look forward to meeting you.”


  “Likewise Ms. Ardele…I mean D-Diane.”


  “Toodles until then.” Diane waved her fingers in the direction of the pickup before cutting the connection.


  I just stood there staring at her. “You know, you’re shameless.”


  She gave me a smug little grin. “Yes, and thank you for noticing. The nice thing about clichés is that they only can become one if enough people recognize them. Trust me, Ish, that man is a cliché.” She shook her head and sighed.


  Fifteen ticks later, the very busy Mr. Cameron was shaking our hands outside a private shuttle dock halfway around the station from the Lois. He wasted no time getting us into the ship and we boosted away from the station. It took less than half a stan for us to cruise to a nearby asteroid. We watched the approach through the shuttle’s ports.


  Diane dropped the cutie-pie routine when we settled on the shuttle. Mr. Cameron was too intent on her cleavage to notice, but he played the tour guide role well.


  “This is one of the larger residential rocks in the system.”


  “I thought we were going to visit a farm?” Diane turned from looking out of the port.


  “We are.” He beamed a self-satisfied smile. “Our farms are all in the residential areas.”


  “Really? Is it because you need labor?” She kept her face straight and I gained a new level of respect for her acting skills at that moment.


  Again, he made with the condescending smile. “Oh, no.” He reached over and patted her hand. “We need their—” He stopped in mid sentence, apparently realizing what he was about to say and casting about for some other way to say it.


  “Sludge?” I suggested.


  He seemed to notice for the first time that I was aboard. “Yes,” he said at last, “the…ah…sludge.”


  The shuttle docked in a fully enclosed landing bay and we walked into a processing area. Cameron pointed out the salient parts of the automated machinery. “This is where we harvest the mushrooms and freeze dry them for transport. We keep a few for fresh product, but the real money is in dried. Less mass, you know.”


  Diane nodded. “Oh really? How interesting.”


  He showed us to the next room, a large chamber with several noisy machines. Cameron shouted so we could hear him over the racket. “We get the growing medium in big cakes from the environmental sections. We run it through these mills to break it up to make it easier for the mushroom’s roots to grow.” He beckoned us through the next door and the noise level dropped. He showed us piles of flaked sludge being mixed with some kind of wet, green plant material. “We mix the by-products from our hydroponics with the flaked medium here and form it into what we call logs.” He pointed out where a machine extruded the mixture into loose net tubes like sausages a quarter meter in diameter and a meter long. I could see Diane biting her lip to keep from laughing. The environmental crew had a rather literal view of their work. That view colored their perception of the world and tended to make them laugh at common euphemistic digressions.


  Cameron pointed to where a small diameter tube stuck each log before being clipped onto an overhead track and trundled down a long dark tunnel. “Here we inoculate the log with mushroom spawn. It takes about a month for the roots to spread through the log. After that the roots start pushing through the surface and forming mushrooms which we harvest.”


  Like some magician, he flung open a nearby door and showed us a nearly identical track bearing logs now studded with fresh mushrooms. The track ran into a large machine. “We strip off the netting, shake out the medium, and separate the mushrooms from their roots.”


  “Mycelium.” Diane corrected him with a wry smile.


  “I beg your pardon?” Her comment took Cameron off guard.


  She gazed at him for a moment. “They’re not roots but mycelium, or probably more correctly, hyphae. Do you use the same growing medium for all your varieties?”


  Cameron blinked rapidly, trying to catch up with where he had been derailed. “Yes, basically. Some require temperature variations and other get different nutrient baths but I couldn’t tell you which gets what.”


  Diane nodded and held out her hand. “Thank you ever so much, Mr. Cameron.” She cooed and dropped smoothly into cutie-pie mode and let him get back on his internal script. “Do you think we could go back to the station now? All this excitement has made me a little dizzy.” She fanned herself with her free hand.


  Cameron became immediately solicitous. “Of course, my dear, of course. Please, right this way…”


  It took less than a stan for us to get back to Margary and bid our fond adieus to Mr. Cameron. The hard part was not laughing ourselves silly before we got out of sight and earshot.


  After the worst of the giggles tapered off, I turned to Diane. “So, what do you think?”


  “I think sludge just got a lot more interesting.”


  “Yeah, me too. If we were going to grow mushrooms on the Lois, what would we need?”


  “So that’s your game. I knew you were up to something. Changing the whole trading culture isn’t enough?”


  I just chuckled and shrugged. “What can I say, I’m frugal. My mom raised me not to waste anything and when I heard we were giving away sludge cakes as terraforming base, I got this wild idea that there must be something better we could do with it.”


  Diane laughed. “You want to make money on sewage?”


  I shrugged. “The more money the ship makes, the more money I make. I don’t care what it starts life as, so long as it ends as a cred in my account.”


  She looked me up and down before speaking, “Ishmael Wang, I like the way you think.”


  



  


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Margary Station: 2352-January-12


  When we got to the Lois’ lock, I turned to Diane. “Come on, I’ll buy ya a coffee.”


  “Coffee’s free, ya cheapskate.”


  “Okay, then you buy.”


  We went to the mess deck and found Pip setting up for lunch. He looked up when we entered. “Where have you two been?”


  “We took a tour of a mushroom farm,” I told Pip.


  Diane nodded. “Yeah, it actually was quite interesting.”


  We settled into a table just as Brill and Francis came in for lunch. Diane waved them over. “You’ll never guess where we’ve been.”


  Francis looked at her for a heartbeat. “Mushroom farm.”


  Diane started to say, “How—”


  Brill interrupted her, “We heard you as we were coming up the passage. I recognize the symptoms so you better spill your beans before your head explodes.”


  Diane tried to look innocent. “I don’t know what you’re referring to.”


  It didn’t work. Brill and Francis just looked at her.


  She shrugged. “Okay, we’ve been thinking about sludge.”


  “Sludge?” Francis repeated.


  “Yeah.”


  Brill looked at me. “Let’s try you. Do you know what she’s talking about?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, it’s just like Diane said…sludge.”


  Brill and Francis started chuckling. Brill looked back and forth between the two of us. “Can you give us a bit more of a clue?”


  I took pity on them. “Ever since I heard that we were giving away sludge cakes I’ve had this idea that we might be able to use it in some way. When I learned that Margary is a huge producer of mushrooms it occurred to me that the only thing they have out here is tunnels, dark, and sludge.”


  Diane nodded with a rueful grimace on her face. “Ain’t that the truth.”


  “So I called up the supplier who sold us the mushrooms for the galley and asked if we could see the facilities. He was nice enough to run us over in his shuttle this morning and we saw a mushroom farm.”


  Francis looked at Diane. “And you just went along for the ride?”


  She shrugged. “Mr. Cameron was a sweet man who was more than happy to show lil’ ol’ me his great big logs,” she said in her cutie-pie voice.


  Brill almost snorted coffee out of her nose laughing. “I wish you would warn me before you do that.”


  Francis ignored the performance and prompted me, “I still don’t get it.”


  “All their farms are in the residential asteroids. They get the sludge from their environmental sections and use it as the base for a growing medium for the mushrooms.”


  Brill frowned. “But it’s sterile.”


  I nodded. “That’s actually a good thing. There are plenty of nutrients left in the waste and they’re concentrated. What it is, is dense. They run the sludge cakes through a chipper and then mix it with hydroponics leftovers to add moisture and texture. That keeps the flakes from clumping up tight again. Cameron seemed to indicate it was for nutrients for the mushrooms, but he had a lot of misconceptions.”


  Francis and Brill both looked at Diane then.


  “What? Why are you lookin’ at lil’ ol’ me?”


  Francis snorted. “Yeah. Right.”


  I continued without letting them get me off track, “Anyway, they extrude this chipped sludge mixture into loose netting. It looks like sausages only a lot bigger. They inoculate them with…what did he call it, Diane? Not spores.”


  “Spawn.”


  “Yeah, that’s right. Then they send them into the tunnels to grow. When ready for harvest, the logs are brought back and run through a shaker to separate the mushrooms from the dross. Finally, they freeze dry the results.”


  Brill nodded and looked back and forth between Diane and me. “Okay, sounds interesting. But I still don’t see what that has to do with our sludge.”


  I shrugged and looked into my coffee mug. “I don’t know. But I just keep thinking there’s something we could do with it. Make it into compost and grow something. I don’t know.”


  Francis snorted a laugh. “Really? What would you compost it with? You need plant material, don’t you?”


  Diane and I looked at each other before Diane looked back at Francis. “Used algae matrix.”


  Brill sat her coffee cup down gently. I could see her and Francis lock eyes across the table and they were both nodding slowly, apparently following the same logic path.


  Finally Francis spoke, “That’s brilliant.”


  Despite my initial enthusiasm, I was shocked. “You mean it could work?”


  Francis shrugged. “I don’t know. We’d have to play with it to find the right mixture, but I can’t imagine why not. All the chemicals are there. The question is structure.”


  Brill said what we were all thinking, “Holy crap.”


  We all nodded.


  My tablet bipped to remind me about my plans for the flea market. “I’m going shopping with Bev. Anybody want to join us?”


  Brill shook her head. “Other plans.”


  Francis nodded. “You bet.”


  Diane popped up from her seat. “Count me in.”


  I followed her lead and stood. “Okay, let me see if Bev is ready. Meet you at the lock in what…fifteen ticks?”


  They all nodded, and I left them there talking about sludge and algae while I headed for deck berthing.


  * * *


  Bev was just buckling into her leathers when I got to the berthing area. “Hey, where have you been all morning?”


  “Checking out a mushroom farm.”


  “You’re kidding, right?” She shook her head and answered her own question. “No, you’re not. I’m getting to know you well enough by now.”


  “Right. I’m not kidding, but I’m ready to go shopping. Is it okay if some others join us.”


  She shrugged. “Sure, the more the merrier.”


  “Francis and Diane will meet us at the lock. They wanna stock up for St. Cloud.”


  She chuckled. “Let’s hope we have as good of luck here as we did in Gugara, eh?” She slammed her locker and we headed for the lock.


  The flea market was in full swing and the four of us caravanned through the aisles. There were a lot of stone and metal goods. It didn’t surprise me given the nature of the system. The trick would be to find stuff with low enough mass that we’d be able to get it aboard. As we strolled along, I really began to appreciate Pip’s idea of filling the empty container with freeze-dried mushrooms.


  We hadn’t been there long when we came to booth two-sixteen. I recognized the workmanship on display before I realized where we were. Bev introduced us to Ingo Reihtman the guy who made them. He had shocking red hair, redder even than Diane’s and a slight limp. There was no question he was a master of the belt buckle. The majority of them were the size and shape that Beverly had showed us but the variation in use of stone, polish, and pattern were amazing.


  I stepped up to him and shook his hand. “Mr. Reihtman, my friend, Philip Carstairs will be around tomorrow—”


  He nodded impatiently. “Yes, yes, Pip. I talked with him yesterday and I understand you have mass requirements that need to be satisfied. I look forward to doing business with you. This is a good opportunity for my work to get exposure beyond this system. I am quite excited.”


  As we talked one particular buckle caught my eye. It was cast in a gold colored metal with a rough, knobby finish. The stone was shaped into a black dragon’s head in silhouette with a red inlaid eye.


  “Well, I have a souvenir of my last port. I picked up an exquisite hand tooled leather belt and I need a buckle for it. Would you sell me one of yours?”


  “Mr. Wang, do you think I’m sitting here for my health? Please, save the haggling preparation. Do you see the buckle you wish?”


  I nodded.


  “Fifteen creds.”


  “A very generous price.”


  “In that case…” He took the dragon’s head buckle down from the wall without my pointing it out. He had a small smile on his face. “Would you like me to wrap it for you?”


  As we left the booth Beverly said, “I had to jaw him down from forty for mine.”


  “Well, Pip and I will be buying a bunch of them tomorrow. Maybe he thought he was priming the pump for the deal.”


  “Maybe. I thought you sold all your belts the other day.”


  “All but one that I left in my locker. Drus made it specially for me.”


  “Can I see it?”


  I realized suddenly that I had just painted myself into a corner and tried to change the subject. “We still need to find some trade goods to take to St. Cloud. So, keep your eyes open, okay?”


  She gave me a small laugh.


  Diane pointed out a display of ceramics at a booth coming up and we descended on the seller as a group. The goods were nice, but expensive. Clay had to be imported which drove up the price. I passed on it, but Francis bought a couple of small pieces.


  We continued through the flea market, eventually passing by slot four seventy-eight, empty since we hadn’t set up, and walked by Virgil’s wife with a nod, a smile, and a wave. Bev and I did our best not to crack up but we did admire her chair.


  A few booths farther down a display of necklaces caught my eye. The seller had pinned them to a fabric backing for display. Each was unique. Bev saw me looking and said, “I gotta give you credit, Ish. You’ve got one hell of an eye.” She turned back to look for Diane and Francis and nodded discreetly at the necklaces. I could see Diane’s eyes widen from where I was standing but she and Francis sauntered over nonchalantly. We all wandered over to the display.


  The fellow behind the counter introduced himself as we approached, “Good day, gentle people. My name is Franz Neubert. These fine necklaces were created by my wife, Nerile, from only the finest local materials. May I show you anything in particular?”


  The pieces consisted of small, highly polished beads with an accent stone or pendant hanging from each. Franz pointed out that they were strung on a slightly elastic thread that helped prevent breakage. He spent some time pointing out the durability of the workmanship. There was an excellent variety. Some were strung in monochromatic patterns while others were brilliant explosions of color.


  Diane saw the one I was focusing on and shook her head slightly. “It’s pretty, but you would have to be wearing just white or black.”


  I reconsidered the necklace and had to agree. Diane had style. If she said it was a problem, I wasn’t going to argue. There were enough other pieces in blacks, whites, blues, and soft yellows.


  I was standing there considering another one when I realized that I was being crazy. The prices were good, but I tried to think about selling these in a flea market on St. Cloud. The necklace I was focusing on was made of dozens of small black beads with a gold colored vein running through it. The accent bead was a natural nugget of a gold colored mineral that I assumed was iron pyrite. The price on the display said five hundred creds. Even assuming that I could talk Franz down to something like three hundred, I had a hard time imagining that I would find a flea market buyer on St. Cloud who’d pay the kind of money it would take for a decent margin. I sighed and put the necklace down.


  I bowed slightly to Franz and slipped from the booth to see what else I might be able to find. Beverly, Diane, and Francis followed. “What’s the matter?” Bev looked at me curiously when we had stepped out of earshot. Franz was busy with another set of customers at any rate.


  I shook my head. “Those were beautiful, no question. The prices were good and the mass was ok.”


  Francis raised an eyebrow. “I hear a but coming.”


  “But I can’t afford to buy more than one or two of them. At the prices I’d have to charge on St. Cloud, I’m not sure I would make a good profit.”


  We stood there, silent for a full tick. Diane finally spoke, “Yeah, you’re probably right.”


  Bev sighed and shook her head. “Pity. He has some beautiful pieces.”


  Francis nodded. “I knew I heard a but in there.”


  We continued our shopping trip, eventually wandering to the loose gem dealers at the back of the hall. Francis, Diane, and Bev all bought a few things here and there.


  Soon we heard the signal for the end of day and we joined the throng leaving the market.


  On the way down in the lift, Francis asked, “You didn’t buy anything but the buckle?”


  I shrugged. “I didn’t see anything else I wanted. It wasn’t like the belts on Gugara. Pip’s handling the buckle deal and we’re probably going to buy ten, one each to go with the ones we have left.”


  Diane nodded. “Some days are like that. You walk through and don’t see anything.”


  Bev smiled at me. “Keep shopping. You’ve got good instincts.” The others nodded. “When you find something you like, let me know. I wanna buy some, too.”


  We all had a good laugh. I looked around at them. “Can we find some dinner? I’m starved.”


  Francis stopped the lift at level eight and led us to a nice place that specialized in pasta dishes. We spent the next two stans getting stuffed and just slightly tipsy on one too many bottles of wine. By the time we got back to the ship, the heavy food and unaccustomed alcohol took its toll on me and I had to call it a night.


  Pip was going over some cargo data in his bunk when Bev and I wandered into the berthing area. “How was it?”


  I shrugged. “Good, but I didn’t buy anything. The mass or the price—”


  Bev cut in, “Or both.”


  I nodded my agreement. “Or both, were too high. I didn’t see anything that grabbed me. There were some gem dealers but I don’t know anything about gems. I think they’re supposed to be clear and everything I saw was kinda cloudy and inconsistent.”


  Bev finished for me, “So we went out to dinner and came home to sleep it off.”


  I headed for my locker. “How’s by you?”


  He gave a half shrug. “Quiet night. Got my manifest exercise in order. We’ve lined up some fresh produce on St. Cloud to swap the mushrooms for.”


  By then I had slipped out of my civvies and into my ship-tee and boxers. I went to hang up my jacket and the buckle fell out. “Oh yeah, I almost forgot this.” I showed it to Pip. “I met Ingo and bought a buckle for my belt.”


  He grinned. “The one Drus made for you?”


  I nodded and pulled it out of my locker. I fumbled with it for a bit but finally got the thing attached. The ivy pattern and the knobbly gold colored finish of the buckle looked like they were made for each other. I strapped it on to see how it fit, just as Bev came out of the san. She froze and stared. I realized that I was standing there with my belt riding low around my hips wearing nothing but my ship-tee and boxers, just as she had been. I blushed furiously, I’m sure, and scrabbled the belt off.


  Bev raised an eyebrow. “So that’s the one you were talking about?”


  I nodded and she held out a hand. “Lemme see.”


  I gave it to her, knowing I was going to regret it, but helpless to stop myself.


  She ran it through her hands and fingered the ivy vines and leaves. She flexed it a couple of time and then handed it back. “Yeah, Drus knows her leather. That’s a real keepsake, Ish.”


  I took it back from her and hung it in my locker. Pip was smirking behind his tablet, peeking out every so often to see my red face. Beverly, for her part, likewise in ship-tee and boxers crawled into her bunk with a groan. “Oh gods, duty tomorrow.”


  Pip contributed a cheerful, “Ha-ha, I’m off.”


  Bev and I both grinned.


  I reached up and clicked off my reading light. “I’ve got breakfast duty in the morning. Good night.”


  “Night, Ish. Sleep well.” Pip’s voice had that distracted voice that he got when he was on the trail of a deal.


  From below, I heard Bev mumble, “Sleep well…boy toy.” It was followed by a sleepy giggle.


  



  


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  Margary Station: 2352-January-13


  Pip got up with me in the morning and helped set up for breakfast. We still had the issue of how many buckles to buy and we needed something else to take to St. Cloud for trade goods.


  Cookie smiled when I stepped into the galley. “Good morning, young Ishmael. Your day off went well, I presume? I heard you visited the mushroom caves?”


  “Morning, Cookie. Yes, very well, thank you. And, the caves were quite interesting.”


  “Well, you’ll find today’s menu on your tablet. Can I trust you to handle breakfast solo this morning? I have some business ashore myself.”


  Pip and I looked at each other. Cookie was leaving the ship?


  I nodded. “No problem, my pleasure.”


  “Thank you, young Ishmael, I’ve set the bread to rise but if you could get the biscuits and pie crusts…?”


  “Of course, of course.”


  He gave me an odd little bow and left the galley. Pip and I looked at each other. “Solo?” Pip raised an eyebrow.


  I shrugged. “Not like there’s anything on this menu I haven’t done a hundred times already.”


  “True. And in port it’s slow, especially in the morning.”


  “To tell ya the truth, it makes me feel better that he’s going ashore.”


  Pip looked at me quizzically.


  “Well, I’m not sure he hasn’t gone ashore in the evening, because he doesn’t talk about what he does. But I bet it has been ages since he’s gotten off this ship. I think his card game takes up a lot of his spare time.”


  Pip nodded. “Yeah, me, too.”


  “The never-going-ashore thing makes him seem a little…I don’t know…unnatural. This is better especially since we really don’t have enough to keep both of us busy.”


  “Amen, brother. So, can I get an omelet? Lots of mushrooms and extra cheese, please.”


  I chucked a towel at him. “Yeah, sure, if you’ll make the coffee for a change.”


  A few ticks later we settled on the mess deck to eat. I had the biscuits baking and was ready to make omelets for anybody who wanted one. It was early yet and I had time to enjoy the fruits of my omelet pan.


  “So, how many buckles?” I asked Pip.


  He shrugged. “We have ten belts, we should take at least that many to match. Should we pick up some extras?”


  “They’re excellent work, and not that much mass. If you get them for ten creds each, and they’re all in the two hundred gram range, that’s five per kilo. We’d burn two kilos for the first ten. What if we doubled it, how much would that be?”


  Pip answered instantly, “Two hundred to three hundred depending on the price.”


  “We’ve got three kilocreds…” We looked at each other and grinned in disbelief. “…but I don’t want to tie up all the cash if we don’t have a good cargo.”


  “We only have about twelve kilos of available mass allotment between us, I think, maybe as many as fifteen. With twenty buckles, we’re down to around eight with some room for anything we might spot that’s small. We could get maybe forty additional buckles,” Pip rattled off in quick succession.


  “But we’d be betting the farm in terms of mass,” I pointed out.


  “Two things—no, three things left to consider.”


  I raised my eyebrows in question.


  He ticked them off on his fingers. “First, we’re almost certain to clear the first two kilos and the weight of the belts because those ten will evaporate on St. Cloud. Second, we don’t have a line on any other cargo. Third, the mass is only a problem if we find something we really want to buy.”


  “Good points. What about St. Cloud?”


  “Nice place.” Pip got the dreamy look and went into his recitation mode. “It’s one of the more established systems in the sector, owned jointly by a farming and a fishing company. The surface is about sixty percent ocean and the landmass is mostly divided into three continents. One is almost a continuous flat plain, one is mountainous, and the smallest island is near the southern pole. We’re picking up containers of grain, fish, mutton, and wool. We’re dropping machine parts and communications equipment.”


  “Farmers, fishermen, and shepherds,” I summed up.


  Pip blinked until his eyes focused on me again. “Yeah, sounds about right.”


  “What’s with the wool? Is it raw or textiles?”


  He pulled up the manifests on his tablet. “Bales. It could be either.”


  “What’s the value?”


  He grinned. “You’re good. Looks like bulk wool. I shoulda caught that.”


  “You’re rubbing off on me. If you were living up in the mountains with a bunch of sheep, what would you do with your spare time? Besides the obvious.”


  “Try to keep warm. I’d spin wool. You think the companies would let the herders keep some of it?”


  “I’m pretty sure they would find ways to keep at least the odds and ends, perhaps buy it back from the company at wholesale, that kind of thing. Just like I bet they eat a lot of mutton and fish.”


  Pip smiled. “Does that suggest anything to you?”


  “Yeah. Let’s see if you can find a good deal on powdered dye.”


  “Really?”


  I nodded. “Primary colors like red, blue, yellow, maybe even black.”


  “Why dye?” Pip asked, frowning in puzzlement.


  “Well, sheep are almost always white. It just makes sense that a bit of color would make their goods sell better.”


  “You think on a crooked path, my friend. I like that.”


  “Doesn’t mean I’m right. I feel like I’m missing something.”


  “What?”


  “I dunno. But something.”


  The entire environmental crew came in for breakfast and I had to get back to work. Pip waved as he left and I slipped into serving mode. Anyway, I had to get the biscuits out of the oven.


  As expected, the pace on the mess deck was slow and spotty. I got the bread punched down around midmorning and set it to second proof. Cleanup was easy and I even got a nice mushroom-barley soup going. Mr. Maxwell stopped by for coffee a couple of times and nodded to me without speaking. I found some unbaked cobblers in the walk-in and slid them into the ovens so they’d be ready for lunch. Even though I didn’t get a morning break, I confess it felt kinda nice pottering about the galley. I could see what Cookie enjoyed about it.


  Around 1100, just as I was setting up the lunch buffet, Cookie bipped me to let me know he’d be there by noon and I felt a little disappointed. I was beginning to anticipate doing lunch solo as well and the idea appealed to me for some odd reason.


  I had a lot of time to think about St. Cloud, too, in the back of my brain. I was having second thoughts about the dye idea. I was coming to the conclusion that we should just go ahead and buy up buckles for about half of the available remaining mass. That would leave some wiggle room in case they didn’t move, and give us something to sell beyond just the ten buckled belts. Something wasn’t quite right, but I just let it percolate.


  The lunch set up went off without a hitch and Cookie breezed in just before noon. “Thank you, young Ishmael. Sometimes you just have to get out and about. I feel much better and you’ve done an excellent job.” He patted me on the shoulder.


  “My pleasure, Cookie. It was fun.” I brought him up to speed on the lunch status.


  Just before lunch prep was over, Pip breezed into the galley with a smug look. “I found the dyes.”


  “Did you buy any?”


  He shook his head and helped himself to a bowl of soup. “I found that thing you were missing.”


  “What was it?”


  “The dyes I found here came from the Erehwon Dyeworks on St. Cloud.”


  We laughed. “That’s what I was missing. I bet they have roots and berries and such to dye their own wool.”


  Pip shook his head. “Snails.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yeah, apparently when processed they yield a really rich purple. There’s also a red and a black version. That’s in addition to the plant-based dyes.”


  “So, what do we take?”


  Pip shrugged. “We play it safe or we play it out. We’re out of here tomorrow afternoon. Whatever we get, we have to buy it today. Safe, we go with just the ten buckles, or maybe just a few more. Or we can fill up the mass with buckles and hope they like them as much there as we do here.”


  I sighed. “You know, neither of those really appeals to me. What we need is something small that we can buy a lot of cheaply here that we can sell there at twice the price without costing an arm and a leg.”


  Pip got a funny look then and fished in his pocket. “Like these?” He tossed three smooth stones onto the table. There were both flattened and round stones in natural looking, circular shapes. One looked like quartz with a silvery mineral threaded delicately through it. The second one was a rich blue that looked like the stone on Beverly’s belt buckle so it was probably lapis. The last one was a lustrous black with a fine texture showing through the polish. None of them was more than three centimeters across. Each had a hole bored widthwise through the top. They looked like the accent stones on Neubert’s necklaces. I picked up one and didn’t want to put it down. The stone slid smoothly under my fingers as I rubbed it.


  “Where’d you find these?”


  “A guy back in the gem aisle had a booth. Just him and a couple of buckets full. They were three for a cred and I liked the way they felt.”


  “How many of them do you think it would take to mass a kilo?”


  Pip grinned. “A lot. These three averaged ten grams each.”


  “Can you find him again? Because I think you found something here.”


  “Yeah, how many do we want?”


  “Let’s go with the ten buckles for the belts, twenty buckles extra. That leaves us, what? About six kilos?”


  Pip nodded. “Something like that.”


  “Two kilos of these would work out to about two hundred of them. The actual income isn’t very large but the margin is potentially pretty big.”


  Pip shrugged. “Let’s go all six kilos. It’s not going to take that many creds so if we get stuck and need the mass we can just toss ‘em.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” I said excitedly. “Let’s do it.”


  Pip nodded and headed back out to finish the trading.


  With Cookie back in the galley and lunch all ready, there wasn’t much for me to do and I had the afternoon cleanup done almost as soon as lunch ended. Cookie planned a spicy beefalo dish for dinner and he began humming as he puttered around the galley. I pulled up a stool and watched for a time but he waved me off. “Go, young Ishmael. You didn’t get a break this morning, and I can certainly handle making a small batch of this by myself.” He smiled at me, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Thank you again for doing such an excellent job with the morning duty.”


  “My pleasure, Cookie. I’m glad you got some time in port. Any time I can help like that, you know I’m always willing.”


  “You’re a good shipmate, young Ishmael. Lois is happy to have you aboard.”


  “I try, Cookie. I’m going for a run and a sauna then.”


  He pursed his lips in question. “No environmental this afternoon?”


  I shook my head. “I’ve taken enough of their time lately.”


  Cookie chuckled. “I heard—sludge duty.”


  “And algae! Don’t forget the algae.”


  He laughed and waved as I left him humming over his sizzling beefalo.


  I ran three extra laps beyond my normal workout. My wind had gotten much better and the extra exertion felt good. The showers sluiced off the grime and I had the sauna to myself. It felt odd. I enjoyed not having to share, but it seemed empty without the good-natured banter that usually filled the room along with the steam. Afterward I stretched out in my bunk and went back to reading up on being a steward. The quarterly exams were just a few weeks off.


  * * *


  At 1600 I went back to the mess deck to help Cookie set up the dinner buffet. I could smell the spiced beefalo all the way from the berthing area and it made me drool. I suspected the dinner turnout would be better than usual. I was right. About halfway through, Pip showed up wearing his shipsuit and a big grin. We didn’t have time to talk until we’d secured from dinner, but he came to help me clean up after.


  Cookie eyed his jaunty grin. “Judging from your smile, your trading went well.”


  Pip grinned even wider. “Very well, indeed.” He turned to me. “Ingo gave us thirty buckles all at ten, so three hundred creds and just under six kilos. There’s some serious upside potential there. The rock guy was surprised that we’d want to buy them by the kilo, but he had a ton of them so he was happy to unload some. He gave me as many as I wanted for five creds a kilo. I bought the six we agreed to.”


  I blinked, trying to do the math in my head. “You got about six hundred of them for thirty creds?”


  He nodded. “Twenty per cred. The total upside is nothing to write home about, but even at a cred a piece on St. Cloud, the margins are huge.”


  “I’ll take six hundred creds. That’s more than the salary and share I got for the Margary leg.”


  “Yeah, but you have to split it with me. Even so it’s really good.”


  



  


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  Margary System: 2352-January-15


  We pulled out of Margary right on time. The captain scheduled it for just after dinner, so we didn’t have to make bento-boxes. Always thinking, Cookie called the captain and offered to distribute coffee and cookies at 2100. That was about halfway through the evolution and a lot of bleary-eyed spacers who’d celebrated port-side until the last possible tick appreciated the pick-me-up.


  Around 2230 we set the normal watch and I could almost hear Lois sigh as we settled into the familiar routine of sailing between the stars. It didn’t often strike me, this romantic notion that we were out here in our little ship spreading our sails to catch the solar wind, but when it did I remembered a snatch of ancient poetry that my mother used to recite to me. It was a kind of lullaby she used when tucking me in. “I must go down to the seas again, to the lonely sea and the sky. And all I ask is a tall ship and a star to steer her by,” I mumbled to myself as I drifted off to sleep.


  * * *


  Pip and I convened what we called a steering committee on the first day out of Margary and invited Beverly, Diane, Francis, Rhon, and Biddy. We agreed that the finances should come as part of a sales fee, and most liked the one-percent capped at ten creds. Biddy wanted the cap at twenty and Francis wanted five because he only wanted to cover expenses, and not build up reserves. In the end, we decided on ten because it provided some contingency funding and we didn’t really know how much we’d need as startup. Diane provided the deciding argument. “You’ll have less opposition if you decide to reduce the rate than if you try to raise it.” Nobody had anything to dispute that so we left it at ten.


  Over the next few days we kept having meetings figuring our way through all the various problems that could arise. The stickiest issue was the idea of consignment. Beverly brought the idea up about two days out of Margary. “What if somebody has stuff to sell, but doesn’t want to sit around the booth? If we’re going to be there anyway, could we have an arrangement to sell for them? Maybe take a flat percentage for doing it?”


  Rhon objected, “But we’re doing the work and they’re getting the benefit.”


  We threw different ideas around including reduced fees for working the booth or an hourly stipend. That last idea wasn’t popular because it increased overhead without assuring revenue. We still had a lot to work out.


  It seemed we’d barely got underway when suddenly we were at the St. Cloud jump point. We were still stymied over consignments, but we all agreed that we probably should find some kind of solution. I knew from my brief experience on Margary that we needed some kind of system of coverage so the booth would be available the whole time. It was important that this obligation should carry some benefit to those doing the work. My time selling had been fun, but if we were going to do this as a regular thing, I didn’t want to be stuck doing it all the time and I didn’t think anybody else would want that either.


  We’d no sooner secured from navigation stations in the afternoon when my tablet bipped with a request from the captain to meet with her, “at your earliest convenience.” I had been on the ship long enough to learn that the phrase was officer-speak for, “get your butt over here.” Pip had a similar message so we hustled to her cabin.


  When we entered we found the captain, Mr. Maxwell, and Mr. Cotton seated around her small conference table. The captain indicated empty seats. “Sit, gentlemen. It’s time we talked.”


  For my part, I was a bit nervous. I’d been eager to talk over our plans with her. I felt like we were on the right course but wanted to get the captain's opinion. Seeing the first mate and cargo chief made me think I was about to find out more than I'd bargained for. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Pip licking his lips and he kept wiping his palms on the sides of his shipsuit.


  We took the indicated chairs and waited.


  The captain started right in. “So, gentlemen, how was the flea market?”


  I glanced at Pip. He nodded so I started first. “Well, Captain. You saw our first day’s efforts and, in spite of being somewhat unprepared—” Pip snorted quietly, but I ignored him and continued, “we did really well. We traveled in pairs and the people who participated that first day were very satisfied.”


  Pip picked up the story. “I took the second day along with three other crew and we all sold out of our trade goods. Ms. Sham and Ms. Murphy both indicated that they were pleased with the outcomes.”


  The captain nodded. “And the third and fourth day?”


  Pip motioned for me to answer that one. “We didn’t have any more goods to sell and since we weren’t aware of any other crew members who needed the booth, it went empty those days. Instead we used the time to research and purchase items for St. Cloud.”


  Mr. Maxwell spoke quietly, “That included visiting a mushroom processing facility?”


  I tried to keep my voice flat when I replied, “Yes, sar.”


  The captain ignored the comment and continued, “And what have you learned about running the booth?”


  Pip answered her with a rueful grin, “That it’s not as easy as it looks, Captain, and if we’re going to do this regularly, then we need to get better organized.”


  The captain nodded with a small smile. “I see, and I concur. You’ve formed a steering committee to start this process rolling. Is that right?”


  I nodded. “Yes, Captain. I can give you the names…”


  She shook her head. “No, that’s not necessary. I’m more interested in what you’ve decided so far.”


  I took a deep breath and let it out before continuing, “We realize that to be successful we need to be professional and systematic. Part of that is maintaining economic viability. We need to pay our own freight, as it were.”


  Mr. Cotton spoke for the first time, “How do you propose to accomplish that, eh?”


  Pip answered him, “By taking a commission, one percent of sales, capped at ten creds. You can sell as much as you like, but you owe the co-op one percent of what you get up to ten creds then after that you keep it all.”


  “I’m familiar with the concept, Mr. Carstairs, ya.” A small smile played around Mr. Cotton’s mouth.


  Pip blushed. “Of course, sar. Sorry, sar.”


  The captain looked like she was suppressing a grin and addressed the next question to me. “And what have you decided about booth coverage and consignment sales?”


  “Well, Captain, we know we need to split the days up. Our normal port stay is about four days. If we have four people as designated booth managers, we could either assign one of them each day or split the duty so no one gets too tired. We have four people but we need to check watch schedules against the volunteers to make sure we’re distributed properly among the watches.”


  She nodded. “And consignments?”


  Pip stepped in on that one. “We’re deadlocked on that one just now, Captain. We’re thinking an increase in commission, but the notion of we-work-and-they-profit is getting in the way. The problem is that the commission goes to the co-op but the people doing the work aren’t getting anything from it.”


  She nodded. “So you’re not paying the booth managers?”


  Pip and I both shrugged but Pip answered her, “That came up at the last meeting, Captain, but we didn’t come to any definitive answer.”


  “How would your great-grandmother have done it, Captain?” The question just popped out of my mouth before I really considered what I was saying.


  The captain smiled though and answered in a gentle voice, “She would have split the commission between the booth and the managers.”


  It was so obvious. As soon as the words left her mouth I knew it was the right answer, and I suspect Pip was kicking himself as hard as I was.


  Mr. Maxwell broke in at that point, “What will you spend the money on?”


  Pip handled that while I untied my tongue. “We need to cover booth rental. They won’t always be as straight forward as Margary, I suspect. We also need some booth fixtures to keep from looking like complete rubes.”


  The captain appeared to sneeze quietly at that point and covered her mouth and nose with her hand.


  Mr. Maxwell arched an eyebrow. “Rubes, Mr. Carstairs?”


  “Yes, sar. Most booth vendors have display racks, signage, chairs, and such. The pros have them all set up on a grav pallet and all they have to do is float it in, lock it down, and begin selling. That first day we wouldn’t have even had a tablecloth if not for the banner—”


  The captain interrupted, “So you’re planning on purchasing all this with the proceeds from the booth?”


  I sighed. “That’s our problem, captain. The creds we can cover. We probably can’t afford a grav pallet right away but the other stuff is relatively easy to come by except for the mass.”


  “The mass?”


  Pip nodded. “Yes, Captain. All that stuff has mass and somebody needs to book it onto the ship. None of us have a mass allotment high enough to cover it all.”


  Mr. Maxwell swiveled his gaze back and forth between us. “How are you going to deal with that?”


  I shrugged. “Well, sar, short term, we’ll make signs on station and leave them there. Boards and markers are cheap and disposable. Chairs we’ll rent as well as the tables. It’ll add to the overhead, but it’ll be worth it. We have a tablecloth now in addition to the banner and clips, so we’re good there.”


  Pip added, “We’re planning on buying a couple of extra duffel bags for transportation when we get to St. Cloud. But we don’t have spare mass for even a couple of cargo totes, let alone a grav pallet.”


  The captain nodded and pursed her lips. “What about renting a grav pallet as well?”


  Pip nodded. “We looked at that, Captain. They’re expensive compared to the booth rental, but if this works out perhaps we can do that later.”


  “Mr. Cotton,” the captain said, “does the ship have a grav pallet they might rent?”


  “I’m sorry, Captain, no, in port we need every pallet we can find, ya.” He pulled up his tablet and consulted his inventory. “But…we do, have one that is scheduled for scrap, ya. Ach, it was supposed to have remained on Margary, in fact.”


  She nodded slowly, and I had the odd feeling that she had known all along. “What’s the mass on a grav pallet, Mr. Cotton?”


  “Ya, fifty kilos, Captain.”


  She turned to the first mate. “Mr. Maxwell, does Lois have sufficient mass in her allotment to cover fifty kilos?”


  “Yes, Captain, she does.”


  “Well, then I think we have the grav pallet problem solved.” She gave us all a little self-satisfied shrug. “I’m very pleased with the progress you gentlemen and your group have made. A captain likes to keep the crew happy—busy, but happy.” She looked around, first at Mr. Maxwell and then Mr. Cotton. “Is there any other business for these two spacers, gentlemen?”


  “No, Captain,” they answered in near unison.


  “Very well.” She turned to us. “Thank you for coming, gentlemen. I appreciate your diligence.”


  We stood and started out but at the door the captain stopped us with a final question. “Oh, what are you calling this enterprise of yours?”


  Pip and I glanced at each other, and I told her. “The McKendrick Mercantile Cooperative, of course. I understand it has a proud tradition, Captain.”


  The captain grinned. “Yes, Mr. Wang, it does indeed. Thank you, again, gentlemen.”


  We beat a hasty retreat from officer country and the whole way back Pip kept shaking his head and making little tsk’ing sounds.


  When we entered the galley, I finally broke down and asked, “What’s the matter?”


  “Split the commission. How stupid can we be?”


  I chuckled. “I don’t know about you, but I have a proud history of being pretty stupid.”


  “Hmm. Maybe it’s contagious and I’m catching it from you, then.”


  Cookie was icing a cake for dinner and looked up at Pip. “No, Mr. Carstairs, you’ve always had a very healthy amount of your own,” he said with a wicked grin. He turned back to his icing. “And if you’re finished lazing about, number one coffee urn is out again.”


  



  


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  Margary System: 2352-January-15


  After evening cleanup, I settled on the mess deck with my handbook and a cup of coffee. The quarterly exams were only a few days away and, while I was pretty confident about the food handler test, I had barely looked at ordinary spacer.


  It was huge.


  Everything that didn’t appear on one of the other exams was on the Deck Division test—ship configurations, basic communications, and standing orders for: watches, helm, and gangway duty. My brain froze and shut down. Sandy found me half a stan later just sitting there staring into my tablet.


  She waved a hand in front of my face. “Ish? Ish? You okay?”


  “Oh yeah, thanks, Sandy. I just realized how much is on this deck exam. It flipped me out for a bit. The test is in ten days and I’m planning on taking this one and the food handler exam.”


  She chuckled. “You are a glutton for punishment, aren’t ya? Didn’t you take cargo and engineering last cycle?”


  I nodded.


  She looked over my shoulder at the tablet. “This isn’t so bad. I’m finally taking my Astrogation II exam this round. Once you start specializing it gets a lot harder. Look.” She pointed at the port starboard diagram. “If you don’t know that by now, you’re just so much congealed saltwater.”


  I chuckled. “True.”


  “And tell me you haven’t absorbed the watch stander schedule. What watch are we on now?”


  “Evening, but…”


  “See, this isn’t hard. You still have plenty of time. What haven’t you gotten to?”


  “Standing orders. Look at how many there are. How am I supposed to memorize all that?”


  She punched the button and brought up the first set. There were ten of them, but each was just common sense. She’d brought up the gangway watch orders and it started with, “Watch standers will report to duty stations fifteen ticks before the change of watch to assure a smooth transition of duty.”


  “Hmm. This doesn’t look all that hard.”


  “You’ve been hanging around with Pip too much. Maybe you should spend more time with Beverly.”


  I’m pretty sure I blushed.


  She patted me on the shoulder. “Look, you know how to eat an elephant?”


  I nodded. “One bite at a time.”


  “Yup. Dig in. I bet you can finish this one in a couple of days.”


  I flipped back and forth a couple of times and began to realize she was right. The list was long, but the individual items were small. A lot of it I knew already having lived aboard for—gods could it really have been almost five months? “You’re right,” I said. “I don’t know what happened there. My brain just kinda seized up.”


  She looked at me with a frown. “Hmm, you’ve been up since 0500 and worked all day?”


  I nodded.


  “You’ve got a lot on your plate. I heard you had a meeting with the captain this afternoon. It seems like the co-op is shaping up.”


  I nodded again.


  “Well, let me ask you this. Don’t you think you should get some sleep? It’s almost time for the midwatch.”


  I chuckled. “Which would make it nearly midnight and I’ve got to get up at oh-dark-thirty.”


  She laughed then. “It’s all dark out here, but yeah. I’m off watch myself in a few minutes and I better not find you on the track.”


  “Okay, okay, sheesh.” I laughed and stood. “Thanks, Sandy.”


  “No problem, Ish.” She waved and headed out of the mess. “Sleep well.”


  When I got to the berthing area, Pip and Bev were both already asleep. As I settled into my own bunk, I heard the little snorty-snores through the partition and thought, One bite at a time.


  * * *


  For the next couple of days I focused on my exams and let Pip worry about the steering committee. He kept me filled in while we worked the serving line or during cleanups. The group liked the idea of splitting the commissions but were hung up on whether to split all of them or only consignment sales. Eventually they agreed to split them all and to put a ten percent no-cap commission on consignments. That seemed about right to me. Beverly and Rhon wanted more, but Diane and Francis wanted less so it was a good compromise. Personally, I liked the idea of splitting them all. Of course, we’d already decided that booth manager wasn’t subject to the one percent sales commission. It was a way to get more people to volunteer to be booth managers. Adding the commission split between manager and co-op, we developed a nice economic model that gave a little extra to anybody who worked for the common good.


  I got through all the ordinary spacer material in just a couple of days and took a practice test with a seventy-five score. Good, but not enough to pass. I took a break and ran quickly through the food handler again, just to refresh myself and tested at ninety-four. By the end of the second day after transition, I was passing both tests consistently and I messaged Mr. von Ickles to let him know I’d be taking both deck and steward tests.


  Sandy caught me after cleanup a couple of nights after that. “How’re you doing? You still have a few days to study. You need help on the deck exam?”


  “I think I’m good. Of course, I won’t know until I take the test next week.”


  “Too true.” She gave me a sympathetic chuckle.


  “How are you doing?” I asked. “You’ve been studying astrogation stuff ever since I came aboard.”


  She smiled at me. “That’s normal. I had just made third before we got to Neris. After you make full share, you have to pick a specialty and work up through that ranking system.”


  I grimaced but nodded my agreement. “Yeah, I saw that in The Handbook, but there’s nothing that says I have to go beyond full share.”


  “Well, the extra mass is nice, and I suspect you’ll be full share before you know it. Look what happened with Pip.”


  “Very true. Well, if you have a couple minutes, would you drill me on the deck stuff and see if I’m ready?”


  “Sure, I’d be happy to.” She reached over and took my tablet.


  For the next twenty ticks, she asked me questions and I gave her answers. It was fun. She had that same dry wit that Diane had and a take-no-prisoners attitude that reminded me of Beverly. When we were done, she handed the tablet back. “Okay, you just qualified for able spacer. I think you can pass the ordinary test.”


  We laughed and I thought she was joking until I got my tablet back from her and looked to see the testing pool she’d been drilling me from. That made me feel a lot better.


  * * *


  On test day, I reported to Mr. von Ickles at the appointed time. He grinned when he saw me. “Do you have your frequent testing card? I can give you a discount.”


  I chuckled. “Sorry, I musta left it in my other shipsuit.”


  “You sure you want to do this?”


  “What’s the worst that can happen?”


  “You might not pass.”


  “And…?”


  “Yeah.” He grinned. “I know, but I have to ask. If you’re ready…”


  Some indeterminate time later, from my perspective, I heard him say, “Time.” I put my stylus down and looked up at him.


  He stared at me intently. “Are you some kind of machine? I’ve never seen anybody disappear into a test like you do. Let me ask what test did you just take?”


  I hadn’t quite re-surfaced into reality. “Um, ordinary spacer?”


  He laughed. “You don’t sound too sure for somebody who’s been answering questions for almost a full stan.”


  “Wasn’t it?” His comment made me nervous.


  He nodded. “Yeah, it was and that’s probably the hardest test. How’d you do?”


  “You tell me. I’m not even sure what test I took.” We both laughed at that.


  He pulled up his display and showed me, ninety-six.


  “Congratulations, Mr. Wang. You are now rated ordinary spacer and I will add a note in your jacket this afternoon,” he rattled off the formula.


  I grinned. “Thanks. Steward tomorrow.”


  “You’ll have collected the full set. Do you have the commemorative binder?”


  “Wha—?”


  “Sorry.” He grinned sheepishly. “Joke.”


  I laughed. “I get it. It just took me a tick to process what you said. I’m still a little groggy from the test, I think.”


  Mr. von Ickles smiled. “Well, I mean it. I’ve seen many people take these tests and you slide into some kind of zone, a world unto yourself. You didn’t even see Mr. Maxwell come in, did you?”


  I shook my head. “No, I didn’t.”


  “Or the captain?”


  I looked up in alarm.


  “Just kidding. The captain didn’t come in.”


  I laughed. “Thank you, sar. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  The rest of the day went by in one of those strange fogs where you get to the end and you know you did something but can’t remember what it was. I knew about the test, but nothing else seemed to stick. I had a vague memory about helping Pip and Cookie with lunch and cleanup. I’d used the afternoon break for a run and sauna instead of studying. After dinner I made one last pass through the food handler test and hit the rack early.


  * * *


  Breakfast was pancakes and waffles. Cookie went overboard and made hot fruit compotes in several flavors along with the usual selection of pork products. Myself, I would have preferred a nice cheese omelet with some mushrooms, but I enjoyed the waffles with granapple topping. Cleanup went smoothly and Pip and I were trading off on coffee duty. We had it down to a science. After finding the proper grind and proportion—we had standardized that early on—the rest was just keeping the urns clean and the brew water cold. We had to make some adjustments when we switched from the Arabasti but less than I would have thought. When it came right down to it, the two weren’t that different except for the expense.


  At the appointed time I presented myself to Mr. von Ickles, “Ah, the machine. Are you ready?”


  I surfaced about a stan later.


  Mr. von Ickles offered me his hand and I shook it. “You now have the full set of half share ratings, congratulations.”


  I thanked him, and went back to the galley.


  Cookie and Pip both congratulated me but I really didn’t feel like it was much of an accomplishment. My duties remained the same as they were before taking all the tests. Sure, I could move up, if something became available, but one of the reasons for doing all this was to determine what I liked best, and in the end I still didn’t know. All I really had was a collection of entries in my personnel jacket.


  After lunch and cleanup, Pip convened a meeting of the steering committee on the mess deck so we could map out our strategy for St. Cloud. In my absence, they started a list of crew who wanted to be booth managers: Rhon, Biddy, Diane, and Francis. I felt a little miffed that I wasn’t listed, but that would let me come and go as I pleased. I’d owe the ten creds, which they had decided should be per-person for the entire port stay instead of a per-day fee. That made sense for somebody selling a little something each day who might not sell a thousand creds in one session.


  They also started compiling a list of crew who wanted to sell something, along with a catalog of goods for sale. They had a short discussion on scheduling times so everybody didn’t show up at once, but soon chucked that out as too restrictive. The watch schedules would sort out some of it in any case.


  After the discussion ranged for a bit, I started getting concerned about the level of detail. “How many people are we talking about here?”


  Pip looked at me and answered with a completely flat expression, “Seventeen.”


  I almost choked on my coffee. “Seventeen? That’s almost half the crew! Do they know they have to chip in to the co-op?”


  Rhon nodded. “Oh yeah, in fact most of them wanted to before I told them. When they heard it was one percent or ten creds, most of them were willing to pay right then. I had to explain that we would collect after they were done selling.”


  Biddy piped up, “Yeah, you have no idea what it’s like to try to find buyers for this stuff without a table. The things I sold the other day I had dragged through three systems without even a nibble. This is just such an obvious idea, I can’t imagine why nobody ever thought of it before.”


  Pip shrugged. “Well, I know why it never occurred to me.” We all looked at him. “Lone wolf syndrome. I thought I was a wheeler-dealer. Then I got mugged…man, that was stupid and less profitable. I made more in the last booth than I’ve made in my whole career.”


  Rhon nodded and grinned. “Yeah, and it beats the sneakers off trying to use other people’s booths. Selling wholesale really takes a bite and it’s not always easy to find someone who will carry the stuff you have. Even the successful traders like Bev and Tabitha are switching to this model.”


  Pip pointed at me and grinned. “Well, we owe it all to Ish.”


  I groaned. “Oh, come on. Save the kissing up until this actually works. We’ve got a lot of things to figure out yet.”


  Francis snorted a laugh. “Like what?”


  “Well, does everybody know how to move the grav pallet? Are we all clear on how to set up the booth? Have we established who’ll handle the money? If we’re going to take a percentage we should have a cashier, and maybe that’s the manager. I don’t know. Where do we stow the pallet when the market is closed? Do we know where to rent chairs on St. Cloud? Has anybody looked at the rental agreements there?” I ran through the issues rather quickly off the top of my head. The group sat staring at me.


  Pip shook himself out of a daze and pulled out his tablet. “Could you run through that list again?” he asked, holding his stylus.


  Everybody laughed and we got on with the process of organizing the co-op. I wanted Lois to be proud of us.


  Unfortunately, we were interrupted by the pingity-pingity-pingity of the abandon ship alarm. We bolted for the boat dock and arrived at the gym just as the announcement came for the drill. We split up to attend to the ship’s business.


  * * *


  Two days later, after the evening cleanup, the steering committee convened in the main cargo lock where we practiced locking, unlocking, loading, and unloading the grav pallet. There wasn’t a lot to it, but if you had never done it before it could be intimidating. The secret was in the tow handle and Biddy had us all maneuvering pallets around like pros in less than a stan. She also arranged with Mr. Cotton to be able to bring our pallet back from the flea market each night and park it in the ship’s cargo lock. There was a kind of vestibule where we could leave the pallet without it being in the way. We’d have to stow it with the rest when transporting but that was only to be expected.


  Three days out of St. Cloud we gathered for one last planning session in the mess. We identified sources for tables, chairs, card stock, and markers. We worked out a rough plan to display all the various items that the crew had to sell. The group determined that we’d need two tables but we only had one cloth. Pip suggested a standard ship’s blanket, but Cookie, who had been lurking in the background, tossed a covering matching the original. Officially, the cloths stayed as part of the galley’s stores so we were probably violating some rule, but we trusted Lois wouldn’t mind. Drawing up the final schedule for booth shifts, we split the days in half so nobody had to stay the whole time if they didn’t want to. Last we created a list of the people who’d be moving their goods up first and another for those who would be bringing theirs along later.


  I was amazed, frankly. What had started with the innocent concept of let’s rent a booth had become a paramilitary operation complete with scheduled supply runs as Cookie volunteered to pack bento-boxes and fill thermoses.


  A day out of St. Cloud, Mr. Maxwell called Pip and me to the office so we could sign the legal agreements to formally form the ship’s cooperative. This made it possible to have accounts in the ship’s ledger to keep the money straight. As a recognized sub-entity of the ship, we also stayed within the regulations on use of rental spaces. While we were there setting up the accounting and going through the procedures, the captain joined us.


  “Gentlemen, I don’t want to interrupt, but I thought I would stop by and thank you for what you’re doing for the crew.”


  Pip and I looked at each other. “Us, Captain?”


  Mr. Maxwell added his two creds worth with a dramatic sigh. “Yes, you. The polite response would have been to say, ‘Thank you, Captain,’ but I suppose that would be too much to ask.”


  “Thank you, Captain,” Pip and I spoke together.


  The captain smiled at us. “I’ll be frank. When I first heard about this idea, and that you two scalawags were involved, I had my doubts. But already it has improved morale aboard the ship. You boys are doing a good thing and even if it all comes crashing down when we get to St. Cloud, the progress you’ve already made in breaking barriers between our various divisions is astonishing. So, I’ve come to thank you on behalf of the ship. Good trading, gentlemen.”


  “Thank you, Captain,” we replied in unison again.


  She nodded to Mr. Maxwell and left.


  After she had gone Mr. Maxwell turned his attention back to us. “Well, lads, I think that about sums it up. You’re in business. If you’ll tell me how many of the days we’re in port you’ll be using, I’ll have Mr. von Ickles message the orbital on behalf of the co-op. Then you’ll be off and running.”


  Pip had the numbers all ready. “We’re due to dock tomorrow afternoon and the schedule says we’re pulling out in the morning five days later so we’d like the four full days we have in port, please.”


  Mr. Maxwell nodded. “Easily done. You probably already know the St. Cloud Orbital has the same rental agreement as you found in Margary. I believe it’s the same subcontractor operating both markets actually.”


  Pip nodded. “Yes, sar, and the same company has Dunsany Roads’ Orbital as well.”


  I added the specifics of what we’d need to the list. “Sar, could you request the booth, two standard tables, and two chairs? The rental agreements listed those options and it should come to sixteen creds per day for a total of sixty-four creds.”


  He nodded. “Of course, Mr. Wang. Will that be the standard configuration?”


  I nodded and Pip answered, “Yes, sar, We have a total of seventeen crew planning on using the booth over the four days and at least three consignments which should cover that amount and then some.”


  I had one more piece of business. “We took a collection and have a hundred creds as seed money to open the accounts with.”


  Mr. Maxwell smiled and shook his head. “That’s not necessary. You already have a hundred and forty creds in your balance.”


  Pip asked before I could. “Where did that come from, sar?”


  He smiled and, I’m not sure if I was just getting used to his grin, but for once it wasn’t frightening. “Forty came from you, Mr. Carstairs, back on Margary. The other hundred came from Lois.”


  



  


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  St. Cloud Orbital: 2352-February-17


  We docked at the St. Cloud Orbital right on schedule and the captain declared liberty almost immediately. By prior arrangement, Pip took Biddy and Rhon to scope out the flea market and rent a locker so we could have secure storage nearby.


  Cookie and I made a pasta bake and garlic bread for the evening buffet. We suspected that few people would be aboard for dinner except the few who had to be. Everything was ready by 1600.


  “Cookie? When was the last time you went out for dinner?”


  He stopped wiping down the counter and thought for a long time. “I confess it has been a while, young Ishmael. Why do you ask?”


  “Because tonight would be a good opportunity for you to go. Dinner is all prepared and just needs to be put out. The dessert is already warming in the oven. You deserve a night out. You should go. I can solo one dinner service especially on a first night in port.”


  Cookie cocked his head to one side as he considered the proposition. After a couple of ticks he smiled. “You are correct, young Ishmael, and there is an old friend who has a restaurant here. I’ll do it,” he said enthusiastically with a little nod of his head. “This is very thoughtful. Thank you.” With that, he strolled out of the galley and left me alone with the pasta.


  About then Bev stuck her head in the galley door. “Hey, Ish? You know you ran out of coffee out here, don’t ya?”


  I laughed and went to the mess to start a fresh urn of Sarabanda Dark, while we still had it.


  When I finished I went back to the galley. It felt good to be there on my own and I took a few minutes to check out the stores Cookie and Pip had reserved for trade on St. Cloud. Almost all of the Sarabanda Dark was on the block as were about half of the mushrooms. In return we were restocking Arabasti and some root crops which stored well in any cool, dark space as well as a lot of fresh greens. They decided to fill the extra freezer with lamb and a local fish called munta. It was sort of a cross between a salmon and a sea bass in flavor. The lamb would give us a welcome break from the beefalo, and had the added benefit of being Cookie’s favorite meat. He was sure to have many recipes that would feature it prominently.


  Pip had calculated that after all the trades cleared and the ship was restocked we would break even with consumption, basically eating free since Margary. Cookie thought we were actually down about a kilocred. Either way, their trading turned out to be a marvelously effective way to feed the crew well, while still reducing overall costs.


  The ship’s container turned out even better. Pip’s assessment had been right on the mark. Mr. Maxwell stocked up on four different mushroom varieties, not just one. The value of almost a full container netted the ship more than two hundred kilocreds. They even sold the beefalo rugs for another ten. I wondered if the crew knew that Pip almost single-handedly threw an extra two hundred ten kilocreds into the profit pool. Not all of that would be distributed to share, but still, everyone would benefit from Pip’s astute trading skills.


  Just then, the timer beeped and I started setting out dinner on the buffet. Comforting feelings washed over me carried by the warmth of the pasta and the wonderful smell of the garlic bread. Cheerful greetings from the crew who came for dinner added to my good mood—I could sure do worse.


  Right near the end of dinner Pip came in, wearing a shipsuit that had seen better days. He grabbed some food and sat down with me.


  I eyed him with a frown. “What did you get into?”


  “Wet paint,” he said between bites. Holding up his hands he showed me black splotches and dirty fingernails. “It’ll be dry by morning, though.”


  “So, how does the flea market look?”


  He slurped a little coffee before answering, “Excellent. Just perfect. There’s a lot of fleece items but also some very nice leathers—goat as well as sheep—and a good supply of carved wood. I didn’t see any stonemasons or metal workers so the buckles and gems should sell well. The clientele seems to be pretty upscale, but I guess that’s because shepherds can’t afford the ticket up on the shuttle.”


  “Sounds about like we anticipated.”


  He nodded again and sat back with his drink in hand. “Cookie has his stores lined up and they should be coming in over the next couple of days. The empty container may stay that way leaving here. We really can’t make much on raw wool and there are no commercial quantities of textiles available.” He shrugged. “Sometimes winning involves just getting to the next port.”


  Dinner mess ended and Pip helped me clean up. I brewed a fresh half urn of coffee before we headed for the gym. I had a good work out, but it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen Sandy since just before the deck exam, and she wasn’t on the track. Pip and I had the sauna to ourselves as well. First nights in port really made the Lois feel large and empty.


  * * *


  The next morning I got up when I heard Pip heading for the galley. I didn’t need to leave for the flea market quite that early, but I wanted to go with the first group. Pip and I had packed all our goods into a duffel the night before. We had permission from the co-op to pool our sales for the purposes of the cap since neither of us had individual items. It’s not like the bag weighed much, but I had planned to use the grav pallet just because it would feel posh.


  I headed down to the galley and while Pip set up the omelet station I made fresh coffee and put some biscuits in to bake. When Cookie showed up, he was smiling broadly. “Good morning, gentlemen. You do my old heart good by coming in and setting up perfectly without being told.” He sighed happily. “It’s been a long time since the galley has been such a well-oiled machine.”


  “Did you have a nice evening out?” I asked.


  “Yes, young Ishmael, it was lovely. I visited one of my countrymen who has an establishment on level five. We had grilled lamb, couscous, and strong tea. We talked until the early morning. I feel tired but am glad I went. Did all go well here?”


  I nodded. “Oh yeah, dinner was easy. No problems.”


  “And today is the official commencement of your new trading empire?”


  Pip and I laughed. I shook my head. “Well, perhaps not a trading empire, but we’re at least going to try to turn a little profit.”


  Pip made me an omelet and I poured coffee for everybody. I still had a few minutes before the mess deck opened officially so I settled down with my breakfast. It would probably be a while before I would have another chance to eat.


  By the time I’d finished a few of the crew had lined up at Pip’s station. I took my plate and cup out to the dishwasher and stacked them there.


  Cookie called to me as I was leaving, “Best of luck.”


  Pip looked over his shoulder and saluted with his spatula. “Keep me posted.”


  I was still chuckling as I reached the berthing area and changed into my civvies. My clothes were getting—not worn exactly—but certainly tired. My good boots weren’t anything compared to some of the footwear I’d seen in the last six months. My jacket was little more than an outdated windbreaker. My pants weren’t special either, what my mother called, “good, solid trousers.”


  I put them on because that’s all I had, but I started to realize why people dressed up when changing into their own civvies. As nicely made and practical as shipsuits were, months of wearing them on a daily basis made putting on anything else kinda special. If I got new clothes I’d have to get rid of these, or take a hit to my mass allotment. I understood now why so many people did exactly that.


  I saw the boy toy belt hanging in the back of the locker and, with a sudden burst of daring, stripped off my old, perfectly adequate belt and buckled on the supple leather with its gold metal and black dragon. I looked at myself in the mirror, and if I were being perfectly honest, the new belt looked out of place. It didn’t go with the rest of the outfit at all. It did, however, go with me. So I kept it on.


  I scooped up the duffel, slammed my locker, and headed for the cargo lock. I got there just after 0700 and found a crowd had gathered. I walked up to see what they were looking at and burst out laughing.


  When we first received the grav pallet from Mr. Cotton, I could see why it had been slated for salvage. It had been pretty torn up and would only lift about half its rated capacity. Not that it would matter for our purposes, since its normal load was measured in kilotons and we only needed it to carry a few dozen kilos. Freshly painted a rich, matte black, the pallet looked almost new. A uniform layer of pristine, gray skid-grid covered the top, which had been scarred by dropped loads and untold cargo calamities. It was the same nubby, rubbery matting used in cargo entries and engineering spaces where good footing was important. Along the skirting on all four sides, somebody had stenciled McKendrick Mercantile Cooperative in gray paint that matched the skid-grid. Judging from the smudges on Biddy Murphy’s cheek, I could guess who’d done that. The black told me where Pip had found wet paint the day before. A stack of gear already waited on the pallet, including a basket with the banner and table coverings. I added my duffel to the pile and we all stood there looking at it for a few ticks before Rhon, the morning’s booth manager, took the tow handle and pushed the pallet out the lock.


  I stood there watching them go and really didn’t know what I felt. This crazy group of people headed out on an adventure that was no more exotic than a yard sale. The gray-haired members of our merry band seemed to be having as much fun as the younger ones. The scene felt all the more surreal when I considered that in their real life, when not selling trinkets at a flea market, they sailed a deep space leviathan between the stars. It sounded romantic, but it wasn’t exciting. It was just their job.


  “You’d better hurry, Ishmael, or they’ll leave you behind.”


  I turned to see the captain standing there watching the parade streaming out of her ship and across the orbital’s dock. “Aye, aye, Captain. By your leave?” I saluted for what might have been my first time since signing The Articles.


  The captain grinned and returned the salute. “Carry on, Mr. Wang. Carry on.”


  As I stepped through the lock, I swore I heard Lois laughing.


  -o0o-
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  CHAPTER ONE


  Era huddled against the wall and pressed her hands to her ears, blocking out the piercing sirens. The emergency lights cast a red glow over the rest of the colonists in the stairwell. One step above her, a mother held a young boy, his eyes wide in fear. Era dropped her hands and clamped them over the gentle swell of her belly.


  Where was Dritan now? First shift was over. He’d be done working. Safe.


  Today they’d finally find out if their baby had the Defect. She’d be late for her appointment, but it couldn’t be helped. The entire ship was on lockdown.


  Was it a fire? A hull breach? Another uprising? Era shivered. No. She would not let herself imagine all the things that could have gone wrong. TheParagon was the safest ship in the fleet. Whatever the problem was, they’d have it under control.


  But a maintenance crew might be called during an emergency like this. A maintenance crew like the one Dritan was on.


  Era stared at the panel across from her and began to count the rivets, one by one, pushing her terror down. When she ran out of rivets to count, she started over.


  Then the sirens cut out, and the emergency lights shut off.


  “All clear.” A voice blared from the speakers above the landing. “You may now return to your duties.”


  Era blinked in the silence and gripped the handrail. The flickering yellow light of the dying lume bar above the landing cast strange shadows over the colonists. The young boy broke into sobs. His mother reprimanded him, but he didn’t stop.


  Era stood, shaking, and walked up the stairs. The Paragon had dedicated all of level four to Medical. She kept going until she reached it. Several colonists waited in front of medlevel’s doors. A whir sounded, and the locks disengaged.


  As the doors slid open, a group of colonists exited and ran up the stairs. Light blue suits, the helix and triquetra patch on their sleeves. Medics. Era’s stomach clenched. Which sector had Dritan’s crew worked today?


  The sting of disinfectant burned her throat as she entered the waiting area. She surveyed the space, trying to ignore the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. A few people waited on the worn metal benches.


  Dritan wasn’t one of them.


  A line of clerks sat at stations against the wall, and Era headed for the one marked Population Management.


  A young brunette clerk, face drawn, sat up straighter behind the high counter as Era approached.


  Era swiped her shift card across the stationary’s scanner, and the large black box beeped in response, verifying her check-in.


  The clerk twisted her wrist to the right, and her small transparent eyepiece darkened, taking on a reflective quality. She splayed her fingers wide to bring up an interface only she could see. “Era Corinth?” She stood. “Follow me.”


  Era glanced back at the doors. Dritan had promised he’d be here—that she wouldn’t have to face this alone. But he was too late. She wiped her damp palms down the coarse fabric of her suit and hurried after the clerk.


  “Do you know what happened?” Era asked as they entered the wide corridor behind the waiting area.


  The clerk stiffened and kept her gaze straight ahead. “I’m sure they’ll tell us if we need to know.”


  Era swallowed and tried to focus on the route they were taking.


  It’d been hard to get used to the maze of corridors on this ship. She’d grown up on one of the smaller manufacturing ships in the fleet, the London. Her home, like every other deka, only had a single medcubic. But the Paragon was the fleet’s flagship, ten times the size of the largest deka. When you needed the best medical care, you applied to come here.


  The clerk stopped at a cubic and ran her shift card across the scanner. The door opened, but Era hesitated. What if Dritan was injured, or worse? He’d never miss this. What had kept him?


  The speakers in the ceiling crackled. “Medics to medbay three. Medics to medbay three. All hands clear the entrance. Incoming casualties.”


  The clerk paled and gestured to the cubic. “The medic will be by soon.”


  Era steeled herself, her heart in her throat, and stepped into the small space.


  A tattered exam table, two stools, curved cabinets anchored to the walls. It was nearly identical to the place where they’d removed her implant so she could get pregnant. But she’d never seen a machine like the one in the center of this medcubic.


  The rusted panels were missing rivets, and a crack ran through the main holo interface. Had to be the genscanner. The Paragon had the only one in the fleet. The medic would use it to scan her womb, and they’d know right away if her baby had the Defect. Pain-free, unlike an amnio.


  Era sat on a stool and pushed up the cuff of her suit. She traced the infinity symbol on her wrist. She’d gotten the left half, teardrop-shaped, when she turned twelve and became an apprentice. The right half stood out, its pigment darker. They’d completed her tattoo eleven months ago, the day she’d paired with Dritan.


  An image of Dritan formed in her mind. His body battered and bloody. His chest, still. Once-bright hazel eyes staring blankly ahead, their spark gone. She squeezed her eyes shut. Incoming casualties.


  After the sirens shut off, those medics had run up the stairs. Dritan’s crew spent most of their time doing maintenance in the sublevels, didn’t they? He’d be fine. He probably just got held up by the lockdown like she had.


  The door slid open, and Era opened her eyes. An old woman with short, gray hair entered. The lines on her face made her look older than fifty—the right age to be a patient on medlevel, not a working medic.


  The woman gave Era a tight smile, twisted her wrist, and her eyepiece darkened. With one finger, she tapped the air in front of her and opened her hand wide. “I’m Medic Faust. And you are…age seventeen, fifteen weeks pregnant…” Her lips parted, and her hand froze mid-gesture. “Era Corinth. Your husband’s name is…?”


  “Dritan Corinth.”


  “Corinth…” Medic Faust said, a strange edge in her voice. “From which deka?”


  “The London.” Era squeezed her hands tighter in her lap.


  “Oh. Was he born there?”


  Why did it matter? I just want to get this over with.


  “No, actually. He was born on the Meso.”


  Medic Faust studied her and gave Era a small smile.


  “Well.” She turned to the genscanner and gestured. The machine hummed to life. “Unzip your suit to the waist, and lie down please. This will only take a minute.”


  Era’s heart sped up. Just get it over with. Besides, the sooner this was over, the sooner she could find Dritan.


  She unzipped her faded black suit with slow care. The zipper had already come away from it twice, and half the pockets had holes in them. It couldn’t take many more repairs. If she lost it, she’d be down to one. It’d take months to work her way up the list and get a new suit from the Vancouver, the textile deka.


  The cool air hit her skin, and she shivered, crossed her arms over her sore breasts, and climbed onto the exam table. As she lay back, the cracked plastic stuck to her, prompting goosebumps to spring up along her arms.


  The medic took several square patches from the cabinet and pressed one onto Era’s bare belly. “Just a small charge.”


  A tiny shock rushed through Era, and she winced. Medic Faust frowned, peeled the patch off, and applied a second one. Another shock coursed through Era’s body.


  The medic made a fist to shut off the genscanner. “This is what happens when we don’t get the parts we request. We’ll have to do this the way the rest of the fleet does, I’m afraid.” She lifted the patch from Era’s abdomen and turned to the cabinet. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you were relieved to bypass the needle.”


  The medic carried a tray over and set it on the shelf next to the exam table.


  The needle was huge.


  “Amnio?” Era sat up, her stomach churning. “There’s less risk with the scanner, isn’t there?”


  “Yes. A scan’s safer than amnio, but—” she lifted the needle from the tray, “I’ve done this many, many times. Lie back, please.”


  Era settled back on the table. Experienced. Probably the most experienced medic in the fleet.


  Medic Faust placed a cold hand on her lower abdomen and pushed down, feeling for something. Era stared up at the lume bar in the ceiling and tried to keep her breathing even.


  “A pinch, now.”


  Searing pain shot through Era, the shock of it worse than grabbing a glitching helio from the air barehanded.


  “Hold still.”


  The needle quivered from where it had been plunged deep into her womb. The muscles in her abdomen seemed to seize up, and Era fought to keep still, trying not to imagine how deep the needle went.


  Medic Faust twisted a tube onto the needle and pulled, drawing up clear liquid. After an agonizing minute, it was over, and the medic smoothed a bandage over the wound. She held the vial up to the light. “Good. We got enough. Your results should be back in about a week.”


  Era’s hands shook as she zipped up her suit, and her stomach threatened to eject the quin gruel she’d eaten at first mess. Another week waiting for the answer.


  “Medic Faust?” Era licked her lips. She should leave now and not ask, but she had to know. “What are the odds that my baby will—”


  “Never call it that. It’s a collection of non-sentient cells.”


  Era swallowed. “What are the chances the cells will have the Defect? Has anything changed?”


  The medic pressed her lips together, and a dark look passed over her face. “Still fifty percent.” She placed the vial on the tray and opened the door, not making eye contact. “You can check back in one week to schedule your follow-up.”


  Era mumbled her thanks and stepped into the corridor. She tried to ignore the dull ache in her womb.


  Two women walked toward her, down the corridor. The clerk from population management and a young pregnant woman with dark skin. The size of the gentle rise beneath the woman’s suit suggested her pregnancy was nearly as far along as Era’s. The woman met Era’s eyes and gave her a small nod.


  The clerk opened the door to a cubic, and Era glimpsed an exam table and an array of scuffed and dented machines beyond.


  “You’ll be sedated,” the clerk said. “When you wake up, it’ll be gone, scraped clean. Easy and quick.”


  “Okay. Thank you,” the woman said.


  Era rested a hand over the throbbing spot on her belly and quickened her pace, retracing her steps to the waiting area.


  Fifty percent. One in two.


  One in two died, but that also meant one in two lived.


  Even if she had to abort, they’d place her back in the lottery. There’d been more pregnancy approvals lately. They’d lost so many colonists on Soren. Balance needed to be restored.


  If this…“collection of cells” had the Defect, she might get another chance. Why, then, didn’t the thought make her feel better?


  Era slowed as she reached the waiting area. A crowd had gathered. They stood in front of the benches, blocking her view. She inched around a few of the waiting patients and saw what they saw. Medics, rushing through the doors.


  The first medics ran past Era, a stretcher between them, and she caught sight of a guard. He was unconscious, a mask and oxygen pack on his face.


  The room tilted around Era, and her nausea intensified. A second pair of medics went by carrying another wounded guard. He had a blanket over his legs, the blue fabric soaked through in places. Blood dripped from the stretcher, leaving a trail of bright red dots that marked the tiles and extended back into the stairwell beyond.


  The crowd waited, but no other medics came through the doors. Era pushed past the people in her way and hurried to the stairs. If nothing had happened to Dritan, he’d be waiting for her in their cubic. Please be there.


  ∞


  Era reached level one, home level for paired couples on the Paragon. Her heart pounded as she hurried past the long line of cubics.


  A pair of maintenance workers lifted a panel from the wall and blocked her path. They’d stripped half the walls, exposing ancient components and bundles of wiring. A middle-aged tech ran diagnostics at the end of the corridor. From afar, he could’ve been her father working on the London. Before the accident.


  A hard knot of fear expanded in Era’s chest as she neared their cubic. It only took the swipe of her shift card and a quick glance to see the small space was dark. Empty.


  Era leaned against the wall next to their door, eyes closed. The system would have shown she was scheduled for an appointment during midbreak. Someone would have found her, told her if Dritan had been in an accident. Wouldn’t they have?


  But no one had told her last time.


  She had overheard Zephyr’s father give the orders, and she’d rushed down the stairs, taking them two at a time, to the London’s sublevels.


  The crowd had gathered in the jumpgate sector. The sector that stayed dormant for decades until the need for another gate arose.


  Her father’s body had lain mangled in a pool of his own blood, a red arc of it splattered across the machinery next to him.


  No one noticed her standing there. No one except Dritan.


  He’d recognized her as the lead tech’s daughter and had pulled her away. She’d cried in his arms, her tears mingling with the grease stains on his green sublevel suit.


  He’d been there for her that day and every day after. They’d left the London to get away from the accidents, the random acts of violence, the terrorist threats, the deadly Soren work draft. If something had happened to him, if coming here had all been for nothing…


  “Era.”


  Her breath caught, and she opened her eyes. Dritan strode down the corridor toward her, his expression grim. At the sight of him—his brown skin, the hazel eyes she could lose herself in—the pain in her chest vanished.


  He drew her close and pressed his warm lips to hers. She melted into the intensity of his kiss, every muscle in her body relaxing.


  “What happened?” she asked, her voice wavering.


  “Let’s talk in the cubic.”


  



  CHAPTER TWO


  Era stepped into their living compartment and felt around for the helio. When her hand found the small, cool sphere, she tapped it and threw it into the air. It hovered next to her like a miniature metal-bound sun, bright streams of light emanating from it. After a moment, it flickered and began to bob.


  The dying helio bounced off the wall, and Dritan grunted and snatched it from the air. He opened one of its small, curved panels, pulled out its charging prongs, and inserted them into the receptacle in the wall. The helio lit up again, pulsing every few moments to indicate it wasn’t yet fully charged.


  “Damn piece of kak. They better get us a new lume bar soon.” He ran a hand through his tight black curls, pulling on them. “Did you—?”


  “The scanner didn’t work. The medic had to do an amnio, so we wait.” Era clenched her hands into fists and studied Dritan’s face. “Where were you? What happened? I was in the stairwell when the alarm went off. I was afraid you…”


  Dritan took a few steps to the end of the cubic, grabbed their canteen from the shelf, and took a long drink. He sank down on the bunk and stared straight ahead. “There was a hull breach. My crew got called in to help with the evac.”


  Era lifted a hand to her chest and walked over to sit beside him. A hull breach. She’d been right to worry. Dritan’s parents had both died during a botched hull repair. “What level?”


  “Six. Executive sector.”


  Era clutched the stiff blanket under her. “Is the president…?”


  “The president and board were in session, and their chamber locked down. I don’t think there were any deaths. But there were some injuries before…before the breach got temp-sealed. Guards.”


  “I saw them come in on medlevel. What happened? I thought they scanned for hull damage a few months ago and fixed all the weak areas.”


  “They did.”


  “How could they miss this?”


  Dritan bit his lower lip and twisted the canteen in his hands. “It wasn’t missed. New panels were just installed in that sector.”


  “But if they were new…”


  Dritan shifted on the bunk and leaned forward to set the canteen back on the shelf.


  “I don’t get it,” Era said. “There shouldn’t have been a breach in a new section of the hull.”


  Dritan shrugged, not meeting her gaze.


  Era moved closer to him and laid a hand on his arm. “What are you not telling me?”


  Dritan finally looked at her and hesitated, studying her face. “Some people are saying it might not have been an accident.”


  “Not an accident? What? Like…”


  Like the breach that happened on the Oslo? Traitors had blown out a water tank, and it took the fleet months to recover. Era grew thirsty just remembering the way the canteen faucets had run dry at the end of it all. But the Paragon was safe. Nothing like that had ever happened here.


  Dritan grabbed Era’s hand. “They’re just jumping to conclusions. They don’t know anything. Bunch of execs and guards with no experience in maintenance. Trust me. Everyone in maintenance thinks either the panels or the rivets were weak, or warped. That’s all it would take.”


  “Weak metal? So…what? You think they’ll blame this on the London?”


  He drew up her chin and met her eyes. “I don’t know, and I don’t care. It’s over.”


  “Yeah, unless they send your crew out to fix it. I don’t know how you managed to avoid hull duty for so long, but let’s hope your luck holds.”


  How had he managed to avoid hull duty?


  He stiffened, but then his eyes brightened, and he raised his eyebrows. “Hey, maybe they’ll send me to compost next. I’ll bring the fine aroma of kak back to the cubic every night. You’ll be ready to change my suit out for spacegear in no time.”


  She let out the breath she’d been holding and gave him a half-smile. “Guess I should watch what I wish for.”


  Dritan reached down and unzipped the pocket on his pant leg. He pulled out a folded square of pale green cloth. “Found this in textile recyc today.”


  Era took it. “Exec-standard bedding.” She sighed. It was plush, soft, smooth. Only the most senior command level families got this bedding. Era used to go to Zephyr’s cubic just to lie on her bunk.


  “You know you can’t keep this. It has to go back to recyc. We’ll be in trouble if they catch us with it. And why’d you take it? It’s just a scrap.”


  Dritan plucked the cloth from her hand and unfolded it, spreading it across his lap. He picked up one edge and wiped the soft material along Era’s cheek. “It’s not big enough for us, but it’s just the right size—for someone smaller.”


  Era’s chest lightened, and she pressed her lips together to suppress a smile. “Fine. Just…make sure you hide it.”


  Dritan grinned and set the scrap aside. He pulled her down onto the bunk and took her hand. He stroked her palm, and she stared at their distorted reflections in the metal ceiling.


  If they got through these repairs, if they finished the jumpgate and jumped the fleet, if their baby was healthy and didn’t have the Defect…if all that happened, life would be perfect, or as close as it ever could be. She’d live here on the flagship with her family, searching for a better world, far away from Soren.


  Dritan squeezed her hand, three quick pulses. She rolled toward him, met his eyes, and squeezed his hand three times in return. I. Love. You.


  A smile played across his full lips, and he brought her closer, laying both their hands over the swell of her belly.


  Would their child have his dark skin or her lighter complexion? Any child of his would be beautiful. She snuggled closer.


  Too many ifs. Too soon to think about this. Just cells, Era.


  “It’s probably almost second shift,” Dritan said. “Shouldn’t ya get going?”


  Era groaned and sat up. “Yeah. I told Zephyr I’d meet her before shift.”


  “Well, I need to clean up and get to mess before it ends anyway. Just don’t let her get you into any trouble.”


  Era leaned in and kissed him again. “I was really worried about you.”


  “I’m okay, and you are too. Go on. I’ll see you at last mess.”


  She got up, walked to the door, and hit the button. She held her breath, expecting it to jam like it always did, but this time it opened.


  Era stepped into the corridor. Fumes from burnt plastic filled her lungs, and she coughed. The pair of workers she’d passed earlier argued in front of the source of the scent—a stretch of wall now marred by singed wires and blackened components.


  Era breathed through her mouth until she reached the stairs. Dritan was safe this time and this hull breach had been temp-sealed, but how long would it be until the next thing went wrong?


  ∞


  Era approached level six, and traffic in the main stairwell slowed to a crawl. Several guards stood outside the doors, blocking the landing. One spoke into his comcuff, and the others watched the passing colonists.


  These were new guards. The deep blue fabric of their suits was unfaded, and the silver infinity symbols printed on each sleeve smooth and uncracked. The Paragon Guard had grown a lot in the ten months since Era had transferred here.


  Her gaze fell to the nearest guard, to the pulse gun holstered at his belt, and the hairs on the back of her neck lifted. Zephyr’s father had a few pulse guns on the bridge of the London, but she’d only seen them once. The day of the riots.


  The Paragon hadn’t rioted, though. The guards here had kept the people safe.


  When she’d finished crossing the landing, she let out a breath and started up the next flight of stairs. The crowd thinned as she approached the observation deck.


  Era swiped her card across the scanner, and when the system verified she had free shift, the doors slid open.


  Soren loomed across the horizon, the swirling dark-red clouds of its atmosphere warning of the noxious air below.


  The jumpgate hung off to the side of the planet. Only half the massive metal circle was complete—extra, unused parts still moored to the work ship.


  Era forced herself to look away. That thing was responsible for her father’s death. But without it, they’d never be able to open a wormhole and jump the fleet to their next destination. They’d be stuck here forever.


  The fleet had jumped five times since it’d fled Earth three hundred years ago, and each jump had, quite literally, been a leap of faith. Maybe their next one would land them in a system with a new Earth. There’d be no way to know until they got there.


  After each jump, the fleet had traveled for decades to find a resource-rich planet to mine so they could repair their ships and build the next jumpgate. The planets they’d found had always been uninhabitable, had always been toxic like Soren.


  She glanced again at the red planet and shuddered. Thousands of colonists had died mining it. The sooner they left this place, the better.


  Era scanned the deck for Zephyr. It was nearly deserted this close to the end of midbreak.


  Zephyr sat on one of the worn metal benches in front of the expanse. Long red-blond hair cascaded down her back, and her hand moved rhythmically in front of her.


  Era shook her head. Zephyr never would’ve used her handheld on the London’s observation deck. People would’ve swarmed her to get a look at the tech only the captain’s daughter had personal access to.


  No one even blinked an eye on the Paragon. Maybe it was because they seemed to have most of the fleet’s ancient stockpile of handhelds at their disposal.


  Zephyr made a fist, and a light melody began to play, her recorded vocals layered over it.


  A straight line from first breath to last.


  This recycled air remembers all the lies told in its past.


  Sins of the father, that’s what they say.


  That’s how life goes, what we’re living today.


  There’s more than this; I feel it.


  Drifting through this useless existence,


  Held down by artificial gravity.


  Era sat on the bench and winced against the sharp pain that shot through her lower abdomen. Her pregnancy pains got worse every day.


  Zephyr made a fist to shut the holo off and deactivated her eyepiece.


  “I like it,” Era said. “Kinda dark, but…”


  A hint of a smile crossed Zephyr’s lips. “Well, it’s not done yet.”


  Her gaze flicked to Era’s stomach.


  “Scanner wasn’t working. Had to get an amnio. That needle’s a lot bigger than you’d think.”


  Zephyr grimaced. “I don’t want to know. You hear what happened in executive?”


  “Dritan’s crew helped with the evac.”


  “Really.” Zephyr looked over her shoulder at the deck and leaned closer. “Don’t you think it’s a little strange that the breach just happened to be in the same corridor where the president and board meet?”


  Era shifted on the bench. “Dritan didn’t mention that.”


  “What did he say?”


  “Well…he said something might’ve been wrong with the panels. They were new.”


  Zephyr crossed her arms over her chest. “Yeah, I’d like to see them try to lay this on my father. The London hasn’t failed a qual scan since we got here.”


  Era raised her brows. Zephyr defending her father? This was new.


  The London had passed all its quality scans, but if Dritan thought it was the panels, it probably was. She opened her mouth to say so but clamped it shut.


  Zephyr’s light blue eyes had taken on a glassy sheen. She sniffed and angled her face away.


  What could be bad enough to make her cry? Era hadn’t seen her cry in years.


  When they were seven or eight, Zephyr had talked Era into stealing tech gear to explore parts of the ship they couldn’t get to on their own. But instead, they’d gotten locked in a storage cubic for an entire day.


  They’d both cried in the dark, thirsty and scared, until someone found them. Zephyr had a half-truth ready, but Era blurted out the whole story, like usual. Zephyr had gotten the brunt of that punishment. Also like usual.


  Zephyr looked at the empty deck again, lips pressed together, and faced Era. If there’d been tears, they were gone now. “I asked my mother about the jumpgate,” she said. “Comms came during first shift.”


  Era straightened, one hand over her stomach. “She sent a message? Will it be done soon?”


  “The jumpgate sector’s been shut down. All the orders coming in are for panels.”


  “Maybe they need the panels to fix the ships—”


  “No.” Zephyr stood and walked to the viewing area. She drew her fingers along the glass, tracing Soren’s barren landscape. “Almost all the incoming orders are for Soren.”


  The saliva evaporated from Era’s mouth. “But…why? The president said the subcity was finished.”


  “They have to be expanding it,” Zephyr said, her voice low. “Why else would they send everything down there?”


  Expansion would mean drafting more workers, but how many more workers could the fleet really spare?


  The Paragon was exempt from the work draft, but the dekas weren’t. Maintenance crews from the sublevels had been drafted first. Dritan would have been sent down if he’d turned eighteen on the London.


  Maybe Zephyr’s father wasn’t the best, but he’d gotten Era and Dritan placements here and had probably saved Dritan’s life. Mining was dangerous enough, but they had equipment for that. Carving a livable subcity through rocky soil on a planet riddled with quakes had proven even deadlier.


  Era shook her head. “But why would they expand it? There’s no reason—”


  “Don’t you see?” Zephyr said, drawing the words out. “We’re never leaving Soren.”


  A loud laugh bubbled up from Era’s throat, and she choked it back. The fleet hadn’t traveled for three hundred years just to die out on a planet worse than the one they’d left. Soren wasn’t the first resource-rich planet, and it wouldn’t be the last. “That doesn’t even make sense. They can’t expect us to abandon our ships and settle here. We can’t live down there.”


  “My parents have talked about it before,” Zephyr said. “What if the fleet can’t survive another jump? Our ships are falling apart.”


  “No one wants to stay here. The president will—”


  “The president will what? Save us all? The president does what’s good for the president.”


  “Don’t say that.” Era glanced over her shoulder to the empty deck.


  To live and die on a planet where she’d never see the stars again—to raise a child surrounded by metal walls, no view of the beauty in space, no hope for a better world ahead…


  The fleet would never stay here.


  Era stood up. “Come on. We’re gonna be late for shift. You need to stop at your bunk?”


  Zephyr sniffed and didn’t move. “No.”


  “If Mali catches you with outside tech again…”


  “Then what?” Zephyr slid her handheld and eyepiece into a pocket on the leg of her suit and zippered it shut. “It’s not like I use it in there. It’s an idiotic rule.” She strode toward the doors.


  Era sighed and followed her. If Zephyr didn’t learn to keep her mouth shut, she’d end up on a forced dose of grimp to regulate her mood. The algae would deaden her senses, make her someone else. Medlevel seemed to prescribe it a lot on this ship.


  But Zephyr did tend to say the things other people thought but that no one was brave—or stupid—enough to say. But this time, she was wrong. There had to be a good explanation for why the panels were being shipped to Soren.


  The fleet wouldn’t stay here.


  


  



  


  CHAPTER THREE


  The tension left Era’s body the moment she stepped through the repository doors.


  At the far end of the space, rows of tall, silver boxes gleamed from their place behind the glass barrier. The archives took up half the level, and each box contained hundreds of small data storage cubes.


  Only the president and board had access to the archival cubes. The data on them was too important, too fragile. But the knowledge would be used to restart civilization once the fleet found New Earth. Humanity’s future.


  Era and Zephyr passed by benches filled with colonists waiting their turn to record messages for loved ones or to view the comms that had arrived for them from other ships.


  “Fucking glitch,” Zephyr said under her breath.


  “Shh.” Era looked in the direction Zephyr was looking.


  Paige, Zephyr’s least favorite repository worker, sat at the communications station, handing out holo gear from behind the tall counter. As Era and Zephyr walked past, she wrinkled her nose, smoothed her dark brown hair, and turned away.


  “What? She’s a glitch.” Zephyr sniffed.


  Era shook her head.


  Paige lived in the same corridor as Zephyr in the singles sector, and according to Zephyr, there was nothing to like about the girl. But whatever had gone down between the two, Zephyr wasn’t sharing.


  She insisted the reason Paige and the other workers didn’t talk to them was because of her father’s position, and maybe she was right. The repository workers weren’t the first colonists on the Paragon to act uncomfortable around them.


  Mali, Head Archivist, stood at the archivist station at the back of the room, her eyepiece activated.


  Her hands moved in rapid gestures, and a frown creased her otherwise smooth, brown skin. The streak of gray in her short black hair was the only hint that she was past middle-age.


  Era and Zephyr swiped their shift cards across the stationary’s scanner, and Mali logged two eyepieces into the system.


  “You’re late.” She handed each of them an eyepiece. “And I’ve got a bin of handhelds that need fixing.”


  “When do you not have a bin of handhelds that need fixing?” Zephyr muttered.


  “What was that?”


  “I’ll get the bin,” Era said. “We’ll get started right away.”


  Mali shot Zephyr a dour look and offered Era a wide smile. “Thank you, child.”


  Era and Zephyr skirted the stationary and work tables and headed for the cubics lining the far wall.


  “Suck-up,” Zephyr said.


  “Instigator.”


  Zephyr rolled her eyes. “I’ll meet you in three.”


  Era fitted her eyepiece against the bridge of her nose and slipped the earbud into place. She continued to the storage cubic and swiped her card along the scanner. Ten months here and Mali had already given her access to storage. No one else on this shift had clearance. Maybe that was another reason the other workers didn’t talk to her.


  The door slid open, and the lume bar above brightened in response. As she reached for the bin of handhelds, her gaze fell to the small, silver archive cases on the shelf below. Had Mali loaded one with a cube order for the president today?


  The president and board had access to all of humanity’s collective knowledge…there could be anything on those cubes.


  She pulled her eyes away from the case. Mali trusted her. She wouldn’t mess it up by giving in to her curiosity. But had Mali ever peeked at the data on the archival cubes?


  Definitely not. Accessing them without permission would be treason.


  Era pulled down the handhelds and grunted under the bin’s weight. It’d take four shifts to fix this tech, and by then, there’d be a new bin to start on. Zephyr wasn’t wrong about their workload, just stupid to get on Mali’s bad side.


  Era exited storage and stopped at the sight of the guard at the archivist station.


  Tadeo Raines, son of the captain of the Meso, spoke with Mali. The Meso grew most of the fleet’s food, and that made it the second most important ship in the fleet—after the Paragon. Which made Tadeo the second most important future-captain.


  He, like Zephyr and other senior command level kids, was spending a mandated term aboard the flagship. He served in the guard, directly under the president, but rarely showed up for drops. When he did, he always came with the head guard, Chief Petroff. Never alone.


  Zephyr had a bit of a misguided, if understandable, obsession with Tadeo. His natural bronze skin had the kind of glow Era could only hope to get after hours spent under the super helio. He acted like a beacon—the women staring at him from the waiting area proved that. Or maybe they were just wondering if all the rumors about Tadeo were true.


  He glanced up, shoving a lock of too-long black hair out of his eyes, and met her gaze. Warmth crept into Era’s cheeks, and she walked to cubic three. No way was she telling Zephyr he was here.


  Zephyr sat at the table, head in her arms, eyes closed.


  “You better pay attention today.” Era slid into a chair. “Mali’s gonna figure out your skills are worse than basic soon. Don’t want to end up plating quin in the galley.”


  Zephyr groaned and straightened, a scowl on her face. “I can code. I can fix my own handheld. Usually.”


  “Yeah, you’re talking to me right now. Getting a holo to display ‘Hello World’ doesn’t count. Sorry.”


  “Everyone likes a good welcome message when they activate a handheld. You don’t appreciate my skills. And anyway, I’m not the one training for Head Archivist.”


  Era coughed and adjusted her eyepiece. Mali was approaching the age where she’d choose her successor, but she hadn’t said, for sure, that Era was her pick.


  Era chose a handheld from the bin and set it down on the table. “Fine. Show me how you fix this.”


  Zephyr sighed and put her eyepiece on.


  Era tapped the handheld to turn it on and twisted her wrist to activate her eyepiece. A three-dimensional infinity symbol twisted in the air in front of them and froze. Zephyr gasped, and her hand flew to her chest.


  “What?” Era said.


  “I think it’s a sign.”


  “Huh? A sign for what?”


  Zephyr slowly lowered her hand to the table and leaned forward. “A sign we’re stuck in an infinite loop of pointless drudgery.”


  Era flared her nostrils, but Zephyr had switched her focus back to the infinity symbol, mock concentration on her face.


  Era sighed and gave into the guilt gnawing at her. “Tadeo’s out there.”


  Zephyr sat up straight and deactivated her eyepiece. “And I think I suddenly have a question for Mali.”


  Era deactivated her own eyepiece and crossed her arms over her chest. “You need to forget about him.”


  “I didn’t judge you when you picked Dritan.”


  Yes you did. Zephyr’s exact words had been “A maintenance sublevel worker? I don’t think so. We’ll find you someone with a longer life expectancy.” Era had ignored the unwelcome advice, but it was the kind best friends give. A real friend tells you the truth, even when you don’t want to hear it.


  She paused, but there was no nice way to say it. “We’re like bugs to him, glitches in his shift. He’s answered all your attempts at conversation with one word replies.”


  “Maybe you’re a glitch, but I’m—”


  “He’s twenty and still a half.”


  “So what?” Zephyr pushed down the sleeve of her suit, revealing the tattoo on her wrist—one half of the infinity symbol. “I’m still a half.”


  “You’re only sixteen. And you’re missing my point. He’s twenty and still unpaired.”


  “I know, right? Leaving that kind of genetic potential unpaired should be illegal.”


  Era sighed. “But…there’s something off about him. And all the things they say about him—”


  “Oooh. All the things.” Zephyr opened her mouth and wiggled her fingers in the air. “Where should I start? The one about how some tech died of a broken heart because he wouldn’t pair with her? Or maybe the one about how he seduced a sublevel worker, met with her in secret, and then she disappeared. Of course, her body was never recovered—”


  Era held her hands up and laughed. “Okay. Stop.”


  “No. People always talk kak about command level kids. It’s nothing new. Who knows what they say about me…” Zephyr squinted at Era.


  “Don’t look at me. No one’s stupid enough to say anything about you to me. But that’s irrelevant. Tadeo—have you ever even seen him around with anygirls?”


  Zephyr tilted her head and shrugged. “Maybe he just hasn’t found the right girl.”


  “And you’re the right girl.”


  “Could be.”


  “Are we sure he’s looking for a girl?”


  Zephyr’s eyes widened. “Yes. We are.”


  “Okay…”


  “Even if he’s not, he’s still gotta pair with one.”


  Era shook her head. Population Management allowed pairing with a member of the opposite sex at age sixteen and mandated it by age twenty-one. But that didn’t mean everyone preferred the opposite sex. She and Zephyr had been friends with a girl like that back on the London. She’d changed a lot after being forced to pair.


  “Even if he did want to pair with you,” Era said, “I know he’s not gonna give up his claim to the Meso to come live on the London with you.”


  “Who says I’m ready to pair? I have my implant now, and he’s free.” Zephyr raised her eyebrows and gave Era a crooked smile. “Not my fault it’s perfect timing.”


  She flipped her long hair over her shoulder, a gleam in her eye. No stopping her when she got that look. She jumped to her feet and hit the button to open the door.


  “Zeph—” Shouldn’t have told her.


  The door slid open, revealing Mali on the other side. She had an archive case in one hand and her shift card in the other, poised over the scanner. She blinked at them.


  “Era, I need you. I’m doing an urgent records pull for the president. They had a tech in here first shift to update the stationary, and now it’s freezing up. Can you take a look?”


  Mali’s eyes flicked back and forth between them, brows furrowed. “You stay here, Zephyr.”


  Mali turned to go, and Zephyr pressed her hands together, pleading.


  “Can I show her the fix?” Era asked. “She doesn’t have a lot of training on the stationaries.”


  “Fine,” Mali said. “Just get it working.”


  Era tried to concentrate on the task before her and not the nervous tension emanating from Zephyr as they approached the archivist station.


  “I was pulling up records, and the holo blanked. I need to grab this cube order,” Mali said, frustration and something else edging her voice. She hurried toward the archives.


  Era’s throat tightened. What kind of records pull was this? And why the urgency?


  Zephyr cleared her throat. Tadeo shifted his stance and focused on the far wall behind Era. Awkward. He acted like they were invading his personal space whenever he came in here. Definitely something off about him.


  Era turned on her eyepiece. The holo had frozen, and a fuzzy white square appeared where the interface should be. A display module issue. The stationary had more power than the handhelds, but they both ran on the same kind of framework. Should be easy to debug.


  Era pressed two fingers together to access the stationary’s display module.


  She made a series of gestures, and the blank holo flickered, but nothing changed. The underlying program was still running, then. Why wouldn’t the software connect with the display?


  Era pulled a handheld diagnostic from under the station and hooked it to the stationary. The bridge interface appeared and displayed the intermediate code.


  The program was running an infinite loop.


  Era smirked and looked over at Zephyr, but she was busy sneaking glances at Tadeo.


  The glitch must have been introduced the last time they updated the system. Era peered at it. There. A truncated decimal. How was it that the techs on theParagon always made such simple mistakes?


  Either way, it was an easy fix—just a one-line rewrite. She swiped the line of code away, deleting it, and opened the command cloud. She dragged the new commands into the program.


  Zephyr cleared her throat. “So, Tadeo. Heard you had some excitement up on level six?”


  He nodded but didn’t look at her.


  Zephyr leaned on the station and narrowed her eyes. “You think the Paragon Guard’s competent enough to figure out what really happened? ‘Cause I know for sure it had nothing to do with the panels from my father’s ship.”


  Era cringed. Tadeo’s face darkened, and he looked at Zephyr. Maybe that was her intention. Sometimes her social filter was as dysfunctional as this tech.


  “That’s not something I can talk about,” Tadeo said, clipping each word short. “Can I get my shift card back now?”


  “Yeah,” Era said, searching for the card. Mali must have forgotten to return it.


  Zephyr got to it first. “They upped your clearance level, huh?” She handed the card to Tadeo and held on to it just a second too long, forcing his hand to brush her own. Tadeo met Zephyr’s gaze and held it. His hard expression softened for just a moment, replaced by…something else. Something vulnerable. Alonging.


  Era focused on the stationary and rebooted her eyepiece. Had he looked at her like that before? No. No way she could’ve missed that.


  “I guess they did,” Tadeo said, his voice husky.


  Zephyr lifted her chin and rubbed her arm. “They’re supposed to open up helio sector tomorrow during midbreak. You going?”


  What? Zephyr hated the super helio. She said it made her look like Soren incarnated.


  Tadeo blinked and hesitated for one long, awkward moment. “Probably.”


  Oh, no.


  “Me, too,” Zephyr said. “Maybe we could meet up.”


  Tadeo glanced toward the glass barrier, his jaw working.


  He was going to turn her down. But it’d be for the best. She’d have to move on then, wouldn’t she?


  Tadeo gave Zephyr a small smile, and a dimple appeared on one cheek. “Yeah. Sure. Let’s meet up.”


  Zephyr’s mouth dropped into a little ‘o’ of surprise, and she darted a look at Era.


  Era slammed her mouth shut. Well, I got that wrong.


  “Great.” Zephyr recovered, and she smiled, her face lighting up like a fully charged helio. “I’ll see you there.”


  Era reactivated her eyepiece, and the interface loaded this time. Mali was still logged into the system. Her records search ended, and a new file appeared on the interface.


  Paragon Sublevel Maintenance Crews: Month 6, Days 08-15: Hull Duty Work Order #284: Level Six: Sector 191.32


  Era swallowed hard. Maintenance crew personnel records. This was a work order from months ago, near the time they’d done the hull scans. They were definitely investigating the hull breach. What else could it be?


  On the London, personnel files were kept for a few months and then purged. Hardly anyone ever reviewed them. And when they did, it was never a good thing.


  She should take the eyepiece off. She didn’t have the clearance to see this.


  After the riots, guards had come to the London. Era had been there when her father’s replacement had accessed the ship’s personnel files. They’d combed through them to find the colonists who’d coordinated the fleet-wide uprising. The traitors had been places on the ship they never should have been, and they’d sent and received comms from others who’d been found guilty.


  It had been enough to condemn them. Seven colonists from the London were airlocked the following day.


  The new file blinked at Era, and she swallowed. Something tugged at her chest, the same sense of wrongness that had tried to get her attention earlier, back in the cubic. If Dritan’s crew had never had hull duty, hadn’t been trained to fix the hull, why would they have been called during a hull breach? To help with the evacuation? There were plenty of guards on level six to handle that…


  Mali hadn’t left the archives yet, but she’d be done soon.


  Era made her decision and tapped the file with one shaking hand. She flicked through the list as fast as she could.


  Names. Pictures. Every location each worker had used a shift card during the time period. Dread grew in her gut as she moved through them. She recognized these faces. She’d never spoken to most of them, but she’d seen them all before.


  One was a young woman with blue eyes and white-blond hair. Janet Lanar. Era had seen her more than a few times up on observation with her little girl. Janet had been one of the few people on this ship who’d acted welcoming to Era and Zephyr.


  Era rushed through the next few, heart pounding.


  His familiar face shimmered into existence before her. He looked so handsome, so confident in his green sublevel suit.


  Dritan Corinth.


  



  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Era’s first instinct was to delete Dritan’s record, but she stopped herself, her mind racing. Would they blame Dritan and his crew for the breach? Her eyes flicked back and forth between his image and the glass archive doors. Mali walked through them, making the decision for her. There was no time to do anything.


  Era’s hand shook as she accessed the memory core and deleted her eyepiece signature from the file.


  “Did you fix it?” Mali asked, coming around the station, archive case in hand.


  Done.


  Era exhaled and stepped away from the machine. “Yeah. It works now.”


  “Good job. Thank you.” Mali checked her work and patted Era on the arm. She set the case on the station and opened it.


  A row of small silver cubes rested on the spongy inner material. She retrieved the cube with the maintenance crew records from the stationary, added it to the case, and closed it.


  Era turned and hurried back to cubic three, her eyes burning. She should have deleted Dritan’s records from the cube. But if she had—and they’d discovered it—they’d think she and Dritan were trying to hide something.


  Why had Dritan lied to her? In the entire time they’d lived on the Paragon, he’d never once mentioned having hull duty. How could he not tell her he’d worked the sector where the breach happened?


  Era entered the cubic, sat down at the table, and put her hands over her eyes.


  Zephyr walked in after her. “I’m gonna get the best helio burn ever tomorrow. Told you Tadeo just needed the right girl.”


  Era dragged her hands down her face. She’d just committed a serious crime—and for what? She pressed her lips together and picked up the handheld she and Zephyr had been working on. “We need to finish these.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with Tadeo. I don’t know why you—”


  “I’m not—come on.” Era’s voice cracked, and she cleared her throat. “Let’s get this done.”


  Zephyr frowned but sat down and picked up her eyepiece.


  Era activated the handheld, and they stared at the frozen infinity symbol hovering in the air.


  “I remember this from the last time you showed me,” Zephyr said softly as she gestured and brought up the code.


  Era’s eyes filled as Zephyr worked. When the riot leaders were airlocked, Zephyr said the president and board were just trying to pin the uprising on someone, make an example of them. Era had brushed off Zephyr’s theory.


  Those rioters had been guilty. The president and board had no choice but to airlock them for the safety of the fleet.


  This thing with Dritan, the personnel records—it wasn’t like that. The president was just doing an investigation into the hull breach. But still. Why had Dritan hidden the truth?


  Zephyr re-booted the handheld, and the infinity symbol rotated in the air and faded into the mantra of the fleet.


  A Better World Awaits.


  But will we ever get there?


  ∞


  Era stepped into the loud din of the galley and followed Zephyr to the mess line. The scent of hot quin grain turned her stomach. She’d thrown it up more times than she could count in the early weeks of her pregnancy. It might never smell good to her again.


  She scanned the end of the galley, where the sublevel workers sat. Dritan leaned over a table, hands on the shoulders of two of his crewmates. He broke into a wide grin at something one of them said, and Era’s heart grew heavy. Why had he kept the truth from her?


  The line moved, and Era took her metal plate and water cup from the galley worker.


  “Reduced rations. Again,” Zephyr said, through gritted teeth.


  Era looked down at the small pile of sticky brown quin grain on her plate. A few anemic greens poked out from it. Her stomach flipped.


  This was how it had all started a year ago. The riots. The Meso had lost some of its crop to the rot, and the shortage seemed to break something in the fleet. Was it happening again?


  Era looked back at Zephyr, but her somber expression was gone.


  “I’m getting really sick of plain quin, anyway,” Zephyr said. “How can the lower levels eat this every single day?


  Era shrugged. Command level life on the London did have its benefits, not the least of which was a more varied menu. And quin liquor. She and Zephyr had gotten drunk on it while the ship rioted. Era pushed the memory down.


  Dritan caught sight of them and pointed to an empty table in their usual spot in the middle of the galley.


  Zephyr and Era had tried to sit with his crew once, but the table had fallen silent when they showed up, and a few of his crew members had even shot Zephyr dirty looks. Never again. They stuck to the tech tables now.


  They walked to the table Dritan had picked for them, and Era dropped down next to him.


  Zephyr slid onto the bench across from them and dug her fork into the small pile of grain. “How do they expect us to survive on these rations? The Meso’s sure been doing a kak job lately.”


  Dritan tilted his head to the side and squinted at her. “Yeah, I guess that’s what happens when ya send ten sublevel crews down to Soren and only two come back.”


  Zephyr pursed her lips and folded her hands on the table. “If the Meso needs to recruit, they should put out a notice to the other dekas. That’s the proper procedure.”


  Era usually mediated this sort of thing between them, but not today. She kept her eyes on Dritan, stomach churning. How could he lie to her?


  “You volunteering to transfer to the Meso?” Dritan took a swig of his water. “Then you can let’em know what a kak job they’re doing. Or help out. You know how to grow quin, right?”


  “I don’t see—”


  “Nope. You don’t.”


  Zephyr sniffed and shoved a forkful of quin into her mouth.


  Dritan exhaled and turned to Era. “So how was your shift?” He leaned in to kiss her but paused an inch from her face. “What’s wrong?”


  “You lied to me.” She kept her voice too low for anyone else to hear.


  Dritan glanced toward the sublevel tables, and he took a deep breath.


  “The president ordered personnel records,” Era said. “How could you not tell me you worked executive sector?”


  “I didn’t want you to worry, Er.”


  “I can’t believe you never told me you had hull duty…”


  “I’m sorry,” he said.


  “What if…what if they’re trying to find someone to blame for the breach?”


  “They’re not.” Dritan bit his lower lip and rubbed Era’s leg. “My crew does good work. And they’ll see that.”


  He cleared his throat and turned away to eat. Zephyr was staring at them.


  Era pushed her plate toward Zephyr. “You can have mine if you want it.”


  Zephyr raised her brows, questioning, but Era shook her head and crossed her arms over her chest. Dritan had sounded so sure of himself. Was she overreacting?


  The lights in the galley flickered and went out. Conversation died down. Dritan wrapped an arm around Era and drew her close, their argument forgotten. Forgiven.


  The scent of boiled quin seemed to intensify. Every murmur, every scrape of a plate, every rustle of a suit seemed louder in the darkness.


  “Just another power outage,” Dritan murmured. “They’ll get it back on soon.”


  Several minutes passed, and the sirens didn’t kick on. She relaxed into Dritan and inhaled his clean scent. The London had fewer outages than theParagon, but that was just a perk of being on the deka that manufactured most of fleet’s power components.


  The lights blinked on, and the entire galley seemed to exhale. Conversation started up again, louder than before.


  The shift buzzer sounded, calling an end to last mess and the beginning of night shift.


  Dritan kissed Era’s neck and held his mouth to her ear. His warm breath sent a pleasant shiver through her body. “It’s gonna be okay. You’ll see.”


  “Just don’t keep things from me,” Era whispered. “Tell me next time.”


  “I will. I promise.”


  ∞


  The ship is on lockdown.


  Sirens. Emergency lights. I race up the deserted stairwell to the first set of doors and swipe my shift card, but the doors won’t open.


  I rip the panel from the wall. All that’s there is a jumble of singed wires, the components around them blackened. But I can fix this. Can’t I?


  I drop my hands to my waist, seeking my work belt, and my heart drops. My stomach is flat. Empty.


  They’ve aborted my baby.


  I choke back a scream and run up the stairs, taking them two at a time. Dritan’s on level six. He’ll help me. I reach the landing and slip in a pool of dark, viscous liquid.


  I crash to the floor. The pool is deep red, sticky, half-dry. The thick metallic scent of it fills my lungs, and bile rises in my throat.


  An arc of spattered blood coats the doors and drips down the number six. I try to lift my palms, but they stick to it. “Dritan—”


  The door slides open and steals my breath. My body lifts off the landing, and the corridors of level six flash by.


  There’s a hull breach.


  And I’m being sucked into space.


  Era’s eyes fluttered open in the pitch dark, and she sat up straight, gasping for air, one hand on her still swollen belly.


  Just a nightmare. She hadn’t had one like that since after her father died.


  She reached out a hand and found Dritan’s warm body at the edge of the bunk, against the wall.


  She cuddled up to him, and he groaned and rolled over in his sleep to wrap her in an embrace. Her body relaxed, and she closed her eyes. Dritan had a way of keeping the nightmares at bay.


  


  



  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Era leaned against the sink and stretched her legs. Her hips ached, no matter what she did. She chose a helio sector suit from the rack and set it down on the bench.


  Zephyr already had her suit on, and the white fabric made her skin look even paler. “Dritan doesn’t like me.”


  Era sighed and slowly unzipped her suit, trying the whole time to think of a good response. “He does like you. He just takes a while to get to know.”


  “Funny, he seemed to get to know you pretty fast.”


  “It’s just—sometimes you say things.”


  “What?” Zephyr placed her hands on her hips. “The things I say never bothered you before.”


  “They don’t bother me…”


  “Ha. Told you he doesn’t like me.” Zephyr faced the mirror and ran her fingers through her hair, working out tangles.


  Era frowned and tucked her short brown hair behind her ears. Much more practical. So maybe Zeph wasn’t Dritan’s favorite person in the fleet. But he knew Era cared for her, and that was enough for him.


  Era finished removing her boots and suit and placed them in a locker. She was stepping into the helio suit when a young woman left the showers. The woman scowled at Era’s bare belly.


  Era’s cheeks warmed, and she zipped up the suit. Not like it covered anything. It was sleeveless, ended mid-thigh, and hugged her curves, accentuating her growing bump in a way her regular suits didn’t.


  She walked to the sink and tapped it to rinse her hands in the small trickle of water that came out. Then she grabbed a rag from the bin of suit scraps and dried her hands.


  “You ever gonna tell me what the big deal was last night at mess?” Zephyr asked.


  “If I do, it won’t be here.” Era eyed the woman again in the mirror. The woman caught Era looking, frowned, and turned away to finish dressing.


  Zephyr adjusted her too-tight suit and struck a pose in front of the mirror. She danced around Era to get to the door. “Can’t keep my lover waiting. Wouldn’t wanna ruin his whole midbreak.”


  Era rolled her eyes and followed.


  Dritan had eased her mind about the hull breach investigation last night, but she’d still half-expected guards to storm the cubic and arrest him. She’d been wrong, though. Only her nightmare had interrupted her sleep.


  Era and Zephyr turned the corner and hit the wave of heat emanating from helio sector’s open doorway. The tension fled Era’s body, and her skin tingled in response to the warmth. She picked up her pace. Unlike the burn Zephyr would get, the super helio would give Era’s skin a warm glow and energize her. It always did. If only they opened helio sector for recreation every day.


  A guard, his face coated in sweat, stood next to the scanner. He nodded to them as they swiped their shift cards.


  They stepped into the vast space, and Era took a deep breath, relishing the sweet air. A new Earth would smell like this, infused with the clean air plants make.


  The super helio hovered near the high ceiling, too bright to look at, and a crowd of colonists basked beneath it.


  Helio sector’s tall, white hydropods had been moved to the edges of the space. The Paragon had hundreds of them—more than Era had ever seen in one place. Probably nowhere near the number the Meso had, but still more than any of the other dekas. And this wasn’t even all of them. There were more hydropods on Zero Deck. Other sectors that were off-limits—where they grew and made medicine.


  Greens poked out of each pod, creating an effect like the trees Zephyr had images of on her family’s cubes. Tough to believe these lush greens were the same wilted fare turned out by the galley cooks.


  A few colonists strolled the edge of the massive space, and Era and Zephyr dropped in behind them.


  Zephyr gripped Era’s hand. “He’s here.”


  Tadeo sat near some pods ahead, alone, his arms crossed over his knees, staring out at the crowd gathered in the center of the room. His straight black hair had fallen into his eyes, but he seemed oblivious to it.


  “Well, go talk to him,” Era said.


  “Come with me,” Zephyr said, dragging Era toward Tadeo.


  He glanced up as they approached, and Zephyr dropped Era’s hand. His gaze went straight to Zephyr, and his brown eyes brightened.


  “Why you sitting by yourself?” Zephyr asked. “Everyone’s over there.”


  “I’m not here to see everyone.”


  Zephyr looked like she was about to swoon right into Tadeo’s waiting lap.


  Someone really needed to file an image of this boy’s face in the archives, under the word ‘enigma’. “I’m going to go wait for Dritan.”


  Zephyr nodded without looking at Era and dropped down next to Tadeo on the floor.


  Era continued walking the space and kept her eye on the entrance.


  She’d walked half the sector when she saw the guards up ahead. Her stomach clenched, and she slowed her pace.


  The guard closest to her stood straight, sweat dripping down his face, and watched the crowd. One hand rested on his pulse gun, as if he thought he might actually need to use it here.


  Behind the guards, President Nyssa Sorenson and her fourteen-year-old daughter Tesmee sat on a blanket. Instead of standard helio suits, they wore sleeveless beige suits that looked new.


  Era let out a breath and tried not to stare as she walked past, but she couldn’t help herself. She’d been here months and had only caught a few glimpses of the president and Tesmee.


  The president wore her hair styled in a perfect blond bun kept in place by shiny metal pins. But her well-groomed appearance was marred by the deep lines creasing her face and the dark circles under her eyes. She shifted on the blanket and glanced toward the exit.


  Tesmee looked nothing like her mother. Era had seen Tesmee’s father once. He’d been of Earth-Asian ancestry. Tesmee had his eyes and his straight black hair. She stared out at the crowd, shoulders slumped, longing on her face.


  Tesmee’s father had died in a transport accident when the fleet first got to Soren two years ago. If rumor in the fleet was to be believed, she wasn’t ever allowed to leave Command home level by herself.


  Era tore her gaze from the girl and headed for the crowd at the center. Dritan should be here. Zephyr and Tadeo were still in the same spot she’d left them. They talked, sitting close enough to touch, but neither of them looked at the other.


  Era settled on the hard tile floor, and a moment later Dritan plopped down beside her. He pressed his lips to hers for a quick kiss, then cocked his head in Zephyr’s direction. “Went after the heir of the Meso, huh? Guess heading up one ship isn’t enough.”


  Era jabbed him in the side. “Stop it. Give her a chance. She’s easy to love once you get to know her.”


  “I didn’t say I didn’t like her.”


  “Well she thinks you don’t.” Era lowered her voice. “Any news on the breach?”


  “They’re looking into the panels we did.” Dritan rubbed his arm. “But they’ll see our work was good. Are you feeling okay today?”


  “Haven’t been sick at all.” Era leaned back on her elbows. If Dritan wasn’t worried, why should she be? The president would see his work was good, and this would all go away.


  A young girl with dark skin and braids bounced past, laughing as another child chased her. Era smiled. Today would feel special for them, a day free of the boredom and routine of hours spent in caretaker sector. Would she and Dritan someday sit here like this, watching their own child play?


  Dritan must have had a similar thought because he gently placed a hand over the rise of her belly. A tiny flutter reverberated through Era’s womb, and she gasped.


  “What?” Dritan sat up straight.


  “Nothing. I thought I felt…” It was too soon for that, wasn’t it? Babies moved. A ‘collection of cells’ didn’t.


  “You thought you felt what?”


  “I thought…” Another tiny flutter. Era licked her lips and glanced sidelong at the couple sitting next to them.


  “I think I just felt it move,” she whispered.


  Dritan looked at her stomach. When he met her gaze, his hazel eyes had a new shine to them. “You sure? Does it mean…”


  Does it mean our baby’s healthy?


  “I’m not—” Era clamped her mouth shut, her eyes drawn to a scene at the entrance.


  A group of guards had walked through the doors. The one at the front, with silver-brown hair and broad shoulders, turned and lifted his comcuff to his mouth. Chief Petroff.


  Era leaned into Dritan, every muscle in her body tight.


  The chief gestured to the other guards. They activated their eyepieces and began moving through the crowd.


  The president and Tesmee came into view at the far side of the room, accompanied by two of their guards. They were heading for the exit. Era clutched Dritan’s arm and felt him wince as her nails dug into him.


  One of the guards stopped in front of a group of colonists near Era and Dritan. A man rose to his feet, and Dritan tensed beneath Era’s tight grip.


  The man was one of Dritan’s crew members—one of the maintenance workers from the list. He lunged for the guard and ripped the pulse gun from his holster. Then he darted forward, pushed through the colonists blocking his path, and went straight for Tesmee and the president.


  The guards didn’t see him coming. He ducked around them and tackled Tesmee to the floor.


  The area around Era grew quiet as the colonists near Era saw what she saw. The man had the pulse gun pressed against Tesmee’s temple. Her eyes were wide, riveted to her mother. The president stood still, her face pale.


  Dritan leapt to his feet. Era tried to drag him back down, but he brushed her off and jogged straight for the guards. A small moan escaped Era’s lips, and she went after him. What did he think he could do that the guards couldn’t?


  Dritan stopped just behind the uncertain guards, his body rigid, his fists clenched tight at his sides. Era reached him and laid a hand on his arm.


  The attacker’s face was coated in sweat, and the hand holding the pulse gun to Tesmee’s temple shook. His wild eyes were focused on the President. “…I will. Gonna kill her. You think I care what happens to me? You took everything from me.”


  “Stop. Let her go.” The president’s voice wavered. “We’ll forget about this. You’re clearly—”


  “The Defect is a lie. A lie. You killed our baby. You killed my wife—sent her to that planet. You’re gonna pay for that.”


  The president went white and shook her head. She stole a glance at her guards, but none of them seemed to know what to do.


  The Defect is a lie?


  Dritan shifted, and Era squeezed his arm. He pulled away from her and stepped in front of the guards.


  “Wait.” The president jerked one hand out to stop the guards. To stop Dritan.


  But he walked past her and squatted down a few feet in front of his crewmate. “Sam.”


  “Dritan.” Recognition dawned on Sam’s face. “Your wife—your wife’s pregnant. Dritan, it’s a lie. The Defect isn’t real. They’ll kill yours like they killed mine. I gotta stop her. One by one, everyone dies—”


  “Sam. Listen to me. You said Lynn was proud to serve on Soren. That she believed in this fleet.”


  Tears began to leak from Sam’s eyes, and he looked back at the president. “She killed them.” His nostrils flared, and he pressed the pulse gun deeper into Tesmee’s temple. She whimpered.


  The president lifted a hand to her mouth. The rest of the guards arrived, finally aware of what was taking place. They clustered near the president, pulse guns primed.


  Dritan inched closer. “Sam, look at me. Lynn would never want you to take another kid’s life.”


  “It doesn’t matter now. Nothing matters. They’re gonna take me out, too, and she’s coming with me.” Sam shifted his hate-filled gaze to the president, and adjusted his finger on the pulse gun. One small movement, and it would go off, taking a chunk of Tesmee’s skull with it.


  Dritan held out a hand and said something too low for anyone but Tesmee and Sam to hear. Sam hesitated and stared at the high ceiling for a long moment.


  His whole body went limp, and he shoved the pulse gun into Dritan’s waiting palm. The guards were on Sam in seconds, and Tesmee scrambled into her mother’s arms.


  Dritan handed the pulse gun to a guard and strode to Era. He wrapped his arms around her. She buried her face in his chest and inhaled, tears pricking her eyes.


  She hit his chest. “Stupid. What if he pulsed you?”


  Dritan brushed a short strand of hair out of Era’s face. “But he didn’t. He was going to kill her. You saw that.”


  He stiffened, looking over Era’s head. She turned to find President Sorenson, Tesmee, and Chief Petroff standing before her. The chief activated his eyepiece and began to gesture commands.


  The president gave Dritan a tight nod. “Thank you.”


  “Sam’s coming down hard off grimp. He never would have—”


  The president’s face darkened, and she held up a hand, “We will take care of it from here. Thank you for your help.”


  “President Sorenson.” Chief Petroff pointed at Dritan. “This man’s on the list.”


  The president’s eyes narrowed, and she turned and grabbed Tesmee by the arm. When she looked back at the chief, her expression was blank, unreadable. “Take him in.”


  



  


  CHAPTER SIX


  Era’s stomach knotted, and she pressed against Dritan.


  Chief Petroff dropped his hand to his pulse gun at his waist. “You need to come with us.”


  Dritan placed his hand against the small of Era’s back. “It’ll be okay.”


  The feeling seeped from her limbs as he stepped in front of her and followed Chief Petroff to the exit. A group of guards filed past, several colonists in tow. All of them members of Dritan’s crew.


  Tadeo crossed in front of Era and approached one of the guards. Era turned to find Zephyr at her side.


  “What happened?”


  “They arrested Dritan.” Era choked on the words. “They’re gonna blame him for the hull breach.”


  Zephyr’s eyes widened, and she laid her hands on Era’s shoulders. “You gotta calm down. Breathe.”


  I can’t. “He saved Tesmee—”


  “Shh. Come on.” Zephyr grabbed Era by the arm and pulled her toward the exit.


  Era took deep breaths, trying to calm the panic rising within her as Zephyr led her down the corridor. They reached the deserted dressing area, and Zephyr pushed her down onto the cold metal bench.


  She checked the stalls and came back. Every inch of her exposed skin had taken on a scarlet hue that contrasted sharply with the white of her suit. “Now, what happened?”


  “You’re burnt,” Era said tonelessly. They arrested him. There’s nothing I can do. Era put her head in her hands and willed her heart to slow down.


  “Where is Dritan?”


  “One of his crew members was coming off grimp and attacked Tesmee. Dritan stopped him. They took them both away.”


  “Whoa. That’s—but why would they arrest him? I don’t understand. You said he helped Tesmee?”


  “He saved her.”


  “Are you sure they arrested him?”


  “Yes. Maybe.” I don’t know.


  “If he saved Tesmee…”


  Era lifted her head and swallowed. “I did something I shouldn’t have when I fixed the stationary yesterday. The president’s file pull was ready, and I looked at it. She requested personnel records from months ago, back when maintenance installed new panels where the breach happened. Dritan’s crew was the one that installed them.”


  Zephyr sucked in a breath and sank down on the bench beside her.


  “They’ll pin the breach on them,” Era said. “Make examples out of them, just like you said they did with the riot leaders they airlocked.”


  “No. I never should’ve said that kak. Those rioters were guilty. You know they were.”


  “But Dritan worked on that sector. And a member of his crew just-just attacked the president’s daughter.”


  “And Dritan protected her,” Zephyr said. “He’s never even been in the brig for so much as a fist fight.”


  Era shook her head and blinked back tears.


  “They’re just questioning him.” Zephyr squeezed Era’s shoulder. “You’ll see. He’ll be out of there by last mess.”


  “I never should have looked at those files,” Era whispered.


  The shift buzzer sounded, announcing the end of midbreak.


  Zephyr stood up. “Get dressed. You’re gonna go and do your job like the loyal fleet colonist you are.”


  “Loyal? But I looked—”


  The door slid open, and a group of women walked in.


  “Anyone would have looked.” Zephyr kept her voice low. “You and Dritan follow the rules. You don’t complain. You never get in trouble…the president wishes we were all like you. Now come on.”


  The pressure in Era’s chest lightened at Zephyr’s words, but not by much. She stood, took her black tech suit from the locker, and stripped off the helio suit.


  Dritan was a good worker. He’d never been in trouble. And he did just save Tesmee. Zephyr had to be right. They were just questioning him.


  Era stepped into her suit and gently zipped it up. Dritan would be waiting for her at last mess. Now all she had to do was get through the next six hours.


  ∞


  Six hours never felt so long.


  Era sat in a recording cubic across from the colonist. “Where’s this going?”


  “The Seattle,” he said.


  Era slid a blank cube into her handheld and activated her eyepiece. The colonist couldn’t see it, but her eyepiece displayed a holo interface between the two black vidrelay rods on the table. She tapped the interface and nodded to the colonist to begin.


  “Name: Orin Xian. Message for: Hani Xian. Destination: Seattle,” he said.


  Era tried to focus on his message, tried to pay attention to ensure he didn’t say anything on the flagged list—nothing about the riots, or the president, or anything negative about the Paragon and the fleet.


  But the scene from helio sector played itself over and over in her mind. Sam pressing the pulse gun to Tesmee’s head, Tesmee’s wide eyes, Dritan inching closer.


  The Defect is a lie.


  Before everything on Earth had gone wrong, they’d been in the golden age of genetic modification—the science to solve all the world’s problems. Only it hadn’t. It’d made everything worse. That gen-mod technology caused a worldwide famine that led to the Last War. Not many were protected from the fallout.


  But before that, they’d tried to improve human immunity. It had worked, but they discovered, too late, that it affected the children of those who had been modified. So many children died from the Defect. Their organs didn’t develop right. They only lived for minutes or days after being born.


  After the wars, Infinitek Group had stepped in and provided a way to save humanity from extinction. A lucky few had made it onto their fleet, but all carried the altered genes. The Legacy Code.


  The Legacy Code was the mistake that followed them after Earth. A known fact. It couldn’t be a lie.


  The man stopped speaking, and Era tapped the vidrelay interface to end the recording. She popped the cube from her handheld and pushed to her feet.


  “Thank you,” the man said.


  She nodded and followed him to the door.


  The waiting area was empty. Era brought the cube to the table where Paige sat managing the comm cases. One of the new transfers, a narrow-faced girl with dull brown hair, sat beside her.


  “This is going to the Seattle,” Era said.


  Paige leaned back in her chair. “And?”


  “And your job is to collect the cubes, so here’s this one.”


  “But you’re so very good at doing everyone’s job. Wouldn’t you like to learn this one next?”


  The new transfer’s hand flew to her mouth, and she tittered.


  Era flushed and rotated the outgoing case. Great. Paige had a sidekick now. Like she needed to deal with two of them. Binary glitches. She unlatched it, found the container labeled Seattle, and dropped the cube in.


  Mali walked up to the table. “Is there a reason Era’s sorting comms?”


  Paige gave Mali a sweet smile. “Just showing her how it works.”


  “You were instructed to train Helice today. I’ll have the outgoing comms now. The guard’ll be by soon to pick them up.”


  “They’re ready to go.” Paige stood up and latched the case shut. She handed it to Mali and avoided making eye contact with Era.


  “Era, I need to talk to you before you leave,” Mali said. “Come with me, please.”


  Paige pursed her lips, and her face turned a nice shade of wilted-galley-green. Serves her right. Era threw her shoulders back and followed Mali.


  She led her to the end of the repository, to a table beside the tall glass wall that shielded the archives. The history of the Defect was in there. The colonists who restarted civilization would have the resources and time to find a cure.


  But right now, only the president and board had access to those files. Not a grimp addict who worked the sublevels. Era shook her head. Sam didn’t know anything about the Defect. How could he?


  “Have a seat.” Mali sat at the table and laid the comm case next to her. Era slid into one of the chairs and placed her palms flat on the cold metal table.


  She doesn’t seem upset with me, but why the private talk?


  Mali folded her hands together and regarded Era for a moment. “I need to start training my replacement soon. I want that person to be you.”


  Era’s eyes widened. “I—thank you.”


  “So is this something you’d like to do? Being Head Archivist is a big responsibility. The Paragon will be your home for the rest of your life.”


  Era looked down at her hands. Before the last few days, she’d have said yes in a heartbeat. But now? Did she want to stay here? It was the safest ship in the fleet…wasn’t it? Dritan had talked about making a home on the Paragon, finding a way to remain on board when their five-year placement terms were up. An archivist position would guarantee they’d be allowed to stay.


  The shift buzzer sounded, and Era glanced behind her. The other workers began to exit the level, and Zephyr waited for her by the door.


  “Why me?”


  Mali’s brow furrowed. “You’re young, yet responsible, and you’re a hard worker. Your father taught you better than most of the techs on this ship. I think you have a natural affinity for this type of work.”


  Era nodded and looked toward the doors again, torn between Mali’s offer and her desire to run to last mess and find Dritan. But she needed to give Mali an answer.


  Era’s father would’ve been so proud if he knew she’d been offered a position as archivist. And didn’t she love this place? The silver boxes beckoned to her from their sanctuary beyond the barrier. This job really meant something. And Dritan…he liked it here. Had the guards let him go yet?


  “If you’re not sure…”


  “No, it’s just…” Had Mali heard yet? What would she think if she knew Dritan was wrapped up in something awful? Era licked her lips. “In helio sector, during midbreak, a colonist attacked the president’s daughter.”


  Mali’s eyes widened. “You saw this?”


  “My husband knew the man from shift and stopped him from hurting her. They arrested the traitor and took my husband in…for questioning.” Era’s eyes burned, and Mali reached out to touch her hand.


  “The president will be grateful for what your husband did.”


  Era dropped her hands into her lap. “I want to. I do want to be an archivist.”


  Mali nodded. “I’d hoped you’d say yes. I had to get approval before I could ask you. We’ll start training you on the system tomorrow.” She narrowed her eyes, and Era turned to see Zephyr hurrying toward them, her face still flushed from its exposure to the super helio.


  “Everyone on free shift’s been called to observation,” Zephyr said. “We need to go. Now.”


  Era’s stomach dropped, and she gripped the table.


  “Do you know why?” Mali asked.


  “They’re airlocking a traitor.”


  



  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Era and Zephyr joined the crowd in the stairwell. The handrail felt insubstantial beneath Era’s hand, and the bodies around her passed in and out of the edges of her blurred vision as they made the slow climb to observation. It was all so surreal. Holo.


  If only she could gesture, make the scene disappear, return her to a reality where Dritan hadn’t been taken by the guard, and a member of his crew wasn’t about to be airlocked.


  Era had shut herself in her cubic the day they airlocked the traitors on the London. She couldn’t watch it again, not after what she saw the day of the riots.


  They’d been docked at Soren for one year when the riots happened. The captain, the crew, and all of their family members blockaded themselves on the bridge to wait it out. Dritan had been working when it started, and Zephyr had to stop Era from going to find him.


  She and Zephyr huddled in a corner, sipping quin liquor and listening as the reports came in. Three ships had gone dark, including the Kyoto, which had been docked right next to them.


  The Kyoto had been dark an hour when the rioters there airlocked the captain and his crew. One of the bloated corpses drifted so close to the bridge of the London that it slammed into the glass and stayed there, staring at them through bloodshot eyes. Sightless. Empty.


  The president ended the riots by sending guards to each of the dekas. In less than a shift, the guards took back the Kyoto and airlocked the traitors.


  That was the day Era knew she couldn’t live so many levels above Dritan anymore—knew he was the half to complete her infinity.


  They reached observation. The doors were open, and no one bothered to swipe their shift cards. Era froze at the threshold, her gaze riveted to Soren’s blood-red surface.


  Someone cursed behind her, and Zephyr dragged Era onto the deck. The incoming crowd pushed them forward until they reached the front.


  At least two dozen guards had lined up across the glass expanse, their pulse guns out and primed. Chief Petroff and Tadeo flanked the president. She stood tall, the tendons in her neck taut, as her unblinking gaze swept over the gathering colonists.


  The board members were arrayed beside the chief. Four men. One woman. They represented the ten manufacturing dekas, in theory, yet each of them had lived on the flagship for their entire lives.


  Chief Petroff lifted an amplifier, a black box smaller than a handheld, to his mouth. He cleared his throat, and the sound traveled through the room.


  Tadeo stepped closer to the president, his jaw working, and adjusted his pulse gun in his grip.


  “Silence on the deck,” the chief said.


  The murmuring died down, and the president took the amplifier and lifted it to her mouth. She scanned the row of vigilant guards beside her and lifted her chin. “At the end of first shift yesterday, level six experienced a hull breach. We have completed our investigation. What happened yesterday was no accident. It was sabotage.”


  Gasps echoed through the crowd.


  President Sorenson backed up a step and switched the amplifier to her other hand. “Three maintenance crew workers have confessed to sabotaging this ship. Several of our guards were injured. Many lives could have been lost. This was their intention.”


  Three. Sam. And who else?


  Era’s legs weakened beneath her, and she raised a hand to her chest. Zephyr looped an arm around her back, lending support.


  The president paused, waiting for the noise to die down. “If we ever want to find our better world, each of us must continue to do our duty to the fleet. There may be more traitors lurking among us. We are instituting a strict curfew. All colonists must be in their assigned cubics during night shift, unless I personally grant you an exemption for critical ship work. If you witness any suspicious behavior, you must report it immediately. If anyone is found to be hiding or withholding information about such occurrences, they will be held accountable.”


  Dritan didn’t do anything. He wasn’t a traitor. No mention of the attack on Tesmee. The guards didn’t save her. Dritan did.


  Chief Petroff took the amplifier from the president’s trembling grip. She clasped her hands together over her abdomen and said something to the chief.


  He spoke into his comcuff, activated his eyepiece, and held the amplifier to his mouth.


  “The penalty for treason against the fleet is death.” The chief stood straighter. “The following colonists have been found guilty of treason—”


  The crowd erupted, and hands raised in the air. Era’s gaze traveled along an invisible line from pointing fingers to a location beyond the glass. She pressed her fist hard into her chest.


  They’d already airlocked the traitors.


  Three objects drifted through the bright stream of light that originated from outside the main airlock. Two pale objects, a third, darker—all of them too far away to see in any detail. Then they were gone, beyond the reach of the lights.


  Unbearable pressure expanded in Era’s chest, and tears sprung into her eyes.


  “Samuel Smith, Meso transfer, planned the attacks. His co-conspirators were Tatiana Carizo and Jonas Keen, also of the Meso.”


  Tears flooded Era’s vision, blurring the scene. Not Dritan.


  Zephyr pulled on Era’s arm, and they joined the subdued crowd moving toward the exit.


  “I told you Dritan would be okay,” Zephyr whispered.


  “Come to my level with me?”


  “I will.”


  ∞


  Dritan was pacing the entrance to their cubic when Era and Zephyr arrived. The heavy pressure in Era’s ribcage dissolved, and her limbs turned the consistency of tech adhesive gel. She rushed to him, shaky with relief, and he drew her close.


  Era held a hand up to Zephyr. “Thanks.”


  “I’m sorry about those…about your crew members,” Zephyr said.


  Dritan didn’t answer, and after a long pause, Zephyr turned and left.


  “When they said three…” Era tightened her grip on Dritan, willing the shaking to subside.


  “You should go to mess. You need to eat.” Dritan’s voice was gruff, pained.


  How could she eat after what had just happened? She needed sleep. It would take this all away. She shook her head, and Dritan swiped his card across the scanner. Era followed him into their cubic.


  He activated their helio and began to unlace his boots. He gave up before he had them off and sat down hard on the bunk, hands clenched on his thighs. Era sat next to him, but he didn’t look at her. She took off her boots, dropped them to the floor, and rested a gentle hand on his arm. “If you don’t want to talk about it right now…”


  “From the questions they asked, I think they found sabotaged panels. I think—the rivets were purposely damaged before they were installed. I’d never install a rivet that looked like that.” Dritan’s voice cracked. “Tati and Jonas covered for Sam while he did it. I never thought…”


  Era laid a hand on his shoulder. “You couldn’t have known.”


  “No. I should’ve,” he said. “The way the three of them talked…I could’ve stopped them.”


  “How did they talk?”


  Dritan shrugged off her hand and crossed to the wall. He slumped against it and stared down at the crumbling black rubber tiles. “They’d all lost people on Soren. Said the kind of kak lots of people say.”


  “Like what?”


  “They called the traitors from the riots martyrs, said they died for ‘the cause.’”


  “Martyrs?”


  Dritan chewed his lower lip and didn’t answer.


  “They risked all of our lives, just to get to the president.” Era hugged her knees to her chest. She hesitated, then asked the question that had been lurking at the back of her mind since helio sector. “Dritan…what’d you say to Sam to get him to give you that pulse gun?”


  “I knew he was ready to kill Tesmee. So I told him what I thought he needed to hear.”


  “And what was that?”


  Dritan took a deep breath. “I asked him if he wanted to be remembered as a martyr. Or a murderer.”


  Era exhaled and leaned against the wall. Sublevel workers calling traitors martyrs? She’d never even heard of this. It was the kind of talk that could get someone airlocked. That had.


  What else did his crew members say that Dritan hadn’t shared? Did he say these things, too? Era opened her mouth to ask, but Dritan held up a hand.


  “My crew. Or, what’s left of my crew,” he said. “We got transfer orders today.”


  Era’s pulse quickened at the anguish in his voice.


  “They’re sending us down to Soren.”


  


  



  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Soren.


  The word sucked the air from the cubic, left Era struggling to breathe.


  “It’s only one solar cycle,” Dritan said.


  Era placed a hand over her stomach. “This is a mistake. The Paragon’s exempt from the draft.”


  “Not anymore,” he said. “They’re sending three crews down.”


  “When?”


  “I have to be at the hangar bay tomorrow. First shift.”


  Less than nine hours. “You can’t go. I’ll talk to Zephyr, have her—”


  “No,” he said. “It wasn’t right for us to be exempt in the first place.”


  “They’re just doing this to punish you for what those traitors did.”


  “The workers on the London did their duty. It’s my turn.”


  Something broke inside Era, and she jumped off the bunk, tears brimming in her eyes. Her lower abdomen ached in response to her quick movement, and she gritted her teeth. “By ‘workers,’ you mean sublevel workers. You think the president would ever send Tesmee down there? You mean nothing to them. You’re expendable, just a body to use up in the mines. I’m starting to understand why Sam felt like he needed to do what he did.”


  “Dammit, Era. Don’t say that kak.”


  “Zephyr said they’re not even working on the jumpgate anymore. She thinks they’re expanding the subcity. That we’re never leaving here.” Era lowered her voice. “I didn’t believe her.”


  Dritan crossed his arms and gave a slight shake of his head.


  Era picked up her boots and hurled them at the door. “Fuck.” They hit with a loud thunk and dropped to the tiles.


  She sank to the floor and held her hand to her mouth. Hot tears spilled down her cheeks, and she tasted their salty warmth on her lips.


  Dritan knelt in front of her, placing his hands on her shoulders. “I’m going to come back to you.”


  Era sniffed. “I bet everyone says that.”


  “But I mean it. I will come back. I’m doing my job, and I’ll be here with you when…” he placed his hand over the curve of her belly. “I promise. I’m coming back.”


  Era stared into his hazel eyes and forced her jaw to loosen. “How can you promise something like that? Did your parents tell you that, too, before they went out on hull duty?”


  Dritan recoiled from her, his face creased with pain.


  Era placed her hands on either side of her and dug her fingernails into the spongy, gritty surface of the rubber tiles. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


  Dritan got to his feet and returned to the bunk. He sat there, shoulders hunched, and stared straight ahead. “You knew my job when you decided to pair with me. I’ll never be a tech or a member of the guard. This is what I was born into—what I’ve been trained to do.”


  Era had promised herself she’d never shame him, and now she had. She stumbled to her feet and went to him. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I just…I’m scared. But you’re right. You’ll come back. Of course you will.”


  When Dritan looked at her, his eyes had tears in them. He took her by the arms and pulled her onto the bunk.


  They laid together, the pain between them a living thing, pulsing in the silence. He stroked her hair, and she pressed her ear to the coarse fabric of his suit, listening to the reassuring thump of his heart.


  A dull ache throbbed in her chest, a certainty that nothing would ever be right again. If she could do it over, make different choices, she never would’ve asked Zephyr to get them a term here. Things had been simpler on the London. Maybe if they were still there, Zephyr’s father could have kept Dritan from the draft.


  “Era.” Dritan’s fingers stilled, and he stopped running them through her hair. “Don’t talk about the president, the board—any of it. Please. Just keep your head down and wait for me.”


  Era wiped the tears from her cheeks and didn’t answer. What could she say? I’ll die if I lose you.


  “It’ll go fast,” he said. “I’ll be back before you—if you…”


  Before I have the baby. If I have the baby. The thought of what would happen if the baby had the Defect hung in the air between them, unspoken.


  “I’m sorry I have to leave you like this.” He placed a hand on Era’s stomach. “I wanted to be here.”


  “I don’t want to stay up here without you,” Era said, crying again. “There has to be a way to get you out of this.”


  “I have to do my part. Just one solar cycle.” His voice was firm.


  One solar cycle. 150 days. 150 chances for something to go very wrong on Soren.


  Dritan gently rolled Era off his chest and held himself above her, meeting her eyes. “I will come back to you. And I’ll think about you every second I’m not with you.”


  Era’s pulse quickened, and she pulled him close, crushing her lips to his. The pain in her throat eased. He kissed her again, slowly this time, and ran his hand down her body, stopping to cup her breast under her suit. Her nipples hardened against the rough fabric, and she let out a small moan.


  A shiver curled down her spine as he brought his lips to her ear and nibbled there. He teased a trail along her jawline with the tip of his tongue, bringing his mouth back to hers.


  Era trembled and pressed a hand against his chest. “I need you now.”


  He stood, pulled off his boots, and unzipped his suit in one swift movement, never taking his eyes off hers. A sheen of sweat coated his lean muscles. He shrugged his suit the rest of the way off. He was ready for her.


  She sat up and yanked on the zipper of her own suit. It stuck, then ripped away, the worn fabric finally giving up.


  Dritan pulled her to her feet, and her suit fell into a crumpled heap of ruin on the floor. She stepped out of it and placed her hand against his chest. Faint scars he’d gotten in the sublevels criss-crossed his body, and she traced one of them down his abdomen, her fingertips tingling. He lifted her wrist to his mouth to kiss the infinity tattoo that matched the one on his own wrist.


  He crushed his lips to hers and nudged her toward the bunk, hungry for the same release she needed. They fell into it, and she closed her eyes, relishing the feel of his warm body pressed against her, the feel of his tongue as it found her own.


  He’d fill her up, make her feel whole, safe, wanted. She’d savor this night. It could be the last they ever had together.


  ∞


  Era sat on their bunk, watching as Dritan stuffed his spare uniform into his bag. Her eyes drifted to the now nearly empty shelf. Only one thing remained. A small folded scrap of exec-standard bedding.


  “Mali picked me as her replacement for archivist.” Era forced out the words. “I said yes.”


  Dritan hefted his bag and tossed it across his body. He gave her a small, proud smile. “I knew she would.”


  He went to the door, but when he hit the button, the door didn’t budge.


  “Come here. Watch,” Dritan said. “You need to learn how to fix this now.”


  Era reluctantly got up and went to the door.


  He slipped a panel off the wall, pulled out a bundle of wires, and twisted the ends of a few, pointing to each one as he did it.


  “If these don’t connect, it won’t open.”


  Era stared hard at the wires. Don’t work. Lock us inside. Make Dritan miss his transport.


  He inserted the twisted wires back in their spot and hit the button. The door opened.


  “Got it now?”


  The lump in Era’s throat expanded, and she nodded. Dritan tilted his head to the side, and with a sad smile, he offered his hand. She took it, and he led her into the corridor.


  The pit in Era’s stomach grew as each step brought them closer to the hangar bay. She tightened her grip on Dritan’s hand, memorized the feel of his warm touch, the way his larger hand encompassed her small one, how each long finger felt intertwined with her own.


  The climb down to zero deck brought back visions of her nightmare. She’d had it again, had lain awake afterward. Dritan wouldn’t be here to keep the nightmares away any longer.


  No matter how she wished this wasn’t happening, how she wished she could freeze time and keep him, the bay drew ever closer. And then they were there.


  A guard stood outside the doors holding a scanner. Dritan lifted his shift card, and the guard logged it.


  Dritan gave it to Era. “Keep it safe. I’ll need it when I get back.”


  She nodded mutely and shoved his card in her pocket.


  Acrid fumes burned her throat as they stepped into the dim hangar bay. A dozen battered transports were docked here, small and pathetic in a vast space that had been built to hold so many more.


  Her nails bit into her palms, and she forced herself to unclench her fists. Stupid to hate machines that were just doing their job. The president and board were the ones sending Dritan down to Soren.


  A crowd of colonists and their loved ones gathered at the loading area—tense, waiting. Era recognized most of them from the galley and the personnel files she’d seen at the repository.


  As Era and Dritan reached them, a child cried out from somewhere in the crowd. Era’s heart lurched, and she turned toward the source of the sound. The blonde, Janet Lanar, snuggled close to her husband, their small daughter in her arms.


  Lucky enough to have a healthy child, then ripped away from her family by the draft. None of this was fair.


  Era tore her gaze from the little girl’s face and gripped Dritan’s hand tighter. He squeezed three times. She blinked away tears and squeezed back. I. Love. You.


  Dritan’s mother had taught him that. It was one of the only things he remembered about her. Would he get the chance to hold their child’s hand—show his love without needing a word?


  They stood in silence and waited for the transport pilot to begin the boarding process. Her palm grew slick against Dritan’s, but she didn’t let go.


  Zephyr hurried through the doors. She rushed over to them, her face red, hand pressed to her side. “I heard at mess. If I had more time, I could’ve sent a comm to my father, or—”


  “I wouldn’t have let you.” Dritan narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “I won’t stay here while my crew risks their lives.”


  An alarm blared from the transport, and its heavy metal door began its slow descent to the ground. Era’s stomach dropped. Dritan lifted her chin and turned her face away from the transport.


  Breathe. This was it. He’d be gone soon. She needed to remember. She burned his image into her mind. The curves of his face, smooth dark skin, high cheekbones, hazel eyes glistening with tears that matched her own. And that way he looked at her that let her know how much she was loved.


  “I’m coming back,” he whispered.


  Era nodded. She’d break down in front of everyone if she tried to speak.


  The pilot began calling out the list of names. Janet and her family, engaged in a tearful good-bye, stepped into Era’s line of sight.


  No. This was happening too fast. She couldn’t let Dritan leave. She had to find a way to keep him here.


  “Dritan Corinth,” the pilot called out.


  Era’s body went cold, and the pressure in her chest made it hard to breathe. Dritan wrapped his strong arms around her and pressed his lips to hers. Would this be the last time she kissed him?


  The embrace ended too soon.


  “I love you.” His eyes shone.


  “I love you.” Era barely heard her voice.


  Dritan’s eyes flicked to her belly, and he rested his hand there for a moment before stepping away. He looked at Zephyr. “You watch out for her.”


  “I will. Don’t worry,” Zephyr said.


  He nodded, and Era reached up on tiptoes to kiss him once more. He stood straight, threw his shoulders back, and boarded the transport.


  Era wiped the tears from her eyes as the transport door closed. The alarm sounded again, and the hangar bay workers ordered everyone to leave.


  “Come on. We have to go,” Zephyr said quietly.


  Era followed the rest of the family members out of the hangar bay and turned to watch the doors slide closed behind them. The transport started up on the other side, and the metal doors vibrated in response.


  He’s going to be fine. He’ll come back. He always comes back. But the tears came anyway, spilling down her cheeks. None of her thoughts could erase the dread that had taken root in her stomach. Because some primal part of her knew.


  She was never going to see Dritan again.


  



  


  CHAPTER NINE


  Era gripped the edge of the archivist station, the holo interface blurring before her. Six days. Dritan had been on Soren for six days. One hundred forty-four days left to go. Her limbs ached, and her mind felt dull from exhaustion. Each night she’d woken, gasping for breath. The empty womb, blood on the landing, being sucked into space…her nightmare made her fear sleep.


  She tried to focus on what Mali was showing her on the stationary, but her eyes drifted to the colonists waiting to record messages for loved ones. Several couples, one little girl. Quiet, not engaged in conversation like they usually were. The change she’d sensed in the ship since the traitors were airlocked lingered everywhere.


  In every sector, there were fewer words spoken, cut-off conversations, and more suspicious glances. Or maybe she was just seeing tension because of how she felt every minute of every day.


  “Did you hear what I said?” Mali asked.


  She stepped in front of Era. The holo shimmered, and the long list of commands merged with Mali’s clothing and skin.


  Era twisted a wrist, and her eyepiece shut off, removing the nausea-inducing image.


  “Do you need some time, child?”


  “No. Sorry.”


  Mali raised her eyebrows. “Dritan’s doing his job, and we’re doing ours. Being archivist is important. I need to know you’re ready for this.”


  “I am. I’m ready.”


  Mali shifted her gaze to some point beyond Era. Era turned, half-expecting to see Zephyr. But it was only Chief Petroff, making his way to the station.


  Mali had moved Zephyr to first shift, said she needed to train with other techs since Era would be too busy now. But someone else on second shift could’ve trained Zephyr. It seemed more about keeping Era from distraction than about training Zephyr. Era only got to see her during mess and midbreak now.


  Chief Petroff reached the station and set down a large metal case and an archive case. “Comms and an order from the board.”


  Comms. Was it too soon for there to be one from Dritan?


  Mali opened the archive case. Inside were the archive cubes from the last order, plus an additional cube, set off to the side. The new cube order.


  Mali took the guard’s shift card, scanned it into the stationary, and handed it back. She popped the cube order into the slot on the stationary. “Is this urgent? I’m training her. It’ll take me a little longer to get everything today.”


  Chief Petroff grunted. “I’ll be back by shift’s end for the order,” he said and walked off.


  “I expect you’ll be granted access to the archives any day now. But until then, we’ll work on the stationary,” Mali said.


  Era reactivated her eyepiece and tried to concentrate on the gestures Mali made as she moved through the system, but she couldn’t pull her eyes from the comm case.


  “As soon as I show you this, you can sort through those cubes. But right now, I need you to pay attention.”


  “Sorry.” Focus, Era.


  The cube order appeared on the holo. It contained a short list of numbers and letters, followed by descriptions.


  “The numbers and letters on each line are the codes for specific cubes in the archives. The descriptions contain keywords for information they want us to find that they don’t have the codes for.”


  Mali gestured and pulled up a search grid next to the words and used her index finger to draw one line of search terms into the grid. “You can drag the terms or say ‘new entry’ to search manually.”


  Theory; Artificial Environments; Dome construction; Blueprints.


  Era’s breath caught in her throat. Artificial environments? Dome construction? Did this have something to do with Soren?


  Mali hit scan, and a new list appeared.


  “The first cube code usually matches the query best, but not always,” Mali pointed to the top code on the list. “So we send that one up first. If executive sends down for more information, we send them the next relevant matches, in order.”


  “Why would they be searching for—?”


  “Era,” Mali said, her voice low. “You do not discuss what you see here. Not ever. Cube orders are confidential. Our job is not to analyze why they call up these cubes. Our job is to care for the archives and no more.”


  “I understand. But—as an archivist, have you ever…looked at one of the archive cubes?”


  Mali rubbed the back of her neck. “Only in very rare instances and only with prior approval. Though we do have access to cubes that relate to our archivist duties.”


  Mali cocked her head to the side, considering Era. “Every time a cube from the archive is accessed,” she said carefully, “it logs an eyepiece signature to show who accessed it.”


  Era swallowed. “I understand.”


  Mali held her gaze for a moment and nodded. “Good.”


  She brought up the cube order again, the keywords replaced by a list of codes. She pulled the order from the stationary and pushed it into the slot on her handheld. Then, she picked up the archive case. “While I return these and get the new order, you sort the comms and label them like I showed you.”


  “Can I—”


  “If you find one from your husband, you can look at it. I won’t make you wait.” Mali headed for the archives.


  Era grabbed the comm case and unlatched it. Eleven containers lay within. The twelfth space was empty. It would have held comms for executive sector. The rest of the containers were labeled with the names of each of the ten dekas and Soren: all the places messages could come from or be sent to. Era reached for the container labeled Soren.


  Something turned over within her womb, and her hand flew to her stomach. Then another small movement, more obvious this time. The baby.


  She’d almost convinced herself she hadn’t felt anything that day in helio sector, that it had just been her imagination. But there it was again, the fluttering sensation.


  The Defect is a lie.


  Era’s amnio results were probably ready by now, but she hadn’t gathered the courage to go to Medlevel and schedule her appointment. She couldn’t put it off much longer. Zephyr said she’d go with her, but that didn’t make any of it more bearable.


  Era took a deep breath and glanced at the holo. The search results were gone now, but the holo was still logged into the search grid. She really should turn it off and begin sorting the comm cubes like Mali had asked her, but what the traitor had said…


  She took a quick look around to make sure she was still alone. Mali had entered the archives, and only a few colonists waited on the benches to record messages.


  She tapped the grid.


  “New entry,” she whispered. “The Defect. Legacy Code.”


  The words appeared on the entry line, and Era selected scan to begin the search. A long list of cube codes appeared, and Era’s pulse quickened.


  What was she even hoping to find? The Defect wasn’t a lie. The Defect from the Legacy Code was real, and here were all the files to prove it.


  Era memorized the first result, repeating it over and over until it stuck. CD-1dy34b.


  She accessed the program’s memory core and wiped her search. What was she thinking, looking this stuff up? What was the point, when she couldn’t access the cubes anyway?


  Era picked up the container labeled Soren. At least three dozen cubes lay within. If Dritan had the chance to record a message, he would’ve. And she really needed to see his face and hear his voice right now.


  She found his message halfway through the stack. His still holo image made her heart hurt. His features were downcast, and his shoulders slumped. He didn’t look like the man she’d kissed good-bye. And this message would’ve been recorded as soon as he’d landed. How bad was it down there?


  She hadn’t been close to anyone who’d been there, but she’d glimpsed those who’d come back to the London after the first draft. She’d heard their stories, second-hand: cave-ins, malfunctioning air purifiers, tainted water supplies, accidents with machinery. Many workers from the first draft had broken bodies and were nothing more than a burden to the fleet.


  The survivors had stayed on their levels, rarely venturing upward. She’d seen them during her brief visits with Dritan in the sublevels. But all the survivors, visibly broken or not, wore haunted expressions, as if the people they’d lost on Soren still visited them at night, stealing their sleep. When Dritan came back, would he look like that? If Dritan came back…


  Era’s stomach flipped, and she reached for a handheld under the station. She took Dritan’s comm cube from the stationary and sank to the floor behind the desk. No one needed to watch her cry. The tears were already coming, and she hadn’t even started the holovid yet.


  She tapped the file and splayed her fingers wide, palm out, to launch it.


  Dritan’s face appeared, and she involuntarily reached for him. Her hand passed through the holo, causing it to shimmer, and the pressure in her throat intensified.


  Dark circles lined Dritan’s eyes, but he was still as handsome as ever. The scene behind him could’ve been the scene from inside any cubic, but the panels were clean and undented. If only the shiny, new cubic wasn’t deep underground on a toxic planet.


  He cleared his throat. “Name: Dritan Corinth. Message for: Era Corinth. Destination: Paragon.” He smiled, but it looked false. “I only get a minute. I miss you, and I love you. I can’t wait to see you again. I hope things are okay up there.”


  Dritan paused and ran a hand through his tight black curls. He leaned closer to the vidrelay. “By the time you get this, you’ll probably know the test results. Whatever they are, it’ll be okay,” he said forcefully, as if saying the words would make them true. “I wish I could be there for you. Let me know what’s happening.”


  Tears slid down Era’s face, but she didn’t wipe them away.


  Dritan seemed to want to say more, but he shot a glance past the vidrelay, where the witness would have been sitting.


  “I’m staying safe. It’s great down here. Plenty of food. Everything works. I love you.” The holo blanked.


  She pressed her lips together and watched the vid again. She needed to find out her test results and send him an answer. He deserved to know. He didn’t need to be worrying while he was doing his job.


  Era wiped her face, sniffed, and got to her feet. She turned, searching for Mali, and saw her leaving the storage cubic. Era straightened.


  She only had one more day to record a message for Dritan before the next shipment of cubes went out from the Paragon. She couldn’t put it off any longer. She should’ve gone two days ago to schedule her appointment on medlevel.


  Mali walked up to the archivist station. “Did you get a message?”


  Era nodded and rested her hand on her belly. “I need to make an appointment on medlevel. They had to give me an amnio. My results are probably ready. He’ll want to know what they are…”


  Mali rested a hand on Era’s arm. “I’m sure he will. Why don’t you leave a little early today? Take care of what you need to.”


  Had Mali had a failed pregnancy, too? Probably. Era had never heard her speak about any children. She took off her eyepiece and gave it to Mali. “Thank you.”


  This was it. She’d schedule her appointment, and then she’d know.


  She’d either be bringing new life into the fleet, or…


  No point considering the alternative.


  



  


  CHAPTER TEN


  Era stepped up to the Population Management station and swiped her card.


  The same girl from last time stood behind the station. Era drew a deep breath to steady herself. “The medic said I had to schedule an appointment.”


  The clerk splayed her fingers wide and tapped the air. “Era Corinth. Ah. Your test results are ready.”


  Era shifted her stance and fought the urge to walk out. She’d try to schedule her appointment for midbreak tomorrow, when she and Zephyr would both be free. She didn’t want to do this alone, not any more than she’d wanted to do it alone last time.


  “Medic Faust can see you now,” the clerk said.


  “What? I…I have to go to mess. Can I do it tomorrow?”


  “No. Your appointment is flagged priority. And no one’s scheduled this block.” The clerk moved around the station and headed toward the corridor.


  Priority? That was bad, wasn’t it? Why would she be flagged priority if they had good news for her?


  Get it over with so Dritan can stop worrying. So you can stop wondering.


  She struggled to keep her breathing even as she followed the clerk back to a cubic.


  The clerk left. Era sat down on a stool and tapped her foot on the ground. She pressed her hands to her swollen belly and stared at the floor, willing herself to stay calm. Her mind wandered to the bare shelf in her cubic, to the pale green scrap of bedding folded there. Would they get the chance to wrap their newborn in it?


  The buzzer sounded, calling an end to second shift and announcing the beginning of last mess.


  Medic Faust entered, looking tired and older than she’d seemed just a week before. She sat down on a stool by the curved cabinets, a hard expression on her face, hands folded in her lap. Era’s shoulders caved in, and her stomach twisted on itself.


  “I’m sorry. The cells have markers for the Defect.”


  Era choked back a small sob, her hands slipping from her stomach.


  Defective.


  All the things she’d let herself dream about in the past few weeks, all the hope she’d had for the future. Gone.


  Medic Faust’s lined face blurred in front of her, and Era leaned forward. The metal panels of the cubic seemed to grow closer, shutting her in.


  “Your abort session will be two days from now. First shift, second block,” the medic said, not meeting Era’s eyes. “Dritan can attend. You’ll have a few free days afterward for recuperation.”


  Era’s eyes focused on the medic’s hard face. “Dritan’s on Soren,” she whispered.


  Medic Faust paled and rubbed her forehead. “I’d like to get you going on some grimp,” she said. She stood and opened a cabinet.


  Grimp. The sound of the medic rifling through the cabinet took on a strange muffled quality, and a cold feeling spread through Era, starting at her throat and traveling down into her limbs.


  Era rose to her feet and balled her hands into fists. “The Defect is a lie.” The words tumbled from her mouth before she could stop them.


  Medic Faust froze, and Era searched her face. But her expression was a blank mask and gave away nothing.


  “Is it? Is it a lie?” Era’s voice cracked. “One of the traitors said it was.”


  The medic’s eyes widened slightly, and she pressed her lips together. She took a step away from Era and placed the grimp back on the counter with a shaking hand. “The cells in your womb carry the Defect. I see you’re upset. I understand. But you should know better than to repeat the words of a traitor. You know what happened to the traitors. I won’t report this, but you need to forget what you heard him say.”


  “It’s not just cells. I felt it move.”


  The medic picked up the pills. “I want you to start on these. Once daily. They’ll help.”


  Something wasn’t right, but this entire experience was beginning to feel holo, more like a nightmare than anything that could really be happening. “You didn’t answer my question.”


  “I’ll see you in two days. If I hear you talk like that again, I will have to report you.” The medic shoved the pills into Era’s hand and went to the door.


  “What if I say no?”


  “Say no?”


  “What if I don’t want to abort.”


  Medic Faust took a deep breath and met Era’s gaze. “Disobeying population regulation is treason. I trust you don’t want to experience the consequences of that.”


  She hit the button on the door and gestured for Era to leave.


  As Era passed through the doorway, the old medic gripped her shoulder with one bony hand. “You’re young enough to get another chance. The next one could be viable.”


  Era narrowed her eyes. “‘A better world awaits.’ Doesn’t it?”


  Medic Faust pursed her lips and released Era’s arm.


  Era placed her hand against her stomach and hurried away, not knowing where she was going, only knowing she needed to get as far away from this level as she could.


  ∞


  She took the stairs two at a time, not sure where she was fleeing to. A few colonists flashed her dark looks as she pushed past, but she didn’t slow down until she reached the top of the stairs. Observation.


  It’d be empty during last mess, so close to curfew, but maybe…maybe Zephyr would be here. She wouldn’t have stayed in the galley for long without Era.


  The blood-red planet filled the expanse, impassive as ever about its role in humanity’s survival.


  Dritan was down there somewhere. Era’s eyes burned, and she moved forward, searching for Zephyr’s familiar head of red-blond hair.


  Zephyr sat in front of the glass, but she wasn’t alone. Tadeo sat beside her, his head tilted toward her. He smiled at something she said and leaned closer.


  Era’s stomach twisted. Tadeo didn’t need to know her baby was defective. And Zephyr didn’t need her night ruined. Little enough happiness on this fleet.


  Era strode to the furthest empty corner of the observation deck. She collapsed on the floor and pressed against the hard metal wall. She still clutched the plastic packet of grimp in her hand, and she let it slide to the floor beside her.


  Grimp would dull the pain, but it felt wrong to dull her senses—to avoid feeling the pain she should feel. Did feel.


  This blackness felt like deep space, a place with no warmth, and no hope of life or light ahead. Soren blurred in her vision as the tears finally came.


  At least her baby wouldn’t have to suffer a lifetime on Soren. She pressed both hands against her stomach and closed her eyes. Her own body had betrayed her, formed a baby who couldn’t survive.


  My baby. Never just a ‘collection of non-sentient cells.’ In two days, I’ll cast you into a world that would have killed you even if I’d carried you longer.


  “I’m so sorry,” Era whispered.


  The ancestors deserved what they got for what they did to humanity.


  No one ever talked about what it was like to have to abort. Was it this excruciating for others, or did she have an abnormal attachment to this—to the baby—within her?


  Of course, it had to be done. There was no use carrying it to term. The lungs and heart would be wrong, deformed. It’d be born into the world and suffocate before taking its first breath. Letting it come to term was cruel and a waste of the extra food and water she’d consume.


  The regulation was there to protect the living. She’d been so naive to let herself feel love for this baby before knowing if it had the Defect.


  She rubbed the rough fabric over her stomach and swallowed against the pain in her throat. But would you really die? Is everything I know about the Defect true?


  Era’s gaze focused on the jumpgate.


  CD-1dy34b. The cube with the Legacy Code history on it.


  Accessing the records would be treason, and she couldn’t get to them anyway, even if she was willing to commit the crime. And she wasn’t. She wouldn’t betray Mali’s trust.


  Era Corinth. Traitor.


  She let out a bitter laugh and wiped her face with her sleeve. Dritan told her to keep her head down. What would happen if the medic did report what Era said today? How could I be so stupid?


  She took a deep breath, grabbed the grimp packet from the floor, and pushed to her feet.


  Zephyr and Tadeo still sat in front of the expanse, huddled close on the bench.


  Era pushed her thoughts of treason away, buried them deep. She had to abort, follow the law. Other women did it. They aborted and somehow survived. She’d survive too. What other option was there?


  



  


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Era spooned some quin gruel into her mouth and tried to swallow it. So tired. She’d had the nightmare again last night. Maybe her mind had been trying to warn her this whole time she’d have to abort.


  She looked down at the sad, half-ration of gruel she’d been given, dropped the spoon into her bowl, and searched the galley for Zephyr. Era found her at the end of the line, taking a steaming bowl and cup from the galley worker’s grasp. Zephyr stepped out of line and headed toward her.


  “Sorry I missed you last night,” she said as she slid onto the bench across from Era. She stared into her gruel, her spoon poised above it, a crooked half-smile on her lips. “I waited for you, but Tadeo wanted to meet up, and well, you know. He might’ve been hurt if I didn’t show. Couldn’t disappoint him.”


  Zephyr wrinkled her nose and lifted a spoonful of the gruel. She let the coagulated mass slide back into the bowl. “But—ugh. I might have to stop seeing him if he keeps talking about the president like she’s some kind of old Earth Goddess.”


  Era extended her arms in front of her, hands in fists, and closed her eyes. If there ever were any gods, they’d turned their backs on humanity a long time ago. She took a deep breath and opened her eyes.


  “By the way, you’re wrong about him. He definitely likes girls—” Zephyr looked at Era and her brow creased with concern. “I did wait for you, you know, at least—for a little while—”


  “I was at medlevel,” Era said.


  Zephyr’s eyes widened, and she reached across the table to grip Era’s hand. “I said I’d come with you.”


  Era shook her head and forced the words out. “I have to abort.”


  Zephyr’s eyes darted to the colonists on either side of them. “I’m sorry,” she said in a low voice. “I didn’t know.”


  Era’s stomach turned inside out, and she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.


  “When? When do you have to do it?”


  “Tomorrow. First shift. Second block.” Era wanted to tell Zephyr what she’d been thinking about the Defect. She wanted to tell her what she’d heard the traitor say, but she couldn’t, not here in the galley. And what good would it do anyway?


  “You want me to come with you?” Zephyr asked. “I will. I’m coming. Mali’ll let me.”


  Era nodded slightly and drew her arm away from Zephyr.


  The loud chatter in the galley died to a whisper, and Era looked up, seeking the reason. She found it. A group of guards were pushing past people waiting in the mess line.


  The guards spread out and began walking through the galley, past each table, searching, just like they had the day the traitor attacked Tesmee.


  One of them walked by Era, and she held her breath, shrinking in her seat. She saw herself, reflected in his eyepiece, as his gaze swept over them.


  His comcuff crackled. “Near Entrance B.”


  The guard strode toward the far end of the galley, and Era twisted on the bench to see what was happening.


  Shouts echoed across the hushed space from the area where the sublevel workers sat. Where Dritan’s crew used to sit. The guards hauled four colonists to their feet and led them toward the doors.


  One of the workers, a half who looked fresh out of caretaker sector, pulled away from the guards. “I didn’t mean it. I didn’t mean what I said.” His high-pitched voice rang out, and everyone craned their necks in his direction.


  The guard closest to the boy reached for him, but the boy lurched away, running for the doors. Another guard darted after him and slammed a fist into the back of his head.


  The boy went down, and Era sucked in a breath. Why would the president bother arresting a brand new half? What could he possibly have said or done to be a threat?


  Two of the guards dragged the limp boy out of the galley with the rest of the prisoners. Several moments passed, and the chatter picked up again, more subdued than it had been.


  Era stared into her gruel, her appetite gone. This ship was supposed to be safer. The guards were supposed to be here to protect the colonists. Weren’t they?


  Zephyr slammed her spoon into her bowl. “So our president’s arresting halfs now. She gonna send guards to caretaker sector next?”


  Era took a drink of water to get rid of the sour taste in her mouth. She cupped her palms over her belly, too sick to eat, and waited for Zephyr to be done.


  This will be gone after tomorrow. My baby will be gone.


  She blinked to banish the tears springing up in her eyes. How would she get through this without Dritan? Zephyr didn’t get it. She couldn’t understand what this was like—not yet.


  Era had thrown the grimp Medic Faust gave her on the shelf next to her bunk and hadn’t given it a second thought. But right now, the promise of feeling nothing tempted her. Anything to get rid of this pain.


  “The president will what? Save us all? The president does what’s good for the president.” That’s what Zephyr had said. But Era hadn’t believed it. Now she didn’t know what to believe.


  Had she been naive to think the president had the fleet’s best interests at heart? Had she been stupid to think this ship could be a chance at a better life in the fleet?


  A movement pressed against her from within her womb. The tears filling her eyes poured over, and she wiped them away. Not gonna cry. Not here.


  Era felt a light hand on her shoulder, and she looked up. Zephyr had finished and was standing next to her. “Dritan will come back,” she said. “You’ll try again.”


  I don’t want to try again. I want this baby.


  Era stood up and grabbed her bowl to take it back to the line. She dropped it into the bin and followed Zephyr out of the galley.


  When they stepped into the corridor, Zephyr crossed her arms. “Tadeo wanted to meet up during midbreak, but we can—”


  “No. You should be with him.”


  “But…I finished my song yesterday. We could go up to Observation…”


  “I didn’t sleep that great. I think I’m just going to go back to my cubic ‘til my shift.”


  The buzzer went off, and a quiet group of techs exited the galley, followed by a crew of sublevel workers.


  Zephyr gave Era a hug. The warm touch made Era’s eyes fill again.


  “You know Mali just wanted to get rid of me,” she said. “I’m gonna find a way to get back on the same shift as you.”


  “Go, before you’re late,” Era said.


  All she wanted to do was crawl back into her bunk, hug Dritan’s pillow to her and inhale the quickly fading scent of him.


  “See you at last mess?”


  “Yeah. For sure,” Era said.


  Zephyr gave her a little wave and turned to go. She walked to the main stairwell, her chin held high, her long impractical red-blond hair swinging behind her. Defiant in a place steeped in too much fear.


  I’ve never been defiant about anything.


  Era pressed a fist against the swell of her stomach and headed the opposite way, for the stairwell that would drop her off closest to her cubic.


  The Defect is a Lie.


  Medic Faust had never answered her—had never said it wasn’t.


  Something broke free inside Era, and the tightness in her chest released.


  I won’t go through with the abortion.


  She couldn’t do it. Not without seeing the truth for herself, with her own eyes.


  And she knew how she could access CD-1dy34b.


  


  



  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  Era had never been very good at deception. By the time she reached the repository for her shift, her suit stuck to her in all the wrong places, and every beat of her heart felt like a dying helio banging against her ribcage.


  Mali would see her and know what Era was planning. How could she not?


  A large crowd had gathered in the waiting area, and Era realized, with a start, that comms were going out today.


  Mali stood at the comm station, helping an older worker, a man whose name Era didn’t know. Mali handed holo gear to a waiting colonist and smiled when she saw Era walking through the doors.


  “Do we have an order today?” Era tried to say it like she didn’t care, but failed.


  “No, not yet.”


  Era’s muscles relaxed. Her plan hinged on being here when the cube order came in. But could she really do it? Could she really betray Mali?


  Mali’s eyes drifted to Era’s stomach, then she met Era’s gaze.


  You didn’t pry into the status of someone else’s pregnancy. Mali wouldn’t ask her about it, and Era didn’t trust herself to talk about it without blurting out her plan. “Where do you want me today?”


  “Transport’s going out. I’m about to help witness.” Mali tilted her head toward the table where Paige and Helice sat, two comm cases in front of them. “They’re handling incoming and outgoing, but we’re short on handhelds.”


  Era repressed a sigh. She’d have to record a message for Dritan. What would she say? How could she say it?


  “I’ll fix handhelds.” Era swiped her card across the scanner.


  Mali logged an eyepiece in and handed it to her. “I’ll be witnessing if you need me.”


  Era nodded and walked to storage. As she retrieved the bin of holos, her eyes drifted to the empty archive cube cases, and her heart sped up.


  If the chief brought an order today, she’d add the Legacy Code cube to it. But there were too many things she had to do to ensure she didn’t get caught. So many places where things could go wrong.


  She didn’t carry the bin to a cubic. Instead, she chose a table near the archivist station. She had to be close by if an order came. There’d only be one chance.


  Era worked on the handhelds, glancing up every so often toward the doors. She’d finished her fifth handheld when Chief Petroff walked in.


  She clutched the next handheld in one sticky palm and gestured to make it seem like she was working.


  “Excuse me,” the chief said.


  Era deactivated her eyepiece and looked up. The chief stood next to her table, an archive case in his hand.


  “I have an order for Mali.” He lowered his brow.


  Era’s stomach dropped, and she licked her lips. “She’s witnessing messages.”


  “Can you get her?” He said it slowly, dragging each word out like he thought she was some worthless half.


  Mali would reprimand Era for this, but what was this against the treason she was about to commit? She wiped her palms down her suit.


  “I’m busy right now,” she said.


  The chief’s face reddened, and Era reactivated her eyepiece. He grunted and walked off.


  Era waited a moment, her mouth drier than quin flatbread, then stood and walked over to the archivist station. She tried to act natural, but every movement felt stiff.


  The chief was talking to Paige now. Paige glanced her way and pointed to one of the recording cubics.


  Hurry. Sweat sprung up on Era’s forehead as she gestured to activate her eyepiece and connect it with the stationary’s display module. She pulled the diagnostic out and hooked it to the stationary.


  It took her less than a minute to locate the line of code she’d fixed a week earlier, the one that had caused the interface to go blank on Mali. She rewrote it, changing it back to the infinite loop glitch.


  Mali had exited the recording cubic and was speaking with Chief Petroff.


  Era’s stomach turned as she made a fist to close out the code and gestured to deactivate her eyepiece. She shoved the diagnostic under the station and stepped back just as Mali and the chief started walking toward her.


  Era put her hands behind her and took several deep breaths. Had Mali seen her? What’s my excuse for why I’m standing here and not fixing handhelds? What would Zephyr say?


  Mali drew closer and narrowed her eyes. “Era, please come get me next time.”


  “I…I will. I’m sorry.” Era focused on her scuffed boots.


  Why am I here, why am I here, why am I here?


  “I just wanted to find out how many working handhelds you need.” Lame.


  Mali’s brow wrinkled. “I need as many as you can fix.”


  Chief Petroff gave Mali his shift card and the archive case. Mali swiped his card and handed it back.


  “When do you need this by?” Mali asked.


  “I’ll be back at the end of shift.”


  “We’ll have it for you.”


  Chief Petroff’s steely gaze landed on Era again, and he headed for the door. She turned back to the table and clasped her hands over her stomach in a failed effort to stop it from churning.


  Mali swore under her breath. “Era. There’s that glitch again. How long will it take you to fix it? I hope I don’t need to go chase Chief Petroff down for his card.”


  “Depends on what kind of glitch it is.” She barely heard the sound of her own voice over the rush of her pulse.


  Mali sighed. “Try to get it working. I’ll go return these.”


  Mali walked toward the archives, and Era’s shoulders caved, all the tension in her giving way to fear and guilt. Maybe she was better at this deception thing than she thought.


  She attached her eyepiece to the system and fixed the glitch.


  When she finished, she took a quick look around. Still alone. No one paying attention to her.


  She accessed the cube order. Two files appeared. The order and a request for personnel files. She set her jaw and tapped the cube order.


  “New entry,” she whispered.


  A blinking dot appeared at the bottom of the list.


  “CD-1dy34b.”


  She released a slow breath when the code appeared in the slot. The subject material probably didn’t match whatever else executive had ordered, so she dragged it higher on the list. With luck, Mali wouldn’t notice the anomaly.


  Era closed the file out, then accessed the memory core to delete her eyepiece signature and the fact that she’d added an entry to the cube.


  She’d try to get back in here and delete the addition later, but she couldn’t worry about that now. Its presence on the list would be a mystery. An accidental add-on. She doubted they would even notice this extra cube.


  “Is it done?” Mali said.


  Era gripped the station, and her hands slipped down the edge, damp with sweat. Mali stood next to her, had appeared without Era hearing her approach.


  “It’s fixed.” Era disconnected her eyepiece and the diagnostic from the display module, and Mali checked her work.


  “Looks like a simple cube pull and data search,” Mali said. “I can handle this. I really need those handhelds.”


  “I’ll get back to it.” Era hurried away without waiting for a response.


  She watched furtively as Mali fetched the case from storage and brought it into the archives.


  Would Mali notice the cube she’d added, suspect something wasn’t right? Breathe. She tried to focus on the handheld she was attempting to fix, but her brain wouldn’t cooperate.


  Mali finally exited the archives with the case and took it straight to storage. Era felt the flush in her cheeks, the sweat dripping down her back.


  This thrill was new. It had an edge, yet filled her with a kind of wild, terrifying relief. She’d broken the rules, and no one had noticed.


  Once she fixed the other handhelds, she’d take the bin back to storage.


  And then she’d learn the truth.


  ∞


  Era pushed a working handheld to the side of the table and picked up the next one. Some glitch in the system kept the interface from loading. She wiped the sweat from her forehead and connected the diagnostic. The only way to fix this was to start over, delete everything. She reset the system to its original settings and loaded a fresh copy of the main program.


  The interface reappeared, and Era tested it. Everything worked.


  Sometimes the tech just needed a new copy of the program—a new chance to function smoothly.


  The time on her eyepiece told her she only had two hours left until the end of shift.


  I can’t do it.


  Why had she done something so stupid? If they found out now, would they call it treason? They might take away her clearance, switch her job, but she hadn’t accessed the cube yet. It wasn’t too late to back out, to forget she ever did any of this and hope no one up in executive noticed the extra cube in the case.


  “How many do we have?” Mali said from beside her.


  Era dropped the handheld.


  “You feeling alright?”


  “I’m okay.”


  “Chief Petroff will be back soon for the pull and comms. I want you to help me witness.”


  Era picked up the handheld she’d just fixed and pointed to the pile off to the side of the table. “I got those working. I’ll take the rest back to storage.”


  Era dropped the working handheld into the bin and hefted it into her arms. She carried it back to storage, bile inching further up her throat with each step. She swiped her card, and the door slid open. The lume bar illuminated the compartment, and Era stepped inside.


  The door slid closed behind her, and she pushed the bin onto the shelf. Only then did she allow herself to look at the archive cases on the shelf below. The case on top would contain the cube she’d added.


  I can’t do it. I won’t. She stood taller and exhaled. It wasn’t too late to stop this. What would Dritan say if he knew what she’d already done?


  She walked back to the door and leaned against the panel beside it, pressing her forehead to the cool metal. But I’ll be aborting our baby without ever knowing the truth. And the truth’s here. How long before I get another chance to see it?


  She groaned and focused on the panel in front of her. She popped it off and scrutinized the underlying circuitry.


  There it was. The wire that always gave Dritan and her so much trouble in their cubic. She never thought she’d be locking herself in on purpose.


  She disconnected the wire and hit the button next to the door to be sure her sabotage had worked. The door didn’t open.


  Every muscle in her body screamed at her to get out of the cubic, give this up, but she licked her lips and walked to the shelf. She plunged her hand into the bin and retrieved the handheld she’d fixed.


  She placed it on the floor and pulled the archive case from the shelf.


  Once I do this, there’s no going back.


  Era took a deep breath and opened the case.


  



  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  The line of silver cubes looked exactly like any other collection of cubes, except for the tiny numbers engraved into the sides of each of them. Era leaned in, squinting, and searched for the right cube.


  It should be somewhere in the middle of the group, if Mali had stored them in order.


  CD-1dy34b.


  She picked it up and pushed it into the handheld before she could change her mind. Once she activated her eyepiece, the cube would store her shift card information in its memory core. But she should be able to delete it, even if the memory core had security measures in place.


  The Defect is a lie.


  Let’s see if it is. She turned the handheld on and twisted her wrist.


  Rows of files appeared on the cube—too many for Era to search through. Her hand trembled as she tapped the first one and splayed her fingers wide to bring it up.


  A holovid shimmered into existence, and Era recoiled.


  The woman before her was ancient, older than anyone she’d ever seen. Watery brown eyes peered out from wrinkled, sagging skin. Was this a woman from Earth? People used to live longer, before life on the fleet put an end to that.


  The woman cleared her throat.


  “Name: Avia Sherman, Infinitek Lead Scientist, Genetic Research.


  This is the official reference file for genetic modification 2672 at allele rs120893068. The modification is heritable, appearing in half of all fetuses. It results…”


  Avia’s voice cracked and she cleared her throat.


  “It results in serious heart and lung defects. Early attempts to repair the defective gene have met with little to no success. The only way to increase the lifespan of affected newborns is through heart and lung surgery. Three in five newborns survive the surgeries. Long-term prognosis unknown. Chances of survival are greater with proper care and resources. If facilities or resources not available…”


  Avia closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, she raised a hand. “Abortion recommended.” She made a fist, and the holo went blank.


  Era rocked back on her heels and sank against the metal shelf, unable to keep her balance. She wrapped both hands around the swell of her belly.


  Not hopeless, like they’d said.


  The Defect wasn’t a lie. But they’d all been lied to. Her baby had a chance, could live. How many women had aborted children who could’ve survived if only they’d been given the chance?


  Heat rose in Era’s cheeks, and she clenched her hands into fists. The fluttering in her belly happened more frequently now. She hadn’t imagined the movements and couldn’t deny their existence any longer. Her baby was not just a collection of cells. How could she abort, now that she knew her baby had a chance?


  What operations needed to be done? Could the medics here on the Paragon do them? They had the space, the medics, the drugs they made on zero deck…


  Era gestured, intent on opening the next file. A beep went off outside the door and she froze. Mali was trying to access the storage cubic.


  Era jerked her hand in a gesture to bring up the cube’s memory core. Her pulse roared in her ears as she located the access data, found her eyepiece signature, and tried to wipe the last entry. The interface flickered, malfunctioning, and blanked. She was locked out of the program.


  The door beeped again, and a faint voice called from the other side of it.


  Era sucked in a breath and tried to slow her heart down. “The door’s stuck.” Her voice came out too soft, so she repeated it, louder this time.


  Mali replied, her words muffled.


  Era couldn’t leave this cubic until she’d erased the evidence of her treason. How long did she have before Mali called up a maintenance crew to force open the door?


  She stood on shaky legs and gripped the edge of the holo gear bin. It slid through her hands and crashed to the floor. The sound of it seemed impossibly loud in the small space, and it paralyzed her. Mali called out again.


  Move, Era. Focus.


  She righted the bin and grabbed the diagnostic from where it had fallen on the tile. She knelt down next to the frozen handheld and hooked the diagnostic in.


  The code came up in her eyepiece, and she scanned it, seeking the error.


  There.


  Another knock on the door.


  “I’m trying to open it from in here. I’m working on it.” Era yelled the words, but they sounded like they came from someone else. Her brain was trying to untangle the broken code before her. She let her mind take over and rewrote the code, fixing the bug. The handheld’s interface reappeared.


  She inhaled ragged breaths, brought up the archive cube once more, and accessed the memory core.


  She gestured to delete her eyepiece signature. A warning appeared.


  Unauthorized Command.


  Era narrowed her eyes. Unauthorized didn’t mean inaccessible. She’d expected this, hadn’t she?


  She tried another method. That one failed, too.


  Mali yelled something. It sounded like a question.


  “I think I figured it out.” Era closed her eyes. “One minute.”


  I think I figured it out.


  Era tried accessing the memory core using another trick, a hack her father had taught her for when the ship’s systems malfunctioned and rendered memory core data inaccessible. It could damage the data, but what other choice did she have?


  The memory core came up, and Era tried once more to delete her eyepiece signature.


  It worked.


  She bit off a giddy laugh, double-checked the memory core to be sure her signature was gone, and ripped the cube from the handheld.


  She dropped the cube into the archive case, ensured it lined up the way Mali had stored it, and placed it back on the shelf.


  The handhelds were still scattered across the floor. Heart pounding, she scooped them up, dumped them in the bin, and shoved it back on the shelf.


  Her hands were damp, and they slipped along the wire’s plastic coating as she reconnected it. She clumsily slid the panel in place and stepped away from it.


  The door opened. Mali met Era’s gaze, and Era stiffened.


  What have I done?


  It was over. Mali would know, would have to suspect. A cold chill took root in Era, and she placed her hands behind her back, pressing closer to the shelf.


  I committed treason. The penalty for treason is—


  “What happened?”


  “The door jammed. And just now—it finally opened. I don’t know what happened.” The words rushed out, the sound of them too bright, false.


  Mali pressed the inner button to keep the door from sliding shut on them. “I was getting ready to call the maintenance crew up…Oh. Come child, no more tears. Wipe your face, now.”


  Era nodded dumbly and wiped at her damp cheeks. When had she started crying?


  Did Mali really trust her so much that she didn’t suspect anything? That she couldn’t see the obvious?


  Mali gave her a kindly smile. Era sniffed and forced her legs to move, to propel her out of storage.


  She’d done it. She’d committed treason and hadn’t gotten caught. They would never know she looked at the cube.


  But now that she knew the truth, what would she do with it?


  ∞


  Era followed Mali to the recording station and picked up one of the handhelds, a vidrelay, and a handful of blank comm cubes to record messages on.


  The Defect can be fixed.


  “Eight is empty.” Mali pointed to a recording cubic at the far end of the wall.


  Era waved a waiting colonist over and led him to the compartment. She set up the vidrelay, then activated her handheld and eyepiece. “Where’s this going?”


  The man sat down. “The London.”


  Three in five infants survive the surgeries.


  Era retreated to her own chair across the table from him, tapped the holo between the vidrelay rods, and gestured to start the recording.


  My baby might live.


  The man began to speak, but his words melded together, became meaningless. He could be making plans for another riot right now, and she wouldn’t have noticed. Or cared.


  What would happen when she refused to abort? Because she couldn’t go along with it. Not now.


  What would Medic Faust do? Did she know the truth? How could the woman perform abortions if she did?


  Era squeezed her hands in her lap.


  She’d have to admit she knew an operation could fix her baby. Only she couldn’t admit that, because then they’d know she’d looked at the archives. And then they’d know who added the cube to the order.


  How could she save her child without giving away her treason? Some deep part of her had believed everything she’d ever been taught about the Defect. She’d never considered what she’d do if the traitor turned out to be right.


  The enormity of the truth settled within her, and she shivered.


  The man cleared his throat, finished now, and she shut off the vidrelay. She rose to her feet and walked him to the door. He left the cubic, but Era didn’t call the next person in. She stole a glance around the waiting area. Paige and Helice were engrossed in a conversation, and no one else looked her way.


  She closed the door and pressed her back against it, staring at the scuffed metal panels across from her. She’d tell Medic Faust what she knew and ask her to save her child. If the medic refused to save her baby, she’d threaten to tell the fleet the truth about the Defect. It was the only thing she had to bargain with.


  But could she really keep this secret in exchange for her own baby’s survival? The rest of the fleet would have to know sometime. Her stomach twisted.


  She’d patch that panel when it failed. She had to save her own baby first. If she couldn’t even do that, how could she help anyone else?


  But if she gave the medic that ultimatum, threatened to spill their secret, they’d arrest her and airlock her. She needed a back-up plan. She didn’t want to involve Zephyr, but she couldn’t do this alone.


  Era clenched her hands into fists and stumbled back to the table. She knew what she had to do.


  Technically, she needed a witness to watch her record a message to Dritan. But what was one more law broken after what she’d done today? What she planned to do?


  Era sat where the colonist had and dropped his cube next to her. She took a new, blank cube and pushed it into the handheld.


  What should she tell Dritan? She couldn’t tell him everything, but she had to tell him something. In case it all went wrong.


  She sat up straight, tapped the vidrelay holo and began the recording. Her eyepiece would give away the fact that she had no witness, that she was recording her own message, so she took it off and set it aside.


  “Name: Era Corinth. Message for: Dritan Corinth. Destination: Soren.”


  She paused and waited a full minute to begin speaking. Whoever sorted cubes down on Soren didn’t need to hear any part of her message.


  “I know you’ve been waiting on news from me. Our baby…our baby has the Defect. But I found out something else, something I shouldn’t have. I wish I could tell you more, but I can’t. Not like this.


  “I’m sorry I have to do what I’m about to do, and that it might cause trouble for you, but…I have to. Please don’t be worried about me. I miss you every day.”


  Era pressed her lips together and tried to look confident. She should tell him he’d hear from her soon, that she was planning to save their baby, but pulling Zephyr into this was bad enough. She wouldn’t drag Dritan into it too. Zephyr’s father might be able to protect her, but who would protect Dritan? He’d end up airlocked, like his crew members. The less he knew, the better.


  “I love you,” she said. She put the eyepiece back on and gestured to turn off the vidrelay. For the first time in months, her body felt light. The heavy weight she hadn’t realized she’d been carrying was gone. This plan was crazy, terrifying even, but it was a plan.


  Era accessed the holovid she’d recorded and clipped it, deleting the parts where she’d worn her eyepiece.


  She took the cube from the handheld, set it off to the side, and inserted a blank one.


  Someone’s gonna walk in on me.


  But she couldn’t risk locking herself in a cubic twice in one day. Not when she’d already been caught once. She’d have to take her chances.


  Era sat up straight, cleared her throat, and hit record. She didn’t bother removing her eyepiece. No need to hide her treason this time.


  “My name is Era Corinth…and I’m a traitor. I illegally accessed the archives, but I hope that once I share what I learned, you can forgive my treason.


  “What we’ve been told about the Defect is a lie. The truth about the Defect can be found on archive cube CD-1dy34b. Three out of five defective newborns can be saved through surgery. Our children don’t have to be aborted.”


  Era paused, letting her truth sink in for her imaginary audience.


  “I’m recording this comm as a fail-safe. I intend to ask my medic on the Paragon to save my child. I believe there’s a good chance they’ll charge me with treason once they realize what I’ve done. But I have to try to save my baby.”


  The words caught in Era’s throat, and she had to close her eyes and take a deep breath before continuing.


  “If they charge me—if they prevent me from sharing what I’ve found—I will ensure my discoveries are shared with the fleet. In fact, if you’re watching this now, I probably failed to save my child. But with this knowledge…you might be able to save yours.”


  Era stared into the vidrelay for a moment longer, then shut it off. She pulled out the cube and strode to the far wall. This wasn’t something she could carry around with her. She popped one of the panels off and nestled her fail-safe in a jumble of wires.


  A recording cubic had to be near the bottom of any maintenance priority list. And who would ever think she’d hide it in the very room she’d recorded it in? No one would be looking for this here. No one except Zephyr, if the worst came to pass.


  She reattached the panel and picked up Dritan’s comm cube in one hand and the colonist’s comm in the other.


  A flutter passed through her belly. Whether it was the baby or her own renewed hope, she didn’t know. It didn’t matter. She had a plan. She had a way to save her child and a way to protect herself if things didn’t go well.


  This could work. It had to.


  Era exited the recording cubic and headed straight for the table where Paige and Helice sat collecting comms.


  Paige looked up and scowled. She stood, the outgoing message case in her grasp. “I’m done sorting. Sorry. You’re too late. The chief is here.”


  Era’s hand went to her belly. Chief Petroff stood in front of the archivist station’s high counter, gripping the archive cube case. Mali worked behind the station, her eyepiece activated. Zephyr stood by her side, her face drawn and pale. Zephyr?


  Era’s scalp prickled, and time seemed to slow. Why was Zephyr here? “I’m taking the case to Mali.”


  Helice fidgeted in her chair, looking at Paige.


  Paige narrowed her eyes. “Just because you—”


  Enough of this glitch. Era wrenched the case from Paige’s grasp and slammed it down on the table. She flipped open the lid and dropped her cube to Dritan into the Soren container and the colonist’s cube in the container for the London.


  “Mali will—”


  “I’m taking it.” Era closed the case and yanked it away as Paige reached out to grab it.


  Era started toward the archivist station and froze. Zephyr was staring at her, eyes wide, lips slightly parted. Mali’s somber attention was directed at something only she could see on the stationary’s holo.


  The air around Era seemed to gather a charge, and her legs grew heavy, like someone had dialed up the grav system.


  Her body begged her to run the other way, but her legs took her forward, toward a scene that made no sense. Something was very wrong. They knew.


  Zephyr took a few steps toward Era, one arm outstretched.


  Era gave the message shipment to Chief Petroff without making eye contact and waited. Her muscles tensed, and her pulse thrummed in her ears. He would arrest her. Why else would Mali be looking at her like that?


  The chief said something to Mali and strode away, message to Dritan in one case, Era’s treasonous cube order addition in the other. She let her gaze follow him out the doors, and she exhaled when they slid shut behind him. He hadn’t arrested her. They didn’t know what she’d done.


  But if they didn’t know…


  Zephyr grabbed Era’s hand. Mali removed her eyepiece. She was crying.


  Era looked from Mali to Zephyr and back.


  A darkness bloomed within her, sucking her in, dragging her down. She took a step back, shaking her head. A moan rose in her throat and stuck there. Her intuition broke through, finally relaying the message it’d been sending since she first caught sight of Zephyr.


  “I’m so sorry, child. There’s been an accident on Soren.”


  



  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  As if a breach had opened, all air was sucked from the repository. Era pressed a fist to her chest, and Zephyr squeezed her other hand tighter.


  “The report says there was a cave-in. No survivors.” Mali’s voice sounded far away, muffled like a damaged holovid.


  “No,” Era said. “No. Not his crew. I just got a message from him—”


  “It was his crew.” Mali’s voice was firm, denying all hope.


  “They need to keep looking, then. They have oxygen, ways to survive…” Era took a step toward Mali and tried to shake off Zephyr’s grasp. “What did the message say?” Era’s voice cracked at the end of her words.


  Mali moved around the station and touched Era’s arm. “Executive got the message yesterday. The accident happened three days ago.”


  “He could still be alive—”


  “They’ve scanned the area of the cave-in and have detected no life.”


  “Tech can be wrong.”


  “It’s been three days. And they don’t report loss of life until they’re certain. I’m sorry.”


  Era bent over, clutching her chest, the tiles beneath her blurring in and out of focus.


  Three days. No sign of life.


  Emergency supplies lasted two.


  Punishment. Losing her husband, her baby defective, just like what happened to the traitor.


  I’ll never do anything wrong again. I’ll be a model colonist, live quietly, not question things. Please let him be alive.


  But who was listening?


  The universe didn’t care who lived and died. Soren had no say in it. People just died. They just did, and there was never a reason.


  Her eyes burned, and her legs gave out beneath her. She crumpled to the cold floor. I knew what would happen the day he left. I knew. I knew he’d never come back.


  A strangled sob made it past the pain in her throat, and hot tears slid down her cheeks. She drew her knees in to her chest and rocked back and forth, barely aware of Zephyr and Mali by her side, rubbing her neck, squeezing her arms, saying things she couldn’t make out.


  Era tasted the salt of her tears. She dropped her face onto her knees and wept.


  He was never coming back.


  “Get up, Era. Come on. Let’s go back to your cubic.” Zephyr pulled on her arm.


  Era let Zephyr and Mali drag her to her feet. Mali handed her a suit scrap, and Era wiped uselessly at her nose, at the tears still streaming down her face.


  “Take her back. Stay with her,” Mali said.


  Zephyr took Era’s arm and led her to the repository doors. Everyone in the waiting area stared, but Era couldn’t stop crying. The blackness had swallowed her. She didn’t care what they thought. Let them see it.


  Everyone had lost someone. Why’d they bury it, pretend it was all okay?


  Until someone didn’t. Like the traitor. He hadn’t been able to live with what had been taken from him.


  Could she?


  Era pressed the wet scrap up to her mouth and allowed Zephyr to drag her down the stairs and through the corridors. People stepped out of the way and averted their eyes.


  When they got to Era’s cubic, she stood still, numb from the inside out. Zephyr gently removed Era’s shift card from her pocket and opened the cubic. Era would have to move back to the singles sector now, back with Zephyr.


  Zephyr activated the helio, illuminating the space, and Era stumbled to the bunk and collapsed onto it, the pain swelling in her again.


  Never coming back.


  She drew Dritan’s pillow to her like she had every night since he’d gone. The scent of him was faint, but still there. She buried her face in it, and silent sobs wracked her body.


  She heard Zephyr fumbling around on the shelf next to the bunk and felt a hand on her back.


  “Drink some of this,” Zephyr said.


  Era sat up and took the canteen Zephyr offered her, but just cried harder. She bent over, clutching her belly.


  Zephyr held up the clear package of pills. “They gave you grimp?”


  Era nodded, and Zephyr squeezed one from the pack. “Take it.”


  “No.” Era tried to catch her breath. “The president killed him. She killed Dritan. She’s been lying to us about the Defect. They can save my baby.”


  She reached out and gripped Zephyr by the arm. “I recorded it all. So when I tell them I won’t abort…if they arrest me for treason, you can get the recording and tell them what I know.” The words came out halting, broken by her sobs.


  Zephyr’s brow wrinkled, and she hissed in a breath through her teeth. “I don’t understand. What recording? What does this have to do with…with your abortion?”


  “The Defect’s a lie.” Era choked on the words as they came. “I recorded the truth. Hid it. They won’t take my baby.”


  “Recorded what? You think…you think the Defect is a lie? I know this is—take this. Take this. So we can talk.” Zephyr held the tablet up to Era’s lips.


  Era turned her head. Hysteria was rising in her, a chaotic pulse of fear and panic mingling with her grief. Dritan was dead, and she’d soon follow him if she refused to get an abortion.


  “You have to listen. The Defect—”


  Zephyr pressed the tablet to Era’s mouth, and Era clamped it shut and shook her head.


  “It’s not addicting unless you take it for a long time,” Zephyr said softly. “It’ll help. You need to calm down.”


  Era’s whole body ached, and the walls of the cubic seemed to be moving closer, squeezing the air from the room, suffocating her.


  The loss, the Dritan-shaped hole inside her felt like something she could never crawl out of. Zephyr pushed the tablet against Era’s lips, more insistent now, and Era opened them. The pain would fade, just for a little while.


  The pill dissolved on Era’s tongue, and she took a sip of water to wash the bitter taste away. The drug would make it easier for Era to breathe, to talk and get Zephyr to listen.


  Era sank back onto the bunk, tears still leaking from her eyes, and stared at the ceiling. Her distorted reflection stared back at her, and she watched her face relax as the drug took hold. Her hands unclenched, and a warm calm spread through her.


  More of a numbness than calm, really. It all just faded away, leaving her floating in an empty space where nothing mattered.


  “I’m so sorry,” Zephyr said.


  Era’s gaze shifted to Zephyr. She watched her take her eyepiece and handheld from her pocket and set them on the shelf.


  “What do you want to tell me? About the Defect?”


  “Play something for me.” Her own voice sounded disembodied to her ears, as if it came from someone else’s mouth.


  “Play what?” Zephyr didn’t meet Era’s eyes.


  “The song. The song you finally finished.”


  Zephyr nodded, and Era stared up at the ceiling again, her hands on her belly. Would the grimp harm her baby? She’d taken it without thinking. What did that say about her? About the grimp? She should feel anxious now, but she didn’t. This drug erased everything. The tiny part of her that wanted to care rose up and floated away.


  “I’m not aborting,” Era said.


  “Shh. Just relax. I’ll play you the song.”


  “No. I’m a traitor.” It sounded casual, like she’d said “I’m tired.”


  The music began to play, and Zephyr laid on the bunk. “Shh. Stop talking like that.”


  Era stared into Zephyr’s blue eyes. “I love you, Zeph. You’re the best friend anyone could ask for.”


  “I love you, too.” Zephyr’s voice sounded strained. “I’ll stay with you ‘til curfew, but I need to be back at my cubic for bunk check.”


  “I wish you could stay.”


  “I’ll take your shift card with me, so I can let myself back in. I’ll be back before first mess. Back before you even wake up.” Tears spilled from Zephyr’s eyes, tracking wet lines down her pale face.


  “Don’t cry,” Era said. She smiled and wiped Zephyr’s cheek with her hand. “You’re the strong one.”


  Zephyr sniffed and snuggled up to Era, wrapping one pale arm around her. Era’s mind whispered to her to tell Zephyr everything, but she was so tired. She could tell Zephyr the plan after night shift, couldn’t she? There would still be time.


  Era closed her eyes, and Zephyr’s recorded voice rang out in the small space, enveloping them in the melody.


  Hope’s a dying star.


  We need a supernova.


  To wipe space clean,


  And just start over.


  There’s more than this; I feel it.


  Drifting through this useless existence,


  Held down


  Held down


  Held down


  By artificial gravity.


  Era closed her eyes, the music pulsing within her, and let the beat carry her away.


  ∞


  Dark red liquid. Sticky, half-dry. The thick metallic scent of it fills my lungs, and my stomach heaves.


  Blood coats the doors, drips down the number six. I’m on all fours, in a pool of it.


  I scream and try to stand, but I’m sealed to the landing.


  The doors to level six slide open, and I can’t scream, can’t even breathe. A hull breach.


  But the doors shut. Air is restored to my lungs.


  I pull against the floor again, and my hands come free. I run.


  Up.


  To Observation.


  The deck is empty. Zephyr’s not here.


  It’s just me.


  Me and Soren.


  Era opened her eyes. She’d never escaped the breach before in the nightmare.


  A helio hovered in the air above, and she sat up, glancing around, disoriented. She was in her cubic. In her bunk, the blanket thrown off, her suit stuck to her sweat-covered body, her boots still tied on.


  Her gaze landed on Dritan’s shift card, hanging from its hook on the wall.


  He’s dead.


  Her throat tightened, and she reached for the grimp packet and canteen on her shelf. She squeezed another pill onto her tongue and washed it down.


  Her muscles relaxed, and a numb calm flowed through her, settling into her bones. She leaned against the wall, staring into nothing.


  The sound of gears grinding brought her out of it. She straightened, eyes riveted to the door.


  It slid open, revealing a sole helio hovering in the corridor and darkness beyond.


  Two men stepped into her cubic.


  The silver infinity symbols on their sleeves glinted in the light. Guards.


  Era stumbled to her feet.


  The helio moved, illuminating their faces. Chief Petroff stood closest to her. Tadeo Raines, his face downturned, was behind him.


  Chief Petroff stepped forward and grasped Era’s arm. Her mind registered pain at his tight grip, but the pain felt dull, and so very far away.


  “Era Corinth. You’re under arrest for treason.”


  



  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  “No. I didn’t do anything.” Era tried to pull away from the chief.


  They knew. But how did they know? She’d erased her eyepiece signature.


  He gripped her tighter. “Where’s your husband’s shift card?”


  Era’s eyes darted to the hook, but she didn’t answer him.


  “Raines, over there. Get it.”


  Why did they want Dritan’s shift card?


  The chief pulled Era from her cubic, and she stumbled alongside him, struggling to keep up with his broad steps.


  She shivered as they walked down the chill corridor. She’d never been any good at lying. What made her think she could commit treason and get away with it?


  Her mind knew these things. She could see her situation in a cold, detached way, as if her problems were a glitch in a piece of tech. She knew she should feel terrified, but she couldn’t muster even a spark of fear. The grimp had stolen her emotions, left her with nothing but cool logic.


  The corridor was silent, except for the thud of their boots hitting the tiles beneath their feet. Two pairs. No. Three. Tadeo had come up behind them.


  They reached the stairwell, and Era expected them to take her upward, to executive sector. The breach on level six had been fixed a few days ago.


  Only they didn’t. They went down. Down to the sublevels, which held the machines that powered the ship, cleaned the air, and recycled the waste.


  She should try to escape. But where would she run? There was nowhere to go. And running would be more proof of her guilt.


  No. She had to maintain her innocence. She’d erased the evidence. They couldn’t prove anyone had looked at the cube. They couldn’t even prove anyone had added it to the list on purpose.


  They took her down deep, deeper than she’d ever been. The hum of the power core grew, until she felt it through the soles of her boots. It was too loud down here, and the air, scorching. The hum grew to a dull roar as they descended.


  When they reached level P2, Chief Petroff led them through a maze of corridors, never letting up on the tight grip he had on her arm.


  They finally stopped at a cubic, and the chief swiped his card. The door slid open. He said something to Tadeo, but she couldn’t hear it over the roar of the power core. How could anyone work down here?


  The chief pushed her into the compartment, and the door slid closed behind her.


  It was quieter in here, and she could hear her own rapid breathing. The tiny compartment looked like it’d been meant for storage, but the shelves had been ripped out, and the walls were covered in the same rubber floor tiles they used in the living cubics. Why were the walls padded with floor tiles?


  A lume bar flickered above a single metal chair.


  Era turned to face the door, waiting. Sweat trickled down her back, between her shoulder blades. She flexed her fingers. What were they going to do to her?


  The door opened, and the roar intensified. Chief Petroff stepped through, a metal case in his grasp.


  President Nyssa Sorenson walked in behind him. Her suit looked pressed and new, her blond hair smooth and tight in a low bun on her head. But the flickering lume bar above brought out the lines in her face and made her pale eyes appear sunken.


  Era clenched her hands into fists and felt the first thing she’d felt since taking the grimp. Resentment. This woman had killed Dritan and wanted to kill her baby. This woman was lying to the entire fleet.


  The door closed, and the hum died back down.


  “Sit,” the president said.


  Era shook her head and took a step back.


  The president sighed and met Era’s eyes. “There are two ways we can do this. You can either sit and answer my questions honestly, or, if you’d prefer, we can use the drugs in that case to encourage you to answer honestly.”


  Drugs. What drugs? Why had she never heard of this? Is this what they did to everyone they arrested? Uncertainty began to worm its way into her mind. The grimp wouldn’t last forever. And some part of her brain understood she’d care about this, feel the danger more keenly once its effect faded.


  “Why did you bring me here?” Era’s voice came out strong. They couldn’t possibly have proof of her guilt.


  The president gestured to the chief, and he grabbed Era’s arms and pushed her into the chair. He’d gotten long strips of scrap fabric from somewhere, and he forced her wrists down, strapping them to the armrests.


  “I didn’t do anything.”


  “Leave us,” the president said.


  Petroff hesitated, but left the cubic.


  The president took a step closer to Era, her blue eyes narrowed.


  Era pulled against the restraints. “Let me go. I didn’t do anything.”


  “Did you think it would be that easy to erase your eyepiece signature from an archive cube? Didn’t you realize there’d be backup data?”


  Era froze and kept her face blank. Of course. Of course there would be a memory core back-up. How could she be so stupid? The president wasn’t bluffing. Era had made a sloppy, fatal mistake.


  Mali had been banging on the door to storage, and Era hadn’t thought to check, to search again. She licked her lips and struggled to keep her expression from giving away her guilt.


  “So now, we have an archive cube with damaged files. And your eyepiece signature to go with them,” the president said. “For a tech, you didn’t try very hard to hide evidence of your treason.”


  Damaged files? When she’d used her father’s trick to hack the memory core, she’d known it could damage it. “Which files?”


  “So you admit to accessing the cube.”


  “Have you seen what’s on it?” Era leaned forward, scrutinizing the president’s face.


  “Have you?”


  “I asked first.”


  The president blinked. “What did you see on that cube, Era? If you don’t tell me—”


  “You’ll…do what? Drug me? Did you drug that half you took from the galley, too? If the fleet knew—”


  “Tell me what you saw.” The president drew each word out.


  “Nothing. I didn’t see anything.” Era settled back in her chair and focused on the rubber tiles on the wall. Soundproofing. The tiles were there to keep the sound of the power core out. No. She straightened in her seat. They were there to keep the sound in.


  “I don’t believe you.” The president faced the door and raised her fist. She paused and turned back to Era. “I think you should know. After these drugs enter your system, you’ll no longer need an abortion. The cells will be terminated very soon after the first dose. But the aftermath will not be as easy as an abortion would’ve been.”


  Terminated. A flicker of fear burgeoned in Era’s gut. “Wait.”


  “Yes?”


  Her mind cycled through her options, listing and discarding them one by one. Did she have a choice? She could continue to lie and be drugged. Her baby would die. She could tell the truth and what? They’d convict her of treason. Her baby would die with her.


  If she found a way to keep them from drugging her, she’d still be forced to get an abortion. Because she could never tell the medic what she knew, not after this.


  She still had her fail-safe, but it was useless. She’d never even told Zephyr where to find it. Had Zephyr even been listening to what Era had said about the Defect?


  That left…begging.


  “I’ll tell you what I saw,” Era said. “But, just…please let my baby live.”


  “Your baby has the Defect. I have no control—”


  “Babies with the Defect can be cured. My baby can live.”


  The president’s face fell, and she turned her head partway away from Era. “We must use our resources for the healthy and the living,” she said, her voice almost too quiet to make out over the low hum. “I wish you hadn’t accessed those files. Truly, I do.”


  She took a deep breath, and her voice turned hard. “But accessing the archives is treason. You were training for archivist. You knew that better than anyone.”


  Era was falling, spiraling out of control.


  The grimp was wearing off.


  Her pulse quickened, and she pulled against her restraints. “Please. Just do the surgery. Let me have the baby. Save it. Then you can do whatever you want with me. I won’t tell anyone—”


  “I’m sorry. You’ve compromised the safety and peace of this fleet.”


  “I won’t tell anyone.” Era’s voice cracked.


  The president looked down at the floor. “The fleet won’t ever know the archives were compromised.”


  “I have proof. If you do anything to me, everyone in the fleet will find out the truth.”


  President Sorenson’s eyes widened, and she stared at Era. “You’re lying.”


  “I’m not. You’ll see.” But Era was lying, because no one even knew where she’d hidden the proof. Her lie must have shown on her face. The president gave a slight shake of her head and turned to bang on the door.


  Era laughed, and it sounded forced, too loud in the tight space. “Everyone will find out you’ve been lying about the Defect. And that you’re expanding the subcity, and you arrest people and torture them. They’ll turn against you. You won’t win.”


  She sounded crazed, like Sam had in helio sector. How had she not seen how right he’d been?


  The door opened, and the president said something to Chief Petroff before walking out. The chief removed Era’s restraints and yanked her to her feet.


  A bitter taste flooded Era’s mouth. “Please, don’t do this. Let me go back to my cubic. I won’t say anything.”


  The chief grunted and pulled her into the corridor. Tadeo waited there, his eyes locked onto the floor. He didn’t look up, didn’t acknowledge her as she moved past.


  Her limbs were weak, shaky, and the walls seemed to tilt around her. The chief half-carried, half-dragged her to the end of the corridor and took something from Tadeo. A shift card.


  Not Tadeo’s. He still had his hooked to his belt.


  Dritan’s shift card.


  They’d planned this from the moment they’d arrested her.


  The chief swiped the card, and the door opened. He pulled her across the threshold.


  A control panel and a pane of glass was all that separated them from the bare metal space beyond.


  The maintenance airlock.


  



  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  Era’s survival instincts kicked in. She ripped her arm from the chief’s grasp and backed into Tadeo.


  He pushed her forward, and Petroff slammed a hand across her face. She stumbled against the wall and sank to her knees.


  The control panel went in and out of focus, but the sting of the blow shocked her awake.


  She was going to die.


  “Tadeo.” Era stumbled to her feet. She reached for his arm, but he backed up a step, avoiding her gaze and her reach.


  Chief Petroff looked from Era to Tadeo and back. “You know this traitor?”


  Tadeo’s nostrils flared. “No.”


  Era lunged toward the door, but the chief grabbed her by the back of her suit and held her as she struggled against him. Cold, hard metal pressed against her temple, and she froze.


  “I can just pulse you now,” he said. “But I’d rather not have a mess to clean up. Strip her, Raines. Can’t waste a good suit.”


  Era’s stomach churned, but she stayed still. Was there any way out?


  Tadeo unlaced her boots and took them off. Then he stood and gripped the zipper on her suit. A sheen of sweat coated his forehead, and one fat drop traced a slow trail down his brow.


  He unzipped her suit.


  Tears gathered in Era’s eyes, and a hard lump expanded in her throat. “Don’t do this, Tadeo, please,” she whispered.


  The chief released her and forced her sleeves off her arms, ripping the suit away. It fell to the floor, and the cold air hit her sweat-soaked skin. Goosebumps lifted along the length of her body. She wrapped her arms across her exposed breasts and whimpered, shame flooding her. The chief pressed the pulse gun’s icy barrel against her neck.


  Tadeo’s eyes flicked from her swollen belly to the chief. “We can’t…” he said, his voice rough.


  “It’s Defective,” the chief said. “Set to be aborted tomorrow. She tampered with the archives, erased data we need to settle on a new Earth. She knew the penalty.”


  “No! I didn’t erase anything. I didn’t mean to. I just had to know the truth.” Era’s voice shook. “My baby—”


  The barrel pressed harder into Era’s skin, silencing her.


  “But Chief, sir—”


  “Raines.” The chief’s voice was hard, edged with unspoken threat.


  Tadeo threw his shoulders back in the conditioned response of one trained to respond to commands without thought. But his eyes darted, wary, between Era and the chief, and his hands were balled into tight fists. A glimmer of hope burgeoned in Era’s chest. Tadeo took a step forward.


  The chief dropped the pulse gun from Era’s neck and pushed her away. She stumbled to the side and hit her arm hard on the control panel. She cradled it against her bare breasts as the chief walked up to Tadeo and stopped an inch from his face. Tadeo didn’t back down.


  “Remember McGill?” the chief asked. “They told you all he went back to his home deka. Sent back ‘cause he couldn’t handle the shame of a traitor nearly killing Tesmee with his pulse gun.”


  Tadeo stood straighter, his jaw working.


  The chief lifted the pulse gun and gestured with it. “McGill was in on it…He was working with that traitor to kill Tesmee.” His voice rose. “He gave that traitor his pulse gun. I airlocked him myself. Fleet doesn’t need to know we had a traitor in the guard. I’d do it again if I thought, even for a second, we had other traitors in the guard. Do you understand?”


  Tadeo’s eye twitched, and he slowly nodded.


  Era let out a small moan and looked toward the door. She had to get away. The chief pointed the pulse gun at her and gestured to the door that led into the airlock. Era took a few hesitant steps toward it, her gaze shifting between Tadeo and the chief.


  “Activate it. It’s got to look like she did it,” Petroff said.


  Era’s lips parted as Tadeo passed Dritan’s shift card over the control panel. Zephyr will believe I committed suicide. She won’t even question it. She’ll think I killed myself because Dritan died and because they were taking my baby.


  The fail-safe might’ve worked. Why didn’t I try harder to get her to listen?


  Tadeo pressed a button, and the alarms sounded.


  Era reached toward Tadeo. “They’re lying to all of us about the Defect.”


  The chief pressed the pulse gun into her temple. “Open the door.”


  Tadeo hesitated, but swiped Dritan’s shift card across the scanner.


  “No, wait. My baby can survive. Please, let me have the baby. I don’t care what you do with me after that. I have proof. I can show you. They can save the baby—”


  Chief Petroff shoved Era into the airlock. She twisted, trying to get back into the control room, but the door slid closed, nearly trapping her fingers.


  She straightened, teeth chattering from the frigid air, and turned to face them. The alarms blared, deafening, echoing off the metal walls of the airlock. She held one hand over the swell of her belly and banged the other against the glass. “Don’t do this! My baby can be saved. I won’t tell anyone!”


  The chief watched her with his arms crossed, an impassive expression on his face. Tadeo stood beside him, clenching and unclenching his fists, but didn’t move to help her.


  The grimp was gone.


  Era began to hyperventilate as she banged the glass, over and over, until Tadeo turned his face away.


  Would she feel herself dying?


  When the airlock opened, she’d be swept into space, the air stolen from her lungs. Her bones would crack in the cold, and she’d spend her last moments of consciousness with nothing between her and the angry red planet that had stolen so much. Soren.


  Chief Petroff and Tadeo blurred before her, and she used one hand to wipe the tears from her cheeks.


  She rested both palms against the swell of her belly.


  I’m so sorry I couldn’t save you.


  The old Earth religions taught about life after death. But those gods never existed. There was only alive or dead. Breathing or not breathing. At least now she wouldn’t have to live without Dritan and their baby.


  She began to count the rivets in the floor, pushing down her panic. How long until the airlock opened?


  The alarm blared louder, and its pace quickened.


  No. Her last image could not be of this ship.


  Era lifted her wrist and focused on her infinity tattoo. She took a deep sputtering breath and closed her eyes.


  Dritan. The curves of his well-muscled body, his high cheekbones, his full lips. The feeling of his strong, warm arms around her, and his hazel eyes looking into hers. Safe.


  He’d come to her after his shift that day, two weeks after the riots. He’d washed and pressed his grease-stained sublevel suit, had tried to clean up, look good for her.


  He’d run a hand through his dark curls, pulling on them, so nervous to ask the question he’d come to ask.


  “I want to come back to you every night,” he’d said. “I want to be paired with you. Do you want that, too?”


  Yes.


  The portal groaned behind her.


  Era swept into space, the air stolen from her lungs, her bones cracking in pain from the frigid cold.


  Her eyes adjusted, and she saw the stars.


  Beautiful, twinkling against the vast expanse. Sparkling promises of a better world waiting.


  Darkness closed in around the edges of her vision, and the stars blinked out.


  _o0o_


  A Better World Awaits.
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  PARAGON


  An excerpt


  Tadeo’s pulse roared in his ears, and darkness flickered around the edges of his vision. He’d had this nightmare before. About another girl, in an airlock on a different ship. But this was real. And the airlock control panel before him counted down the minutes until it would end.


  The traitor, Era Corinth, screamed on the other side of the glass barrier, slamming her fists into it again and again. Red lights flashed in time with the alarms inside the airlock, and their warning drowned out her pleas. The hypnotic pulse of red swept over her tear-stained face, her naked breasts, her bare pregnant belly.


  Bile rose in Tadeo’s throat, and he turned his face away. Kit. Era reminded him of Kit. Why else would every bone in his body be telling him to save a traitor? Like Era, Kit had been petite, fine-featured, with short hair. And she… Tadeo gritted his teeth and pushed memories of Kit away, like he had so many times before. He stole a glance at Chief Petroff, but he stood expressionless, hands crossed over his chest.


  “Don’t do anything stupid, Raines.” Chief narrowed his eyes, making the wrinkles around them deepen. “She’s a traitor. I meant what I said. I airlocked McGill, and I’ll airlock any other guard who goes in with traitors.”


  Tadeo focused on the floor, his heart thudding unevenly. Mere minutes ago, he’d nearly freed Era and cost himself his own life. Terrorists on their ship. A traitor in the guard. Era, an innocent-looking girl, tampering with files they needed to settle on a new Earth. Why was all this happening now?


  Scuffed tiles, scratched metal, blinking lights. The scene blurred before him.


  The thumping of fists against glass ceased.


  Tadeo glanced at the airlock, expecting Era to be gone, the airlock wide open, but she stood still. She held one hand to her swollen stomach and gazed down at the infinity tattoo on her other wrist—the symbol of her pairing with the dead husband she’d soon join.


  Tadeo’s stomach lurched. Era’s pregnancy was defective and had been scheduled for termination in a few hours.


  “They’re lying to all of us about the Defect. They can save my baby.” Era had said that, in a final attempt to try to convince them not to airlock her. She was hysterical. Delusional. If he helped her, he’d die with her. She never should have committed treason.


  He’d broken the rules once with Kit. But he’d never break them again.


  The console blinked its final countdown. In ten seconds, Era would be gone, and this nightmare would be over. For her, at least. Sweat dripped down Tadeo’s back, and his stiff, navy guard suit stuck to him everywhere, not letting his trapped body heat out or the stale sublevel air in.


  00:08


  00:07


  I can stop it.


  00:06


  00:05


  00:04


  00:03


  She chose to commit treason. The penalty is death.


  00:02


  00:01


  00:00


  Sirens erupted in the control cubic.


  Era was gone.


  Tadeo’s chest tightened. The dark void of space gaped at him from the empty airlock, and he glimpsed the planet the fleet orbited—a half-circle of deep red. Soren. Swirling clouds the color of rust moved across its surface, and down below, noxious air and dust choked life from anyone suicidal enough to walk its surface.


  Suicide. Era was gone like she’d never existed. They’d never retrieve her body. They’d rule this a suicide. Which is exactly what the president, Nyssa, wanted.


  ∞


  Read Paragon: Book Two of Legacy Code on Amazon now.
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  DEFECT


  Prequel to the Bestselling Legacy Code Series


  Selene Hayes is a genetic experiment gone wrong.


  Damaged.


  Broken.


  Defective.


  World hunger has been vanquished, but drug-resistant diseases kill millions. The corporation that gave Selene superimmunity called her Protected… until they discovered the truth. Now they hunt her and those like her, and Selene’s been hiding off-grid for eight years to avoid capture.


  But she can’t hide forever. Rumors of a new threat—and a mysterious quarantine—have reached her sanctuary. And if Selene has to fight, she’ll fight until she dies. The Corporate Coalition will never take her alive.


  Read DEFECT now on Amazon
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  ARTIFICIAL GRAVITY


  A straight line from first breath to last.


  This recycled air remembers all the lies told in its past.


  Sins of the father, that’s what they say.


  That’s how life goes, what we’re living today.


  There’s more than this; I feel it.


  Drifting through this useless existence,


  Held down


  Held down


  Held down


  By artificial gravity.


  Blinded by tradition, I slept, like those before.


  But now I see the truth, I’m awake, and I want more.


  There’s more than this; I feel it.


  Drifting through this useless existence,


  Held down


  Held down


  Held down


  By artificial gravity.


  Hope’s a dying star.


  We need a supernova.


  To wipe space clean,


  And just start over.


  There’s more than this; I feel it.


  Drifting through this useless existence,


  Held down


  Held down


  Held down


  By artificial gravity.
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  Dramatis Personae


  Alexis ‘Alex’ Solovy
Starship pilot, scout and space explorer; daughter of Miriam and David Solovy.

  Faction: Earth Alliance


  Caleb Marano
Special Operations intelligence agent, Senecan Federation Division of Intelligence.

  Faction: Senecan Federation


  Miriam Solovy (Admiral)

  EASC Operations Director; mother of Alex Solovy, widow of David Solovy.

  Faction: Earth Alliance


  Richard Navick (Colonel)

  EASC Naval Intelligence Liaison; family friend of the Solovys.

  Faction: Earth Alliance


  Kennedy Rossi

  Director of Design/Prototyping, IS Design; friend of Alex Solovy.

  Faction: Earth Alliance


  Liam O’Connell (General)

  Earth Alliance Southwestern Regional Military Commander.

  Faction: Earth Alliance


  Marcus Aguirre

  Earth Alliance Attorney General.

  Faction: Earth Alliance


  Olivia Montegreu

  Head of Zelones criminal cartel.

  Faction: Independent


  Michael Volosk

  Special Operations Director, Senecan Federation Division of Intelligence.

  Faction: Senecan Federation


  Graham Delavasi

  Director, Senecan Federation Division of Intelligence.

  Faction: Senecan Federation


  Jaron Nythal

  Assistant Director, Senecan Federation Division of Trade.

  Faction: Senecan Federation


  Noah Terrage

  Tech dealer and smuggler on Pandora; associate of Caleb Marano.

  Faction: Independent


  Mia Requelme 

  Entrepreneur/businesswoman on Romane.

  Faction: Independent


  * * *


  A complete Cast of Characters appearing in Starshine is available at http://www.gsjennsen.com/characters-starshine.


  A detailed map of the Colonized Milky Way is available at http://www.gsjennsen.com/map.


  



  


  Prologue


  The end of the world began with a library query.


  …or perhaps it was the space probe. The alien was being vexingly reticent on the matter, the man thought as he straightened his dinner jacket in the mirror.


  “She is hardly the first person to express an interest in that region of space. Why are you so worried about her when the others didn’t concern you?”


  The others did concern us, but they were deflected with little difficulty. This woman, however, has exhibited a notable talent for discovering what others cannot. As such, we would prefer she never look.


  The man smoothed out a crease in one of the sleeves then fastened the antique pearl cufflinks, an heirloom passed down to him from a grandfather that never was. “Do you want me to have her killed?”


  Not unless alternative methods are unsuccessful. Her death could cause the opposite effect of drawing further unwanted attention.


  The man nodded cursorily and stepped out of the washroom, crossing his spacious office to the windows lining the far wall. “Very well. I’ll work to ensure she’s distracted from this pursuit. What about the Senecans?”


  They are a more troublesome problem as they have already discovered an anomaly exists. They will send others to investigate.


  From the top floor of the Earth Alliance Headquarters building the man could see guests beginning to arrive in the gardens below. Another ten minutes and it would be appropriate for him to join them. He frowned, brushing a piece of lint off his lapel before he turned from the windows to face where the alien might have stood, were he actually here. “You know there’s little I can do about them for the moment.”


  You needn’t concern yourself with the matter. Other resources are at our disposal.


  “I’m sure. And remember, you only need stall them for a short while. Soon everyone will be distracted, and humanity will be focused inward for quite some time.”


  Go forward with your plan. We hope you accomplish your objectives. Nonetheless, events are converging rapidly and they are not all within your control. Escalation may be unavoidable.


  The man pulsed his wife to let her know he would meet her in the lobby shortly. “At least give me the opportunity to alter our course before you act. It won’t be long now.”


  Certainly. Know, however, that the precipice is upon you; it may already have been crossed.


  Preparations have begun.


  



  
     


    PART I: DOMINOES


    “There are two kinds of light –

    the glow that illuminates, and the glare that obscures.”


    — James Thurber


    


    

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 1: Earth


    Seattle


    “Alex, I’m ready when you are.”


    “One more second…okay, Charlie, go ahead.” The muffled response came from within the hull.


    The young mechanic wove the crystalline fiber of a conduit into the power control grid. It took only seconds. He squinted into the magnification overlay to confirm the contact points. “All set.”


    “Here goes nothing.”


    Colonel Richard Navick watched from the entry of the hangar bay as a shimmer passed over the smooth, midnight black exterior of the ship.


    Even marred by the docking clamps, the Siyane was sleek and graceful, with sweeping curves that converged on acute edges. Technical instruments and sensors were tucked discreetly under the wing-like midsection while the sLume drive was an elusive shadow beneath the tapered tail. The elegant lines disguised its size. Fully forty-two meters from bow to stern, it was enormous—at least for a personal scout ship.


    He cleared his throat to announce his presence and stepped into the bay. “Alex, are you in there somewhere?”


    A head dropped out of the belly of the ship. It was upside down and encircled by the orbiting screens of a holographic interface. “Richard, is that you?”


    “Guilty as charged.”


    A pair of long legs appeared next as she swung out of the exposed engineering well and dropped a meter to land nimbly on the floor of the bay. The interface winked out of existence.


    He was struck—as he always was after he hadn’t seen her for some time—by how much she looked like her father. Tall and slender, with high, distinctive cheekbones and bright silver-gray eyes, she cut almost as dramatic a figure as David Solovy once had. In fact, the sole feature of note she had inherited from her mother was the thick, dark mane of hair. Whereas David’s had been dusky blond, hers was the color of fine aged Bordeaux.


    It was also currently twisted up in a messy knot, flyaway strands escaping to soften her features. She wiped streaks of a viscous gel off her hands and onto snug black workpants as she jogged over.


    When she reached him she embraced him in a quick hug born of years of familiarity. “It’s been too long, Richard.”


    “If you would stay in this sector for longer than a week at a time, I might actually get to see you once in a while.”


    Her eyes rolled a little as she settled onto her back leg. “Ah, no can do, I’m afraid. All the fun’s out there.” A corner of her mouth quirked up in a tease of a grin. He believed her.


    “So I hear. All the money too, apparently.” He jerked his head toward the gleaming hull.


    Her face instantly lit up; it often did when she was talking about her ship. “I just painted on a new f-graphene alloy lattice. It will reduce drag by another twelve percent, which will mean faster travel using less fuel.”


    “Nice….” The reduction from pico- to femto-scale alloys had only become commercially available nine months earlier; he shuddered to think of the credits she must have forked over for the new lattice. “We should have the budget to roll those out to the fleet in a decade or so.”


    She shrugged as if to say ‘your loss’ and met his gaze. For most people it would have been an uncomfortable experience. “So is this a social call? As glad as I am to see you—and I really am—I’m kind of in the middle of installing a stealth system upgrade. We could maybe have dinner this evening if you’d like?”


    He mentally braced himself for the reaction he knew would be coming. “You caught me. It’s not entirely a social call. Your mother wants you to come by the office if you have any free time this afternoon.”


    Her pupils constricted, the tiny flash of an ocular implant a hint she was checking her comms. They quickly focused back on him, bearing more than a little less warmth. “I don’t have a message from her.”


    “I know. She thought the likelihood of you responding would increase considerably if I came in person.”


    An eyebrow arched. “She have you running her errands for her now? Isn’t that a bit below your pay grade?”


    “No. I volunteered, because I wanted to see you.”


    She smiled with what he recognized as kindness, but it was transitory to her glance over her shoulder at the ship that dominated the hanger. “Well, sorry, but I can’t. I have to run diagnostics on the new dampener field and recalibrate the power system ratios. Assuming everything tests out okay, then I have to secure the fiber line to the hull and shield it.”


    His gaze flitted pointedly to the young man swinging in a harness near the stern of the ship. “Can’t your mechanic do some of those things for you?”


    At her deepening frown his brow creased in beseechment. “Please? For me? It’ll only take an hour or two, and it…” he knew saying it would make her mother happy would be counterproductive “…will make my life rather easier.”


    Her eyes narrowed; her arms stiffened against her chest to complete the impression of staunch resoluteness. But this was not the first time he had faced down her defiant glare. He relaxed his posture, softened his expression and met her scowl with a pleasant smile.


    After several seconds she exhaled to striking effect, all the tension leaving her body with the exaggerated breath. For just a moment she reminded him of the impish little girl she had once been.


    “Fine. For you. I’m going to regret it, though.”


    *


    Alex stared out the window of the skycar while they cruised above Puget Sound before veering northwest over the Straight toward Vancouver Island. The unbroken line of skyscrapers to the right shone in the late morning sun from horizon to horizon, all polished silvers and whites flecked by deep green where the scrupulously maintained trees and numerous parks peeked through.


    It was and had always been a beautiful view…but she was being a poor companion. She gave up steeling herself for what was sure to be the latest in a long line of unpleasant visits with her mother and shifted from the window to look at Richard.


    Her parents’ oldest and closest friend, she had known him for as long as she could recall, which was to say about thirty-five years. He was one of the very few people who had consistently accepted her for who and what she was—didn’t want more from her, didn’t helpfully suggest what her life should be like, didn’t tsk disapprovingly at even her most unorthodox activities.


    “So what’s new with you? Work okay? How’s Will doing?”


    He relaxed in his seat and let the car auto-navigate the crowded airlanes. “Will is good, but busy. He’s been on Shi Shen for the last month overseeing the construction of the new Suiren headquarters and finally got home day before yesterday. I’ll tell him you said hello.”


    The muscles in his jaw clenched briefly, which was generally the extent of his outward signals of displeasure. “Work is rather tense, what with the Trade Summit coming up.”


    She gave him a blank look. “What is a Trade Summit and why is it coming up? Help me out here….”


    “Right, you don’t spend much time obsessing about the oh-so-fascinating machinations of galactic politics. The Trade Minister and his entourage will be attending a conference with the Senecan Trade Director—at a carefully selected neutral location naturally, on Atlantis.” He sighed, his gaze drifting upward to grimace at the heavens. “It’s ostensibly an olive branch intended to thaw relations with the Federation a bit, but I’m afraid in reality it’s going to be little more than a media circus.”


    “And your people will be spying on the Senecan delegation, hacking their data streams every chance they get while fending off the same from their agents.” Her teasing smirk served to emphasize the point.


    His mouth worked to suppress a grin but mostly failed. “I can neither confirm nor deny any such suppositions on the grounds it would violate Earth Alliance security.”


    “Of course….” The car dropped through a thin layer of mist which hadn’t yet burned off and skimmed above the choppy waves as the sprawling Earth Alliance Strategic Command complex came into view.


    Stretching for three square kilometers across the southernmost tip of the Island, a network of midrise buildings, plazas and hangars fanned out from the towering structure that constituted the headquarters for what were, as a group, the most powerful men and women in the settled Milky Way. For better or worse, this included the EASC Director of Operations.


    She could feel her expression tightening with every meter of their descent onto the open platform jutting out a third of the way up the headquarters building. “So how is the Admiral these days? As cheery as ever?”


    He shook his head wryly, killed the engine and climbed out of the car. “She’s the same as usual, busily supervising the entire organization while breaking in yet another new secretary.”


    “Lovely.” She matched his stride to the glass-floored lift, not bothering to grasp the rail as it whisked them up a quarter kilometer to the command staff offices which comprised the top ten floors. After they had cleared the security scanners and were inside, she turned to him.


    Though her mood was already darkening beneath the shadow of the looming encounter, she forced herself to smile with genuine warmth. “You better get on out of here before I start blaming you for ruining my day, especially when it was good to see you.”


    He laughed and patted her on the shoulder then headed toward his office down the opposite hall. “Try not to be too much of a stranger, okay?”


    She waved him off as she crossed the overly bright atrium and stepped through the wide doorway into the EASC Operations suite.


    *


    The man behind the desk glanced up as she approached. After a blink his eyes widened precipitously. “You’re her, aren’t you? Ms—I mean Captain—Solovy. Ma’am.”


    She draped an arm on the high counter. “It’s not a military title. ‘Ms.’ is fine. Would you please let my mother know I have answered her summons and eagerly await being granted the favor of an audience?”


    The man—a 2nd Lieutenant according to the bars on his uniform—stared at her in horror, brow furrowing and unfurrowing in mounting panic. “Um, do you want me to say that, specifically, ma’am? I’m not certain the Admiral will—”


    “Just tell her that her daughter is here.”


    “Absolutely. Right away.”


    She wandered over to inspect the newest addition to the artwork decorating the lobby. This secretary was unlikely to last any longer than the last one had. Even the most hardened soldier wilted in the face of her mother’s disapproving glare.


    She was pondering how many credits the military must have wasted on the spectacularly bad hack Picasso rip-off when the secretary informed her she could go in now. She walked in the large but spartan office to observe without surprise that nothing about it had changed in the near year since she had last visited.


    Admiral Miriam Solovy didn’t immediately turn her attention from the display panel in her hand. Her hair was drawn back in a severe bun; her uniform was crisp, its buttons spit-polished. When her gaze did rise to acknowledge Alex’s presence, a tight, thin facsimile of a smile passed across her face for the minimum time required. “You look a wreck.”


    Ah, as kind and doting as always. She shrugged. “I was working.”


    “I see. Would you like some tea?”


    “Water’s fine,” which she proceeded to go to the cabinet and get herself.


    “How are you, dear?”


    Alex took a long sip from the marbled glass tumbler and leaned in deliberate casualness beside the teak bookcase filled with antique texts on military and political history. “Fine. Busy. You?”


    The tiny vein in her mother’s left temple pulsed. She traded the screen for a teacup. “As well as can be expected. The Fionava Province has been a nuisance of late. I would share the details with you, but of course the parking attendant has a higher security clearance than you do.”


    The tenor with which the statement was delivered seemed to imply it was somehow a failing on her part. “Alas.”


    Miriam took a slow, measured sip of her tea then stared pensively into the dainty cup, as though it would magically supply her a suitable topic for small talk. “I ran into Malcolm at the Cascades Memorial Charity Auction last week. And met his new wife.”


    She needed a wiser teacup. Alex raised a studiously unimpressed eyebrow. “I’m sure she was lovely.”


    “Not so lovely as you, I must say, but attractive enough. He asked about you.”


    Her eyes flickered over to the window…shit. She bit back a cringe at the display of weakness, not wanting to compound the error. “And what did you tell him?”


    “The truth—that you’re still gallivanting around the galaxy, raking in millions and pouring it all back into that damnable ship of yours.” She paused, undoubtedly for dramatic effect. “I do believe he looked a little morose at the notion.”


    Alex groaned and plopped down in the hard, purposefully uncomfortable chair opposite the desk. She pulled one knee up to hug against her chest. “I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt and assume you didn’t ask me here in order to throw failed love affairs in my face. It’s a long list and I haven’t the time. What do you want?”


    Miriam placed the teacup on the hutch behind her and sat as well, rigid-straight spine not touching the back of the comparably luxurious chair. “I can’t simply want to spend time with my only child?”


    “You can—but you don’t.”


    Her mother’s shoulders squared with military precision, an indication she wouldn’t argue the point. “Very well. I asked you here to share a wonderful opportunity for you. The Minister for Extra-Solar Development contacted me yesterday. He finds himself with a vacancy in his department. Apparently the Director of Deep Space Exploration is resigning to ‘pursue other endeavors,’ and the Minister would like to offer the post to you.”


    A flashing pinpoint of light in the corner of Alex’s eVi signaled the delivery of the diagnostics she had set to run before departing the hangar. Her right pupil constricted to start the results scrolling on her whisper. “Prestigious position.”


    If her mother noticed the somewhat unfocused nature of her gaze, she hid it well. “It’s not nepotism. While you lack oversight experience, you’re otherwise more than qualified.”


    “More qualified than the parking attendant at least.” The whisper blurred out of focus and auto-paused as she directed a sharpened gaze toward the woman on the other side of the desk. Her mother couldn’t seem to decide whether to scowl or laugh; the result was an uncommonly animated expression. “But what exactly of everything you know about me says ‘government desk job’?”


    “It’s not a desk job. You’ll need to travel to evaluate new discoveries several times a year, I’m quite sure.”


    “Several times a ye—” her nose scrunched up in disdain “—you know what, never mind.”


    “So you’ll consider it then.”


    The whisper snapped back into focus…she frowned at the percentages displayed. A blink and a small aural materialized, and the diagnostics data began flowing in greater precision and detail twelve centimeters beyond her right eye. “No.”


    Her mother’s jaw clacked shut at the response. Or because of the aural. Possibly both. “I didn’t say accept it unconditionally, merely consider it.”


    Damn, there must be a power leak somewhere along the fiber. She pulsed Charlie to send the bot in to inspect the line. The dampener had to be a minimum of twenty-eight percent more effective or it wasn’t worth the diamond picocrystals which generated it. Her last find had almost been snaked out from under her because Terrence Macolly, too much of a lazy ass to do his own work, had tracked her emission signature and followed her into the asteroid ring orbiting Delta Lacertae. She didn’t intend to risk a repeat intrusion. “No.”


    “Alexis—”


    Her mouth twitched, though her focus didn’t shift from the data this time. “You know I hate it when you call me that.”


    “I have every right to call you by your birth name. I am the one who gave it to you after all.”


    Alex spared a brief, withering glance. Her mother’s eyes were averted downward, ostensibly studying the patterns of foam in her tea, perchance for more lousy ideas. When she spoke again, her tone was softer and no longer quite the voice of The Admiral.


    “Your father was the first one to call you ‘Alex.’”


    She shut off the aural in frustration. “Don’t you think I know that?”


    “Yes, well.” Miriam’s chin notched upward. “I think you should reconsider the Minister’s offer. It is a position of some prominence and will provide a measure of stability you could benefit from.”


    She snorted. “I realize you’re used to dictating people’s lives to them around here, but you don’t get to make my decisions for me. You haven’t for a long, long time.”


    Miriam nodded with measured grace, appearing to acknowledge for the moment, Alex had the upper hand. “Perhaps it was…inconsiderate of me to insist you come here.”


    “To order Richard to deliver your summons and drag me before you, you mean?”


    She raised a hand in mild protest. “Richard wanted the chance to see you. I hope you don’t blame him for any unpleasantness.”


    “Oh, I don’t. I blame you.”


    To her credit, her mother was nearly impossible to provoke. If anything, her expression softened in response to the barb. “I’m not trying to tell you how to live your life. But I worry about you, out there all alone in deep space. That ship of yours is too powerful for one person to handle.”


    Yet even in her attempt at kindness or at least civility, she managed to choose the exact wrong thing to say.


    Deep down, Alex knew it probably wasn’t intentional. But there was too much—too many hateful words and spiteful reactions to them, too much water under a broken bridge—and she had no desire to grasp at a tenuous thread only to have it fray and dissolve like all the others.


    “The past eight years would beg to differ with you. With all due respect, you have no idea just how much I can handle.” She stood abruptly. “Is there anything else?”


    “No. Not when you won’t listen to reason.”


    She didn’t rise to the bait. She simply wanted to be gone. “If you’d like, I will send a graciously worded response to the Minister thanking him for the honor of considering me but regretfully declining due to other obligations.”


    “That won’t be necessary. I’ll inform him.”


    “Suit yourself.” She pivoted and headed for the door.


    “Alexis?”


    She paused mid-stride—an inborn response to a mother’s plea—but didn’t look back.


    “At least be careful out there.”


    A tight nod and she was gone.


    *


    It was well past twenty-three hundred when Alex got home. The bot had found two micro-imperfections in the fiber which had to be rewoven. Then the diagnostics had to be run again, the ware re-modded, and the power system ratios recalibrated again before she closed the ship up for the night. Securing the line to the hull and shielding it would have to wait until the morning.


    She opened a bottle of Swiss cabernet and left it to breathe while she ran through the shower, then combed out her hair and slipped on a silk robe to wear back downstairs.


    A glass of the cabernet in hand, she stepped out onto the balcony. The glittering night lights of the city spread out beneath her, the light reflecting off the full moon mirrored in the Sound beyond.


    She didn’t pour all her profits into her ship. The loft eighty stories above downtown had cost more than a few credits; the custom tech installed in it nearly as much again. Though she was only here maybe three months out of a given year, she wasn’t above enjoying at least a few of the finer things her income now afforded her.


    As the glass touched her lips her thoughts drifted to Malcolm. She hadn’t done so in some time, but after the mention of him today quite a few memories had crept to the forefront of her mind. Most of them were good…she had loved him, after all.


    But according to him she loved her ship more, and that was something he couldn’t accept. And since he was mostly right, she hadn’t fought him when he left.


    She had missed him for a while, missed his warm smile and tender yet expert touch. But she had also welcomed the absence of the invisible leash which had tugged her back to Earth more often than she liked, which had whispered of duties to another and required explanations and justifications for every excursion. And eventually even the good memories had faded into the background, replaced by the thrill of new endeavors.


    Her thoughts continued to linger on the past as she walked inside and her gaze fell to the far wall of the open room that constituted the entirety of the loft, save for the kitchen and the elevated sleeping area overlooking the main floor.


    It was decorated in visuals she had captured in her travels across the galaxy. They included a supernova in bright, perpetual explosion, a comet on a flyby of a crescent moon, the slow pulse of a ghostly blue and lavender nebula and the gamma flare of a neutron star.


    Those and others framed the centerpiece of the wall: a panoramic side-on image of the Milky Way, taken far from the light pollution of any suns or haze of any nebulae. Trillions of stars shone and sparkled to converge on the brilliance of the galactic core.


    Malcolm hadn’t been exactly right. Yes, she loved her ship more than she had loved him. But what she loved even more was what it gave her: freedom, and the key to the marvels of space. It gave her the stars, and she doubted she could ever love anything or anyone more than she loved the stars.


    Speaking of…she refilled her glass and settled onto the couch. She sent a passcode to the control interface and the opposite wall dissolved into a three-dimensional holo of the nearest quadrant of the galaxy. A slight wave of her hand and it zoomed into the Metis Nebula and its environs.


    Near to but definitively outside Federation-controlled territory and on the outer edge of explored space, it would take her five days to reach the periphery—far less time than most, but still a trek. It was an allegedly uninteresting, ordinary plerion wrapped in an ancient, gas-heavy supernova remnant which had stubbornly refused to dissipate into the interstellar medium.


    But she had made a small fortune by seeing what others did not. The ‘experts’ had said the Lacertae asteroid ring was nothing but dead rocks until she had found the ultra-rare heavy metals in the cores of the largest ones. Now Astral Materials was using it to develop frames for space stations they claimed would be strong enough to withstand a Type Ia supernova shockwave.


    The golden-blue glow of Metis had caught her attention several excursions ago and had danced and thrummed at the edge of her consciousness ever since. Now flush with the considerable proceeds of the Lacertae find and the resultant ship upgrades, she figured she could afford to indulge a hunch for a month or so.


    Her eyes widened deliberately, pupils dilated and ocular implant flashing as she simultaneously reviewed the data she had pulled in her library query of the scientific archives—which was appallingly sparse—scrolling up her eVi, the rotating full-spectrum image of the Nebula, and her own data flowing alongside it.


    “Well, you lovely, mysterious Metis…what secrets do you have to show me?”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 2: Seneca


    Cavare: Capital of the Senecan Federation


    The kinetic blade slid into the man’s throat like a knife through butter. Caleb held him securely from behind as the blood began to flow and the man jerked and spasmed.


    He generally preferred clean, painless deaths. But he wanted to watch this man die, and die slowly.


    When the man had lost all motor function, Caleb dumped him onto the desk and flipped him over. Eyes wide with fear, confusion and outrage met his. The man’s lips contorted in a caricature of speech, though no words came out.


    He had a good idea of the intended utterance. Why. It was a question easily answered. Vengeance.


    “Justice.”


    As the pool of blood spread across the desk and formed waterfalls to the floor below, the eyes belonging to the leader of the Humans Against Artificials terrorist organization glazed over. The last spark of life within them dimmed, then went out.


    One down.


    *


    Caleb Marano stepped out of the spaceport into the cyan-tinged glow of a late afternoon sun reflecting off the polished marble tiles of the plaza. The chill breeze caressing his skin felt like a welcome home. Cavare was always cool and often cold; Krysk had been a veritable oven by comparison.


    He descended the first set of stairs and angled toward the corner to get clear of the bustling thoroughfare, then relaxed beside the ledge to wait for his companions.


    Isabela exited the spaceport a moment later. She held a bag in one arm and a fidgeting bundle of arms, legs and long, dark curls in the other. She looked disturbingly ‘momish’ as she struggled to brush out Marlee’s tangled hair—but he could remember when she had been that little girl with long, dark curls…and it wasn’t so long ago.


    With a groan she gave up the futile endeavor and allowed her daughter to escape her grasp and make a beeline for Caleb.


    He crouched to meet Marlee at eye level. She plowed into him with almost enough force to knock him over backwards. He would’ve laughed but for the forlorn look in her pale turquoise eyes.


    “Do you have to go away now, Uncle Caleb?”


    He tousled her curls into further disarray. “Yeah, I’m afraid I have to go back to work. But it sure was great spending my vacation with you. I learned a lot.”


    She wore her best serious face as she nodded sagely. “You had a lot to learn.”


    He grinned and leaned in to whisper to his co-conspirator. “You remember what all we talked about, right?”


    Her eyes were wide and honest. “Uh-huh.”


    “Good. Want one more ride before I go?”


    Her head bobbed up and down with gusto, instantly that of a carefree child again.


    “Okay.” He scooped her up in his arms and stood, made certain he had a solid grasp of her tiny waist, and began to spin around with accelerating speed. Her arms and legs dangled free to swing through the air while she cackled in delight.


    After another few spins he slowed—he had learned her limits during the last few weeks—letting her limbs fall against him before he came to a stop. He gave her a final squeeze and gently set her to the ground as her mother reached them.


    Isabela wore a half-amused, half-exhausted expression as Marlee started running in dizzy circles around her legs. “Sorry about the hold up. They let us back on the transport and we found Mr. Freckles under the seat.” She patted her bag in confirmation of the stuffed animal’s now secure location. “Are you sure you don’t want to have a quick dinner with us?”


    He responded with a dubious smirk. “You can be polite if you like, but the truth is you are sick to death of me and counting the minutes until you are at last rid of me.”


    “Well, yes. But I never know when I’ll get to see you again….” The twinkle faded from her eyes, replaced by something darker and heavier.


    She knew he didn’t work for a shuttle manufacturing company, and he knew that she knew. But they never, ever, talked about it. Partly for her safety and his, but partly because he preferred to continue being in her mind the strong, stalwart older brother with the easygoing demeanor and wicked sense of humor, without introducing any moral grayness to the relationship dynamic.


    Because he never wanted her to look at him with caution, disillusionment…or worst of all, fear.


    He merely nodded in response. “I’ll come visit again soon. Promise.”


    She reached down to pause the cyclone at her legs. “I’ll hold you to it. I’m going to take Marlee to see Mom, then we’ll head back home.”


    He leaned over the struggling cyclone to embrace her. “Thank you for the extended hospitality. I’m glad I was able to spend so much time with you.”


    “Anytime, I mean it,” she whispered in his ear. “Stay safe.”


    He kept his shrug mild as he stepped away. “Of course.” Not likely.


    Two insistent and tearful hugs from Marlee later, they parted ways. He watched them disappear into the throng of travelers, then headed in the direction of the parking complex.


    *


    Caleb stepped in the adjoining lavatory and washed the blood off his hands and forearms. Then he returned to the office, reached under the corner of the desk and triggered the ‘Alert’ panic signal—the one he had never allowed the dead man to reach. There was a surveillance cam hidden in the ceiling, and he looked up at it and smiled. He had a number of smiles in his repertoire; this was not one of the more pleasant ones.


    The commotion began as he exited the building. He quickened his stride to his bike, jumped on and fired the engine. Three men bolted out the door, two Daemons and a TSG swinging in his direction.


    It wouldn’t do to get shot. A flick of his thumb and the bike burst out of the parking slot. He laid it down as laser fire sliced barely a meter overhead, his leg hovering centimeters above the ground while he slid around the corner and onto the cross-street.


    He heard them giving chase almost immediately. So late in the night the street and air traffic was sparse, which was one reason he had begun the op when he did. It reduced the chances of his pursuers taking out innocent bystanders—and gave them a clearer line of sight to him. He wanted to make certain they knew where he was going before he left them behind.


    Their surface vehicles didn’t stand a chance of matching his speed and it would look suspicious if he slowed…but as anticipated, they had grabbed a skycar. He kept an eye on it via the rearcam, making sure it succeeded in following him through two major direction shifts.


    Satisfied, he kicked the bike into its actual highest gear and accelerated right then left, fishtailing around two street corners in rapid succession. He activated the concealment shield. It didn’t render him or the bike invisible, but it did make them blend into the surroundings and virtually impossible to track from the air at night.


    Then he sped toward the Bahia Mar spaceport. After all, he did need to get there ahead of them.


    *


    Tiny flecks of light sparkled in the night-darkened waters of the Fuori River as Caleb pulled in the small surface lot. It was nearly empty, as most people took the levtrams to the entertainment district and had no need of parking.


    Once the engine had purred into silence he swung a leg off the bike and glanced up. A smile ghosted across his face at the dozens of meteors streaking against the silhouette of the giant moon which dominated Seneca’s sky.


    He noted the time. He had a few minutes to enjoy a little stargazing, though the conditions were far from ideal here in the heart of downtown. An exanet query confirmed the meteor shower continued for eleven days. Maybe he’d have a chance to get up to the mountains before it ended.


    Committed to this plan, he secured the bike in its slot. A last glance at the sky and he crossed the street and took the wide steps to the riverwalk park.


    The atmosphere on the broad promenade hovered at the optimal balance between deserted and overrun by masses of people. As it was a weekend night the balance wouldn’t hold for long, but for the moment it pulsed with energy while still allowing plenty of room to move about and claim your own personal space. He noted with interest the outdoor bar to the right, complete with live synth band and raised danced platform. Not yet. Business first.


    He slipped among the milling patrons until he reached a section of railing at the edge of the promenade to the southeast of the bar. Here the crowd had thinned to a few meandering couples and the music thrummed softly in the background.


    The light from the skyscrapers now drowned out the light from the meteors, but he couldn’t argue with the view.


    A thoroughly modern city to the core, humans having initially set foot on its soil less than a century ago, Cavare glittered and shone like a sculpture newly unveiled. The reflected halo of the moon shimmered in the tranquil water as the river rippled along the wall beneath him, winding itself through the heart of the city on its way to Lake Fuori. Far to his left he could see the gleam of the first arch which marked the dramatic entrance to the lake and the luxuries it held.


    It was an inspiring yet comforting view, and one he had spent close to forty years watching develop, mature and grow increasingly more lustrous. He contented himself with enjoying it while he waited for his appointment to arrive.


    The message had come in the middle of dinner at his favorite Chinasian restaurant. He hadn’t even had the chance to go home yet; the entirety of the belongings he had traveled with were stowed in the rear compartment of his bike. But in truth there wasn’t much of consequence waiting for him at the apartment, for it was home in only the most technical sense of the word.


    Never have anything you can’t walk away from. A gem of advice imparted by a friend and mentor early on in his career, and something he had found remarkably easy to adopt.


    *


    He stowed the bike in a nearby stall he had rented in yet another assumed name and hurried to Bay F-18. He made a brief pass through the ship to make sure the contact points on the charges were solid, then sat in the pilot’s chair, kicked his feet up on the dash and crossed his hands behind his head to wait.


    They were hackers as much as terrorists. It wouldn’t take them long to break the encryption to the bay. The encryption on the ship’s airlock was stronger—for they would expect it to be—but not so difficult they couldn’t crack it.


    Planting enough charges at the headquarters to take it out would have involved significant risk of discovery and ultimate failure. But here, he controlled every step and every action.


    The hangar bay door burst open. Three…six…eight initially. He sincerely hoped more showed up before they got into the ship.


    His wish was granted when three minutes later seven additional members of the group rushed in. The surface pursuit, he imagined. The initial arrivals were still hacking the ship lock. He gave them another two minutes.


    With a last gaze around he pulled his feet off the dash and stood. He headed through the primary compartment and below to the mid-level, opened the hatch to the engineering well, and positioned himself in the shadowy corner near the stairs.


    They wouldn’t all come in at once, lest they end up shooting each other in the confusion. Three, maybe four to start, plus two to guard the airlock. They would fan out to run him to ground quickly.


    The first man descended the stairs. As his left foot hit the deck Caleb grabbed him from behind and with a fierce wrench snapped his neck. He made a point to throw the body against the stairwell so the loud clang echoed throughout the ship.


    Two down.


    *


    Caleb looked over his shoulder to see Michael Volosk striding down the steps toward him. Right on time. Everything about the man’s outward demeanor projected an image of consummate professionalism, from the simple but perfectly tailored suit to the close-cropped hair to the purposeful stride.


    He extended his hand in greeting as the Director of Special Operations for the Senecan Federation Division of Intelligence approached. A mouthful worthy of the highest conceit of government; but to everyone who worked there, it was simply “Division.”


    Volosk grasped his hand in a firm shake and took up a position along the rail beside him. “Thanks for agreeing to meet me here. I have a syncrosse rec league game down the street in twenty minutes, and if I miss another game they’ll kick me off the team.” He wore a slight grimace intended to hint at the many responsibilities a high-level covert intelligence official was required to juggle…then presumably realized the impression it actually conveyed, because he shifted to a shrug. “It’s the only opportunity I have to blow off steam.”


    Caleb smiled with studied, casual charm. “It’s not a problem. I just got in anyway. And if the surroundings happen to discourage prying eyes, well, I appreciate the value of discretion.”


    Volosk didn’t bother to deny the additional reason for the choice of meeting location. “It wouldn’t hurt if your coworkers didn’t know you were back on the clock yet—and that’s one reason I chose you. Your reputation is impressive.”


    He chuckled lightly and ran a hand through disheveled hair made wild by the wind. “Perhaps I’m not discrete enough, then.”


    “Rest assured, it’s on a need-to-know basis. I realize we haven’t had many opportunities to work together yet, but Samuel always spoke of you in the highest terms.”


    He schooled his expression to mask the emotions the statement provoked. “I’m humbled, sir. He was a good man.”


    “He was.” Volosk’s shoulders straightened with his posture—a signal he was moving right on to business, as though it didn’t matter how good a man Samuel had been. “What do you know about the Metis Nebula?”


    Caleb’s brow creased in surprise. Whatever he had been expecting, this wasn’t it. Okay. Sure.


    “Well, mostly that we don’t know much about it. It’s outside Federation space, but we’ve tried to investigate it a few times—purely scientific research of course. We know there’s a pulsar at the center of it, but scans return a fuzzy mess across the spectrum. Probes sent in find nothing but ionized gases and space dust. Scientists have written it off as unworthy of further study. Why?”


    “You’re very well informed, Agent Marano. Do a lot of scientific reading in your spare time?”


    “Something like that.”


    “I’m sure. The information I’m sending you is Level IV Classified. Fewer than a dozen people inside and out of the government are aware of it.”


    He scanned the data file. In the background the synth band shifted to a slow, rhythmic number threaded by a deep, throbbing bass line. “That’s…odd.”


    “Quite. The Astrophysics Institute sent in a state of the art, prototype deep space probe—the most sensitive one ever built, we believe. Honestly, it was solely for testing purposes. The researchers thought Metis’ flat profile offered a favorable arena to run the probe through its paces. Instead it picked up what you see there.


    “Obviously we need to get a handle on what this is. It came to my desk because it may represent a hostile threat. We’ve put a hold on any scientific expeditions until we find out the nature of the anomaly. If it is hostile, the sooner we know the better we can prepare. If on the other hand it’s an opportunity—perhaps a new type of exploitable energy resource—we want to bring it under our purview before the Alliance or any of the independent corporate interests learn of it.”


    Caleb frowned at his companion. “I understand. But to be frank, my missions are usually a bit more…physical in nature? More direct at least, and typically involving a tangible target.”


    “I’m aware of that. But your experience makes you one of the few people in Division both qualified to investigate this matter and carrying a security clearance high enough to allow you to do so.”


    It wasn’t an inaccurate statement. And if he were honest with himself, it would probably be best if he went a little while without getting more blood on his hands.


    *


    He slid open the hidden compartment in the wall and climbed into the narrow passage, pushed the access closed using his foot and crawled along the sloped tunnel. When he got to the end he activated his personal concealment shield—which did very nearly make him invisible—and with a deft twist released the small hatch.


    He rolled as he hit the ground to mask the sound. The lighting in the bay was purposefully dim, and he landed deep in the shadow of the hull.


    As expected, there was a ring of men guarding the exterior of the ship. He waited for the closest man to turn his back, then slipped out and moved to the corner of the bay to settle behind the storage crates he had arranged to have delivered earlier in the day.


    He was rewarded by the arrival at that moment of an additional six—no, seven—pursuers. A significant majority of the active members were now inside the hangar bay. Good enough.


    They moved to join their brethren encircling the ship—and he sent the signal.


    The walls roiled and bucked from the force of the explosion. White-hot heat blasted through his shield. The shockwave sent him to his knees even as the floor shuddered beneath him. Pieces of shrapnel speared into the wall above him and to his right. A large section of the hull shot out the open side of the bay and crashed to the street below.


    One glance at the utter wreckage of his former ship confirmed they were all dead. He climbed to his feet and crossed to the door, dodging the flaming debris and burnt, dismembered limbs. The emergency responders could be heard approaching seconds after he disappeared down the corridor.


    He didn’t de-cloak until he reached the bike. He calmly fired it up, cruised out of the stall, and accelerated toward the exit.


    Mission fucking accomplished.


    *


    Caleb nodded in acceptance. “I’ll need a new ship. My last one was, um, blown up.”


    “My understanding is that’s because you blew it up.” The expression on the Director’s face resembled mildly sardonic amusement.


    He bit his lower lip in feigned chagrin, revealing what he judged to be the appropriate touch of humility. “Technically speaking.”


    Volosk sent another data file his way. “Regardless, it’s been taken care of. Here’s the file number and all the standard information, including the hangar bay of your new ship.”


    He ignored the mild barb and examined this data with greater scrutiny, but it appeared everything had in fact been taken care of. “Got it. This all looks fine.”


    “Good…there’s one more thing. It’s no secret with Samuel gone there’s a leadership vacuum in the strategic arm of Special Operations. He believed you were quite capable of taking on a larger role. Based on your record—a few isolated excesses aside—and what I know of you, I’m inclined to agree. So while you’re out there in the void, I’d encourage you to give some thought to what you truly want from this job. We can talk further when you return.”


    Caleb made sure his expression displayed only genuine appreciation, carefully hiding any ambivalence or disquiet. “Thank you for the vote of confidence, sir. I’ll do that.”


    “Glad to hear it. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go get my ass kicked by ten other men and a cocky, VI-enhanced metal ball, after which I get to go back to the office and review the Trade Summit file for the seventeenth time this week.”


    He grimaced in sympathy. It was impossible to escape the growing media frenzy surrounding the conference, even with it over a week away.


    Twenty-two years had passed since the end of the Crux War; it had been over and done with before he was old enough to fight. The cessation of hostilities after three years was officially called an ‘armistice,’ but Seneca and fourteen allied worlds had—by the only measure which mattered—won. They had their independence from the mighty Earth Alliance.


    Now some politician somewhere had decided it was finally time for them to start playing nice with one another. He wished them luck, but…. “If it’s all the same, I’d just as soon not be assigned to that one, sir. It’s going to be a clusterfain of epic proportions.”


    Volosk exhaled with a weariness Caleb suspected was more real than contrived. “Don’t worry, you’re off the hook—wouldn’t want to endanger your work by putting your face in front of so many dignitaries. I, however, won’t get a decent night’s sleep until the damn thing’s finished.”


    Caleb sighed in commiseration, playing along with the superficial bonding moment. It seemed the higher-ups had decided he was worthy of being nurtured, at least enough to make certain he stayed in the fold. Bureaucrats. They had no clue how to manage people; if they did, they would realize he was the last person who needed managing.


    “Well, I’m sorry I can’t help you there, sir. But I will head out on this mission once I’ve pulled together what I need. It should be a few days at most.”


    Volosk nodded, transitioning smoothly to the closing portion of the meeting. “Please report in as soon as you discover anything relevant. We need to understand what we’re dealing with, and quickly.”


    He responded with a practiced smile, one designed to convey reassurance and comfort. “Not to worry, I’ll take care of it. It’s what I do.” He decided it was best to leave when I’m not blowing up three million credit ships and two dozen terrorists with them unsaid.


    After all, he fully intended to try to return this ship in one piece.


    *


    After Volosk had departed, Caleb remained by the river for a while. His outward demeanor was relaxed, save for the rapid tap of fingertips on the railing.


    He had been on leave ever since the post-op debriefs for the previous assignment had wrapped up. Whether the vacation had been a reward or a punishment he wasn’t entirely sure, despite Volosk’s vague hint at a promotion. Nor did he particularly care. He had accomplished what he had set out to do, justice had been served—albeit with a spicy dash of vengeance—and the bad guys were all dead. But it appeared it was time to get back to work.


    The serenity of the cool night breeze and river-cleansed air juxtaposed upon the pulsing thrum of the music and swelling buzz of the crowd made for an appropriate backdrop. Time to retune himself.


    He had enjoyed spending time with Isabela and her family, especially getting to play the bad uncle and fill Marlee’s head with rebellious and unruly ideas sure to drive her mother crazy for months. The little girl had spunk; it was his duty to encourage it.


    It had been a welcome respite. But it wasn’t his life.


    He pushed off the railing and strolled down the promenade to the bar area. The throbbing of the bass vibrated pleasantly on his skin as he neared. He ordered a local ale and found a small standing table which had been abandoned in favor of the dance floor. He rested his elbows on it, sipped his beer and surveyed the crowd.


    It was amusing, and occasionally heartbreaking, to see how people doggedly fumbled their way through encounters. All the cybernetics in the world couldn’t replace real, human connection, which was likely why physical sex was still the most popular pastime in the galaxy, despite the easy availability of objectively better-than-real passione illusoire. Humans were social animals, and craved—


    “What are you drinking?”


    He glanced at the woman who had sidled up next to him. Long, razor-straight white-blond hair framed a face sculpted to perfection beyond what genetic engineering alone could achieve. A white iridescent slip minimally covered deep golden skin. Silver glyphs wound along both arms and up the sides of her neck to disappear beneath the hairline.


    He smiled coolly. “I’m fine, thanks.”


    She dropped a hand on the table and posed herself against it. “Yes, you are. Would you like to dance?”


    He suppressed a laugh at the heavy-handed come-on. “Thank you, but…” a corner of his mouth curled up “…you’re not really my type.”


    Her eyes shone with polished confidence. She believed she was in control. How cute.


    “I can be any type you want me to be.” The glyphs glowed briefly as her hair morphed to black, her makeup softened and her skin tone paled.


    So that’s what the glyphs were for. A waste of credits born of a desperate need to be wanted. He gave the woman a shrug and shook his head. “No thanks.”


    She scowled in frustration; it marred the perfect features into ugliness. “Why not? What the hell is your type?”


    He took a last sip of his beer and dropped the empty bottle on the table. “Real.”


    He walked away without looking back.


    

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 3: Erisen


    Earth Alliance Colony


    Twelve screens hovered in a grid pattern above Kennedy Rossi’s desk.


    She regarded them with a critical eye. Her head tilted to the left, then the right, on the off chance the shift in angle might reveal a new perspective. After further consideration she backed up to lean against the window. The distance allowed her to better analyze the overall effect. At least in theory.


    The desk was made of nearly transparent polycrystalline alumina glass. It displayed any information transmitted to it—in her case typically ship architectures and schematics—with micro-scale accuracy and detail. It also happened to act as a rather beautiful complement to the bright, elegant décor of the office.


    This project wasn’t so far along as to require the desk’s particular capabilities, however. Not yet. The presentation contained in the hovering screens focused on the big picture. Its purpose was to weave a story the less technically minded (she was being charitable) directors might understand and, more importantly, believe in enough to invest significant funds in the project.


    She gazed out the window. Large, feathery snowflakes danced in the air yet again. Maybe she should go skiing this weekend….


    Erisen was the closest habitable world to Earth and had been one of the first extra-solar settlements. In a nasty storm she occasionally questioned the ‘habitable’ part, but colonists had put the chilly environs to good use. Due to little orbital tilt there weren’t seasons to speak of and while it did snow often, the low humidity resulted in a dry, champagne powder snow. Those features meant, in addition to creating a skier’s paradise, quantum-scale and other manufacturing that required supercooled conditions could be made cheaply here without the need for orbital facilities.


    The colony had wasted no time in crafting the advantages into an economic boon, building a manufacturing sector which was all too happy to supply materials for the rapid galactic expansion of the late 22nd century. More than a hundred fifty years later, Erisen was among the most prosperous Alliance worlds and a hub for electronics, orbitals and starship design and construction.


    Which was why she was here, despite the reality that the social and cultural offerings still paled in comparison to those of home. But Earth was a mere three hours away, and it was easy enough to hop a transport when something interesting caught her fancy.


    With an almost wistful sigh she turned away from the snowflakes and back to the presentation. A palm came up to rest beneath her chin.


    As onboard CUs grew increasingly powerful and attained greater range, long-distance hacking of ship systems constituted a growing crime. The chart hovering to her left indicated the rate of increase in such attacks threatened to become exponential.


    A heavily cyberized merc ship was able to hide in the shadow of a moon and remotely take control of a corporate, personal or possibly even military ship halfway across a stellar system. Mercs were then free to disable it for boarding and raiding, turn its weapons on its friends or send it crashing into the nearest planet.


    The problem hadn’t yet hit the radar of the general public, but it would do so soon enough. If she had her way, IS Design would be waiting in the wings to offer the finest in EM reverse-shielding to counter the threat—for the right price, obviously.


    She had already drawn up rough schematics for how the shielding would integrate into standard ship infrastructure, determined the estimated power and material requirements and developed a lattice formulation to best improve its performance. Really, all she needed to do now was add some flowery words and a couple of charts projecting outrageous profit percentages, and she’d be ready to present to the board of directors.


    She reached over and flipped the trend statistics and market analysis scr—


    —a flashing light in her eVi signaled an incoming holocomm request. She stashed the screens and allowed the holo to take their place.


    “Kennedy Rossi speaking. I’m seeing the back of a head and a knot of dark red…Alex?”


    “It says so right there on your screen, Ken.”


    “Oh, I never check that. I prefer to be surprised.”


    Alex chuckled and finally looked up. She sat cross-legged in the middle of the engineering well of the Siyane, an open panel exposing the engineering core beside her. She blew a wisp of hair out of her face. “Sorry, final diagnostics check. I have a question.”


    “And I have an answer—or if I don’t, I have an entertaining-yet-relevant anecdote.”


    “Uh-huh. Is it safe to tune the power outflow to the dampener field down fifteen percent or so, then run it through an mHEMT amp on the way? I don’t want to blow up my ship.”


    “Hmm…give me a second and let me check the field test data.” She flicked her index finger against the edge of the desk to display the product files and scrolled down a series of tables and charts, pausing a few times to study one. “Not quite, but you can—do you keep a silica-sapphire matrix filter on board?”


    “Yep.”


    “Okay, if you run the conduit through it after the amp you should be fine. The dampener doesn’t like power spikes.” She picked up a diagram out of the files. “Here, I’ll send you the schem flow. I’m sure the CEO won’t mind if I toss around a bit of proprietary information.”


    “Terrific, thanks.” Alex relaxed back on her hands while the file transmitted and loaded. “How’s life on Erisen? Have the dinner parties lowered your IQ precipitously yet—or would it be the boardrooms? I can never tell which is worse.”


    She rolled her eyes with dramatic flair and flopped down in her chair. “Dreadfully boring. Yesterday I had to politely educate three visiting investors on how we would not be switching to the trendy new tungsten metamat for our starship hulls due to the fact it melts in warmer planetary atmospheres. They kept getting distracted ogling my legs and—well, I won’t put you to sleep with the tiresome details of what followed.


    “Although, I did meet a delicious eco-dev executive at a cocktail party later in the evening, so the day wasn’t a complete loss. We’re having dinner tomorrow night. I have high hopes.” Her eyes sparkled with deliberate playfulness. “Speaking of tall, dark and handsome, have you listened to Ethan’s newest music?”


    “I have. It was surprisingly mellow. He’s getting complacent in his wealth and fame.”


    “Angst and rage is for the young and poor, right? You know, you should totally stop by and see him for a quick lay before you hit space again.”


    Coaxing Alex to stop working for five minutes and, heaven forbid, engage in fun had been an ongoing project of hers since university, where inventing the most clever and efficient engineering designs had competed for attention with frat parties and beach bonfires.


    Of course Alex had never wanted to go to the frat parties, preferring her men brooding and intellectual; the bonfires she had been only a little more amenable to. But Kennedy was nothing if not persistent, and she had on occasion relented, even if she had usually ended up fucking with the boys rather than actually fucking any of them.


    Alex worried at her lower lip while she gave a stellar impression of scrupulously studying the incoming schem flow. “Ken, it’s been eleven years. I am not going to ‘stop by for a quick lay.’”


    “You’re forgetting that time you did stop by for a not-so-quick lay after Malcolm broke up with you. When was it, two years ago?”


    “Two and a half years ago and I haven’t forgotten. It doesn’t count, because I was wasted…among other things.”


    She twirled a long lock of hair around a finger. “All weekend?”


    Alex’s eyes narrowed; it magnified the effect of the arched eyebrows above them. “Soglasen—past’ zakroi.”


    Kennedy laughed but raised her hands in mock surrender. “Okay, okay, I’ll let it go—but my point still stands. I’m sure he’d be thrilled to indulge you again. He’s always had a soft spot for you.” She definitely saw a brief flash of amusement cross Alex’s expression before she tamped it down.


    “And you’ve always been entirely too nosy when it comes to my sex life. Now about the field’s power requirements. You said it doesn’t like spikes. Just how much fluctuation can it tolerate, really?”


    *


    Siyane: Earth, Seattle


    Alex took a few steps back and let her gaze run over the length of the ship.


    She had spent more than three hours the previous evening working the silica-sapphire matrix into the control grid and recalibrating the power outflow, then testing and retesting the entire system—but the results were worth it. While even extensive testing couldn’t replicate real-space conditions, the sims averaged a 39.2% decrease in emission leakage with the new dampener field engaged.


    Already an extremely quiet ship, presenting a sleek, subtle profile that shrugged off seeker pings like water down a sloped roof, her stealth level might now be unmatched. She wasn’t invisible to sensors, not altogether. But she would be damn close.


    A self-satisfied smile grew on her lips. Part of her mind ticked through the list in her head to ensure all was as it should be, any issues had been addressed and she was prepped to fly. The other part giggled silently in pleasure at the beautiful creature which hung before her. The new f-graphene alloy muted the reflective characteristics of the hull, giving the Siyane a dangerous, sinister appearance. That suited her just fine.


    Her reverie was interrupted by Charlie coming around the rear of the hull to stand beside her.


    “Everything checks out. I believe you knew it would, but thanks for letting me pretend to do a little work.”


    She grinned and elbowed him lightly in the side. He was right of course. She understood the intimate details of every subsystem far better than he did. But his job was making sure starships operated correctly; he had checklists for each subsystem and methodical processes to confirm their proper functioning. It was simply good practice for the ship to regularly undergo a thorough operational review—particularly after installing substantive upgrades, which she had most certainly done.


    “A pleasure doing business with you, as always. No idea when I’ll be back, but I’ll let you know when I know.”


    “Yes, ma’am. Safe travels.”


    As soon as he had left she jogged up the extended ramp to the open airlock hatch and headed straight for the cockpit. She had earlier confirmed the food supply delivery and stored her clothes and personals below. Nothing left to do but leave.


    She settled into the supple leather cockpit chair, and with a thought the HUD came to life. The Evanec screen displayed the formal communication with the spaceport’s VI interface.


    EACV-7A492X to Olympic Regional Spaceport Control: Departure sequence initiation requested Bay L-19


    ORSC to EACV-7A492X: Departure sequence initiated Bay L-19


    The docking platform whose clamps held the ship slid toward the interior of the spaceport. It then became a lift and rose to the roof along with dozens of other lifts in the stacked rings of the facility. All departures occurred above the ceiling of the skycar airlanes, for obvious reasons.


    The platform locked into position on the rooftop deck. She idled the engine and waited for the clamps to disengage.


    ORSC to EACV-7A492X: Departure clearance window 12 seconds bearing N 346.48° W


    EACV-7A492X to ORSC: Departure clearance window accepted


    The platform rotated to the indicated bearing and the clamps retracted. The Siyane hovered for 1.4 seconds before the pulse detonation engine engaged and she was flying over Whidbey Island. Eighteen seconds later she passed into the Strait of Georgia and beyond the purview of ORS Control.


    Outside a spaceport’s airspace and above two kilometers altitude, air traffic was managed by a CU under the guise of the Earth Low Atmosphere Traffic Control System. Its job in the main consisted of ensuring starships and planetary transports didn’t crash into one another. It was a task uniquely suited for the raw processing power of a centralized synthetic construct, and the CU performed it flawlessly.


    She veered west. The coast receded then disappeared from the stern visual screen and the Pacific Ocean stretched out beneath her. She far outpaced the sun, and like a clock winding in reverse dawn soon turned to night.


    



    


    “Alex, would you like to fly her?”


    The smile breaking across her face morphed to a frown at the midway point. The viewport revealed only the stars above and moonlight reflecting in the water below. They had left the San Pacifica Regional Spaceport after breakfast, but this far out over the Pacific the sun had not yet risen. “But Dad, I can’t see anything. It’s too dark.”


    “You will, moya milaya. Come sit in my lap and I’ll show you.”


    She scrambled out of the passenger seat and onto his thigh in a flash, fidgeting a bit to get situated. Though she was tall for her age, her feet didn’t quite reach the floor; instead they danced an excited rhythm in the air.


    “Are you ready?”


    She absently tucked minimally brushed hair behind her ear and nodded. “I’m ready.”


    “Okay. I’m going to send you the access code for the ship’s HUD. You won’t be able to control it right away though. I want to walk you through what each of the screens mean first.”


    A tiny light in the corner of her vision signaled a new message. She zoomed it, and a question floated in the virtual space in front of her. ‘Access ship flight displays?’


    She both thought and exclaimed “Yes!” Her father chuckled softly at her ear.


    The world lit up around her. A wall of semitransparent screens overlay the viewport. They painted a canvas of aeronautical splendor in radiant white light.


    Airspeed. Altitude. Bearing. Pitch angle. Air temperature. Atmosphere pressure and air density. Radar. Engine load. Other readings whose purpose were a mystery. The screens’ relative focus and opacity responded to every shift in her gaze, then to her intentional thoughts. Secure in her father’s lap, she grinned in delight.


    Her life would never be the same again.


    



    


    At seven kilometers altitude she began maneuvering toward the Northeast 1 Pacific Atmosphere Corridor. Technically two corridors—one for arrivals and one for departures to avoid nasty collisions—it was one of twenty-two such passages located on the planet, spaced 4–5,000 thousand kilometers apart at 55° N, 0° and 55° S latitudes.


    Nearly all starships possessed the drive energy, hull strength and shields necessary to pass through any planetary atmosphere having an escape velocity value within fifty percent greater or lesser than the habitable zone. The exceptions were dreadnoughts and capital ships, which were built and forever remained in space. But that didn’t mean it was an especially fun or comfortable experience, and the wear and tear from frequent atmosphere traversals wreaked havoc on a ship’s structure and mechanics.


    The solution was the corridors: reverse shields which held back the majority of atmospheric phenomena from a cylindrical area. A series of rings made of a nickel alloy metamaterial absorber generated a plasma field between each ring to create the corridors.


    On Earth the rings measured half a kilometer in diameter and stretched from an altitude of ten to two hundred sixty kilometers, well into the thermosphere. The details varied on other worlds, but every planet with a population in excess of about twenty thousand had at least one paired corridor.


    It was midmorning back on the coast and traffic was brisk. She slowed and eased into the queue of vessels departing Earth.


    For basic security or record-keeping purposes or perhaps merely to give a few bureaucrats something to do, a monitoring device recorded the serial number designation of every vessel to enter the corridor. If one was flagged for any of a variety of reasons—but most often due to a criminal warrant—a containment field captured it at the second ring, immobilizing it until the authorities arrived.


    She’d seen it happen once or twice and found it an absurd annoyance. The system was ridiculously porous; if someone wanted to avoid capture, he or she simply wouldn’t take the corridor (except for the brainless idiots who evidently did). But thankfully there appeared to be no brainless idiots in the vicinity this morning, and in minutes she was accelerating into the rings.


    Without the buffeting forces of the atmosphere fighting against her, it was a brief four minute trip. A swipe of her hand brought up the engineering controls and she initiated the transition to the WM impulse engine. Then she curled her legs underneath her and surveyed the view.


    Earth’s outer atmosphere constituted a barely organized chaos of commercial and residential space stations, zero-g manufacturing facilities, satellites and military defense platforms. The cornucopia of structures sped along a dozen progressively larger concentric orbits. Up close, it made for an extraordinarily beautiful vista: sunbeams reflecting off gleaming, smooth metals streaked in the luminous glow of the lights within. A testament to the triumph of human ingenuity.


    As her distance from Earth grew, however, it began to more closely resemble a swarm of ants feeding upon the discarded remnants of a meal, a dichotomy which had always amused her. The ship’s acceleration increased as the engine reached full power, and the ants soon faded into the halo cast by the sun.


    She stood up and stretched. It would be four hours before she reached the Mars-Jupiter Main Asteroid Belt and was ‘allowed’ to engage the sLume drive.


    Originally named the Alcubierre Oscillating Bubble Superluminal Propulsion Drive when the first working prototype had been developed nearly two hundred years earlier, a clever marketing executive had quickly coined the far more consumer-friendly term ‘sLume Drive.’


    The mechanism which propelled her ship across the stars bore little similarity to the initial prototype. The ring which held open the warp bubble was now dynamically generated and consisted of exotic particles too small even en masse to be visible. The energy requirements were met in full by the He3 LEN fusion reactor thanks to the boost in negative mass provided as a byproduct of the impulse engine.


    And while the first prototype had achieved a mere seventy times the speed of light, her drive was faster by a factor of thousands. Admittedly, it was a very high-end model.


    The particles released by the bubble’s termination were funneled into micro-singularities so as to not destroy everything in a 0.2 AU vicinity. Still, space traffic in the Earth-Lunar-Mars conjunction was quite heavy, as the region housed greater than fifteen percent of the galactic population. Though volumes of research indicated it was perfectly safe, Alliance bureaucrats insisted on concern over the idea of billions of micro-singularities being created every day in such a congested sector—some notion about destabilizing the space-time manifold.


    So superluminal drive operation by private spacecraft was forbidden inside the Main Asteroid Belt; military vessels and commercial transports naturally got a pass. And she wasted half a day on 0.1% of her trip.


    Her natural instinct would normally be to work up a case of righteous indignation at the blatant capitulation to fear rather than science, but she just couldn’t muster the necessary outrage.


    After all, she was home.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 4: Earth


    Vancouver: EASC Headquarters


    The members of the Earth Alliance Strategic Command Governing Board positioned themselves around the oval table. Five of them were present in the flesh, the four Regional Commanders via full-dimensional holo.


    The table was a true antique, crafted for the Politburo Standing Committee headquarters in Zhongnanhai in the waning years of CCP rule. Constructed of natural Burmese Teak and lacquered in the ancient Chinese tradition, the finish now lay buried beneath multiple layers of AgInide secure conductive glass.


    The table was, of course, impressively large—far larger than required for a mere nine occupants—but a more practical table would have been less grand and not befitting the importance of those who utilized it.


    A late afternoon sun shone through the floor-to-ceiling windows lining the penthouse conference room. Shielding filtered the sunlight to reduce the glare without marring the view of the Pacific, seeing as the room had been placed on the western-facing side of the building specifically for its magnificent view.


    General Price Alamatto waited until the door had closed behind the departing aides before turning back to the gathered Board members. “As I was saying prior to the interruption, with a minor readjustment to the Sol System construction budget we will have the funds to assemble an additional six high-orbit arrays and deploy them to the Fionava and Deucali Provinces.”


    Miriam Solovy leaned forward in her chair while keeping her shoulders firmly squared. It was an assertive posture she used often to persuasive effect. “And if we supply them to Fionava and Deucali, then New Cornwall and Messium will want them as well, and probably Karelia and Nyssus, too—all on account of a mythical threat from nonexistent aliens forever on the cusp of the frontier. And indulging them will wipe out the Sol System construction budget.”


    She shook her head in a terse but firm motion. “No. If those funds are truly available, better for us to use them to reinforce Earth’s outer defense web with a redundant backup power grid and install the new longer-range emission signature sensors. Added redundancy will increase security and the sensors will give us significantly earlier warning should unwelcome visitors target Earth.”


    General Liam O’Connell cocked an overly bushy eyebrow in her direction. “Careful Admiral, lest someone insinuate you were advocating an ‘Earth First’ agenda.”


    O’Connell was the Southwestern Regional Commander, and seemed to believe overseeing the largest region in terms of kiloparsecs gave him the right to be an arrogant prick. He was incorrect, not that it stopped him.


    She regarded him coolly. “I don’t particularly care what someone insinuates about me, General. I am doing no such thing, save for the irrefutable fact that both the knowledge and capabilities of the Earth Alliance are concentrated here on Earth, and we should recognize this and act accordingly.”


    Alamatto cleared his throat from the head of the table. “You make a commendable and valid point, Admiral. Nevertheless, we must not appear to be Earth-centric in our decision-making. Earth has plenty enough resources on its own. We need to be cognizant of the reality that the colonies often lack our inherent means and require our protection.”


    A strong Earth was a strong Alliance; she’d never understand why more people didn’t see this. She worked to protect the best interests of the entire Earth Alliance, colonies included.


    Her glare was steel across the table. “Which protection we won’t be able to provide if our defense web goes down and we come under attack.”


    O’Connell snorted from the safety of his holo. “Who do you think is going to attack Earth, Miriam? Seneca? They wouldn’t dare. Raiders from New Babel, or maybe some nutcases from Pandora? Be realistic. Earth is by far the most fortified, heavily defended world in settled space. No one is coming for Earth.”


    Inwardly she sighed, though she was careful not to let it show. At this point the Board was in danger of becoming completely dominated by the Regional Commanders. Alamatto was too weak a leader to keep them in line and there wasn’t another faction to counterbalance them. The other three Earth-based members were too beholden to competing political benefactors to act in concert with her or Alamatto.


    She was fighting a losing battle and she knew it. But so long as she held a position of any power, she would not fold. She dropped her chin and gazed slightly up and sideways at O’Connell, one eyebrow arched; the impression created was of a master disappointed in the ignorance of the student.


    “If I could predict the nature of the adversary, rest assured we would already be meeting the threat. You believe we’ve thought of everything. But the real danger is, as it has been since the dawn of history, the enemy we cannot predict. This is what I seek always to defend against.”


    Alamatto placed both palms on the table and pressed into it in an attempt to reassert control over the meeting. “You both raise valid concerns which we must weigh alongside other considerations.”


    He paused to grace the table with a smooth smile; the poised, confident yet nonthreatening countenance ranked as one of his strongest assets.


    “In my view the defense web is sufficiently strong for the time being, but mine is not the only opinion which matters. Are there any further observations, or shall we vote on the initiative?”


    *


    Deucali: Earth Alliance SW Regional Military Headquarters


    General Liam O’Connell barreled down the hall from the QEC room toward his office. His nods to the junior officers he passed, when they occurred at all, were curt. The base headquarters bustled with activity even on this most typical of days; nevertheless, the crowd unfailingly parted to let his tall, burly form pass unhindered.


    The Board meeting had gone well he thought. Personally he wasn’t all that worked up over the need for additional high-orbit defense arrays, but as a power play he must admit it was a shrewd maneuver.


    Fionava seemed to be genuinely concerned by potential dangers from the frontiers of space beyond its borders. This world wasn’t subject to those concerns to so great an extent, but he was more than happy to join their cause if it meant greater resources and increased influence would come his way.


    Deucali was one of the largest ‘Second Wave’ colonies, and its population continued to grow. With each passing year it exercised greater control over the smaller settlements in the Province. The colony’s star was on the ascension, no question about it. Without slowing he barked an order at a passing Lieutenant regarding the unfinished upgrades to the QEC room.


    Alamatto was a weak-willed pussy. His entire career had been based on nothing more than the military establishment’s respect for his father—but were he alive, the elder Alamatto would be mortified by his excuse for a son. Solovy could be a royal pain in the ass, but she was little more than a pencil pusher; if she had ever seen live combat it had been back in the Bronze Age. As for the remainder of the Board, they weren’t worth wasting energy over.


    At a crossway he abruptly stopped and pivoted to face the young man traversing the opposite hall. “Corporal, did your babysitter teach you to tuck your shirt in like that? Sharpen those creases before I lay eyes on you again, son.”


    “Y-yes, sir!”


    He had turned and moved on before the Corporal managed to stutter out the reply.


    Well, that wasn’t quite true. The Northeastern Regional Commander, Rychen, was an obstacle waiting to happen. He oversaw the region closest to Senecan space, which alone made him a significant player. Granted, he also had won numerous medals in the Crux War, was respected by his peers and by all accounts was a shining beacon of honor and integrity. The man was without a doubt dangerous. But for the moment their interests were aligned, so Liam played nice.


    He waved off a couple of officers trying to vie for his attention, strode into his office and closed the door behind him. In an earlier time it would have slammed, but doors didn’t do such things anymore. A shame, really.


    After a quick sip of water he shifted his focus to the series of flashing files on his desk overlay. He evaluated, assigned and dispatched them with brutal efficiency, pausing only to scowl at the status update on the construction of the new sim training complex. He personally preferred old-school live fire exercises—sim training produced weak-willed soldiers like Alamatto—but the decision came straight from the politicians. No actual action required, he sent it on its way.


    His scowl vanished at the next item; in the privacy of his office, it morphed into a smug smile. The Annual Founding Day Parade was next week. The entire 1st Deucali Brigade would be out in their dress blues, proudly showing what it meant to be an Earth Alliance Marine. It never failed to bring a tear to his eye to march through the streets at the head of his men. Though the Public Relations Staff Commander was responsible for the preparations, he had taken an active oversight role. He scheduled a meeting for 0700 the next morning to review the state of readiness.


    The voice of his secretary interrupted his train of thought. “Sir, Commander Bradlen has arrived for your meeting.”


    With a grimace he closed the various screens and straightened his jacket. “Send him in.”


    An upstart lad, Bradlen had risen quickly in the ranks due to an overabundance of competence. He returned the salute of the young Commander. “At ease.”


    “Yes, sir.” Bradlen sat down across the desk and opened a series of screens between them. “I’ve uploaded the latest supply reports and inventories as well as the shipment schedule for the next three months.”


    He paused while O’Connell accessed the files. “As you can see, we’ll receive a new shipment of test drones next week, along with the new ware for the existing high-orbit defense array. I heard a rumor we were getting another array soon, sir. Any chance it’s true?”


    Liam smiled thinly, the curl of his lips not otherwise impacting his expression. “I’m afraid that’s classified for now.”


    “My mistake. Um, about the ware for the array…Earth says it’s ready for deployment, but I assume you’ll want it tested thoroughly first, sir?”


    “You assume correctly, Commander.”


    “Understood. I’ll arrange for it to be routed through Configuration/Testing before Implementation Services gets their hands on it.” He cleared his throat and seemed to hesitate in uncertainty.


    “Spit it out, son, I don’t have all day here.”


    “Right. Sir, I feel I should draw your attention to a discrepancy in the inventories for our VI short-range missiles. There’s a report on it in the files. The discrepancy occurred in the middle of the transition to the new inventory system, so it’s probably just a glitch, but….”


    Liam snorted in clear disgust. “Goddamn warenuts. Every time they push out something ‘better’ it only makes things worse.”


    “I…yes, sir. I can have Support run some diagnostics, see if they can find the problem—”


    Liam shook his head in a manner which brooked no dissent. “Won’t be necessary. I will take great pleasure in informing Logistics Command they need to fix their crocked ware.”


    “Of course, sir. If there’s nothing else?”


    He had begun pulling up other reports; his head jerked in the direction of the door. “Dismissed.”


    Once Bradlen departed, he dropped the illusion of activity. He sat silently as an epoch passed…then reopened the Inventory Discrepancy Report. Seconds ticked by while he simply stared at it, as though the authority of his glare might melt it away.


    He didn’t know why he was hesitating. The decision had already been made; the deed already done. In many ways the decision had been made twenty-four years ago when he stood over his mother’s grave and made a vow, even if it had taken until two months ago for the opportunity for him to fulfill his vow to finally knock on his door.


    He had expected the discrepancy to be discovered. In this hyper-cyberized, always-connected world they lived in, it would have been impossible to hide it—so he hadn’t tried. Instead he’d made sure the materials vanished during the hectic, confused inventory system transition, thereby providing a ready explanation for their ‘absence.’


    Deucali Military HQ housed tens of thousands of armaments. Anyone who noticed a couple of dozen missiles unaccounted for would merely nod in agreement at how annoying the ‘damn ware bugs’ were and move on with their lives.


    He swallowed hard, annoyed at the sudden dryness in his throat. No reason to become all emotional about it now. He had already sold his soul for a chance at vengeance, and there was no getting it back.


    He deleted the report from the system.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 5: Earth


    Vancouver: EASC Headquarters


    Miriam sat at her desk and tried to focus on reviewing next week’s schedule. For a moment, she failed.


    She prided herself on superior compartmentalization skills…yet hours after the Board meeting, she couldn’t seem to shake a lingering unease. Disappointment. Annoyance.


    Being overruled gave her no pleasure, particularly when the facts were on her side. Egos coupled with narcissistic insecurity had won out over logic and reason once again. Hopefully they wouldn’t come to regret this decision, or the dozens before it.


    With a private groan she sat up straighter and returned to her calendar. Schedule.


    The christening ceremony for the new cruiser EAS Thatcher was on Monday, followed by a status meeting for Project ANNIE. She had various staff meetings on Tuesday, then Phase II testing review of new biosynthetics for special forces in the evening. Wednesday she left for the TacRecon Conference in St. Petersburg.


    Her mouth twitched involuntarily. She had tried to get Richard to go in her place—it was more his area of expertise anyway—but he was elbow-deep in the damn Trade Summit.


    She didn’t want to go to St. Petersburg, where memories of David lurked around every corner and across every street. Even the places they had never visited held shadows of the stories he had told of his childhood.


    She would need to visit her father-in-law while there. David had made certain his father received the latest in stem cell rejuvenation treatments, though the elder Solovy had accepted little else in the way of financial assistance. As a result, at one hundred sixteen years old he was built like a boxer and working low-altitude field construction ten hours a day.


    It would be uncomfortable and melancholy. He would ask after Alexis, say, ‘I’ve always loved that little girl,’ leaving unsaid the insinuation ‘as opposed to how I feel about you.’ Her position of prominence meant nothing to him. In his own twisted way he would forever blame her for David’s death, ignoring the fact that David had joined the military six years prior to meeting her. He would inquire as to whatever man she must have moved on to by now, oblivious to the reality that in twenty-three years she hadn’t moved on; that she had no intention of ever moving on.


    After two miserable hours she would excuse herself and return to her five-star hotel room, order her 250-credit room service, allow herself one glass of sherry and occupy her mind with vitally important matters of galactic security until she was too tired not to sleep.


    She didn’t want to go. But she’d do it anyway, because it was her job, and because she didn’t trust anyone else other than Richard with the responsibility. At least next year the conference location rotated out to somewhere—anywhere—other than Russia.


    She blinked to push aside the dangerously sentimental thoughts, opened the ANNIE briefing and proceeded to dive into breakdowns of recurrence quantification analysis, time series prediction, stochastic controls and most importantly, dynamic security feedback loops.


    Nearly two hundred fifty years after the Hong Kong ‘incident,’ synthetic intelligences of all types were still locked down and circumscribed on every world, but nowhere more so than in the military. The Alliance didn’t curtail the advancement of non-cybernetic synthetic technology; they merely kept it corralled inside safety fences, as it were.


    ANNIE (Artificial Neural Net Integration and Expansion) represented the most advanced Alliance-sanctioned synthetic neural net to date. It also promised to be the safest, most secure Artificial ever constructed, for they had had centuries to perfect every control and safeguard.


    Yet believing such to be true was exactly what had resulted in the Hong Kong incident in the first place. So she intended to double- and if necessary triple-check the dynamic security feedback loop protocols.


    She had made it through an entire third of the file when her secretary pinged her eVi to inform her the Minister for Extra-Solar Development was in the lobby asking to see her.


    She frowned in annoyance, and a bit of surprise. She didn’t care for people dropping by without an appointment, but the man was influential enough she couldn’t afford to rebuff him. “Give me two minutes before you send him in.”


    The layers of screens vanished; she went to the cabinet to fix a cup of tea. By the time the Minister walked in she was in perfect form and smiling with poised grace.


    “Minister Karolyn, so good to see you again.”


    “And you, Admiral.” He half-bowed from the waist. She dipped her chin and gestured him toward the chair opposite her desk.


    There was only one conceivable reason for the visit—but she never made assumptions where politicians were concerned. “What can I do for you?”


    He nodded and adjusted himself awkwardly in the chair. “I apologize for the unannounced visit. I found myself in the area this afternoon and thought I might drop in.” Her left eyebrow raised the slightest bit. “I wanted to take the opportunity to impress upon you in person how much we want to see Alexis in the Deep Space Exploration directorship. She’s a stellar candidate who can bring new energy and initiative to the department.”


    Her lips pursed briefly. “She would unquestionably do so, and I regret she was unable to accept your generous offer. But if I may be honest? This seems rather a lot of effort for a position which, while prestigious, is not one I consider to be world-altering. I imagine you have other qualified candidates.”


    “Yes, obviously.” He fidgeted again, though this time it didn’t seem to be related to the comfort level of the chair. “If I may also be honest, Admiral, I’m getting a fair amount of pressure to make sure your daughter is named to this post, and soon.”


    She suppressed a frown, but barely. It concerned her if political forces had taken an interest in Alexis without her knowledge. “Pressure? Wherever from? Alexis is hardly politically connected.”


    “That’s the thing about political pressure, ma’am. One rarely can see from where it truly originates. All I can say is someone higher up than me very much wants your daughter in this job. So if you were able to reach out to her again and reiterate the degree of interest, I’d greatly appreciate it.”


    She sipped her tea, both to buy herself a moment and to center her thoughts. She wasn’t eager to divulge the abysmal state of her relationship with her daughter to a stranger, much less a politician. But if there was any chance of Alexis accepting the position, she wanted to help make it happen. It would be good for her…eventually, it might be good for them. “Minister, do you have children?”


    “I’m a bachelor, so not as far as I’m aware of.” He smiled.


    She didn’t. “I see. You will not have experienced this yourself then, but like many children, my daughter developed a mind of her own before she was two years old and has never lost it. She stopped taking my advice around the time….” A shadow passed across her face she couldn’t fully disguise.


    



    


    The security office on Le Grande Retraite was as bright and clean as the rest of the orbital luxury resort. A young lieutenant in a spotless uniform greeted her at the entryway with a salute. “Commodore Solovy. It’s an honor to meet you.”


    She leveled a dismissive glare at him. “This is not a social call, Lieutenant. Take me to my daughter.”


    His posture wilted as he stammered out a response. “Y-yes, ma’am. We put her in one of the interview rooms. I, um, gave her a juice. And some popcorn.”


    She fell in beside him. “And the young man?”


    “Uh, he was of age and no laws had been broken, so we weren’t able to detain him.” He stopped in front of a doorway and glanced at her, then hastily opened the door and stepped back.


    Alexis tossed a kernel of popcorn in the air and caught it in her mouth. Her feet were clad in braided flip-flops and kicked up on the desk, legs crossed at the ankle. She was all elbows and knees, half a child and half a woman. Her hair was bound in long pigtails draped over her shoulders and down her chest—strange, they somehow made her look older, not younger. Perhaps it was the sharp, spirited fire in her eyes. David’s eyes.


    “Mom. Here to throw me in the brig?”


    “I am here to take you home.”


    Alexis gave a melodramatic sigh, rolled her eyes in exaggerated annoyance and pulled her feet off the desk. “Fine, whatever.”


    She turned to the lieutenant. “Thank you for taking care of my daughter, Lieutenant. I do apologize for any inconvenience she may have caused you.”


    “She was no trouble, ma’am.” He jumped when Alexis tossed the bag of popcorn to him as she passed.


    “Thanks for the snack, mes’ye.”


    Miriam didn’t say a word until they reached the ship. She set the autopilot then shifted in the seat. “What were you thinking? You are fourteen years old and had no business flying off-planet without supervision.”


    “It’s not like it was far off-planet….” Her hand jerked toward the viewport dominated by Earth’s profile.


    “How did you access the ship? The security should have prevented you from flying it.”


    Alexis snorted. “Please. I hacked full access to it weeks ago. It actually recognizes me as its primary owner now, you know.”


    “Not for long it doesn’t. You will— ”


    “Did you even know I was gone until they called you? You didn’t, did you? You spent another night at the office, doing whatever the hell it is you do there.”


    She felt her jaw tighten, but made certain her voice remained even. “I trusted you were mature enough so I didn’t need to check on you constantly, trusted you would respect your curfew and not, for instance, steal the family ship and run off with a boy four years older than you.”


    “Nick? He’s a tupïtsa, and entirely too easy to impress. I was bored with him before we got to the station.”


    “That is not the point. The point is I was mistaken. You aren’t worthy of my trust.”


    “Bullshit. The point is—”


    “Do not speak to me in—”


    “The point is you will do everything in your power not to have to spend time with me. I’m nothing but a nuisance in the way of your damn career—but hey, it’s fine. Say the word and I’ll be out of your hair forever. I’ve got things to do anyway.”


    She opened her mouth to retort…then closed it.


    How could she tell her daughter it was a knife in the heart every single time she looked at her? That she saw David in the light in her eyes, the way she walked, her voice, her smile and even her frown? That she could hardly bear to be in the house where he was a ghost in every shadow and a whisper in every corner, yet couldn’t bear to let it go for the same reason? That she sought refuge in work because it was the only place where she could pretend there wasn’t a hole in the world? Where she could at least try to make sure he didn’t die in vain?


    She couldn’t, of course.


    “Don’t be absurd. You are my daughter, and I care about you. But with the implementation of the armistice there’s a tremendous amount of work to do. A lot of changes are on the way. Someone has to ensure matters are handled properly.”


    “Chto za khuynya! I don’t understand why you agreed to the armistice in the first place. We should have blown Seneca into space dust.”


    “Alexis, please mind your mouth. Cursing in Russian is still cursing.”


    “I certainly hope so. And my name is Alex.”


    She gritted her teeth in frustration, inhaling a deep breath to swallow her initial response. “’I’ did not agree to the armistice—you know better. The Prime Minister and the Assembly did, because the simple fact is we were taking too many losses. It was against Alliance interests to get into a long and messy quagmire.”


    “A ‘quagmire’? Is that what you call them murdering Dad? That’s cold, Mom, even for you.”


    “Don’t you dare say such a thing. Your father died a hero.”


    “So everyone keeps telling me. You know what? He’s still dead. They should be, too.”


    Yes they should be. But David wouldn’t want—wouldn’t have wanted—it. “I’m afraid their fate isn’t up to me. But one thing which is up to me is your punishment. You are on home restriction until such time as I feel you’ve learned to be responsible. You can go to school and activities I have approved beforehand. Otherwise, the security system will not allow you to leave. If you get into trouble while at school, you will be holoing your studies for the foreseeable future.”


    “I’ll just hack it.”


    “Young lady, I have people working for me who are far better hackers than you. You will not.”


    Alexis shrugged, threw her feet up on the dash and crossed her arms over her chest. “Right. Absolutely. You’ve got me.”


    



    


    Naturally, she had hacked the security system within the week; the tougher encryption subsequently added, two weeks later. And after that….


    She gave the Minister a tight, formal expression. “Well, she hasn’t taken my advice in quite some time. In any event, if you legitimately want her to accept the position, I’m afraid asking me to press the matter is not the tact you want to take. I think it best if you reached out to her directly.”


    He exhaled in a suggestion of weary acceptance and stood. She stood with him and accepted his outstretched hand.


    “Thank you for your time, Admiral, and your frankness. I’ll likely do that.”


    “Certainly, Minister. My door is always open.” It was a bald-faced lie, but one she had uttered at countless dinner parties and conferences, and she delivered it as smoothly as any greeting.


    Once he had departed, she drifted to the window. Fall came early here, and the sun had already begun its descent into the waters.


    Perhaps her suggestion to the Minister hadn’t been such a good idea after all. Please, Alexis, don’t tell the man to fuck off.


    She thought on it a minute, then turned on a heel and went down the hall to Richard’s office.


    A checkerboard of screens decorated his desktop surface and an aural hovered in front of his right eye. When she walked in he shut off the aural and smiled, though it was a weak attempt. “What’s up?”


    She didn’t respond immediately, instead pacing halfway across the room, hands clasped behind her back, before stopping to look at him. “You took Alexis back to the spaceport the other day, right?”


    “Yeah, I caught her on her way out. Why?”


    “Did she by chance say anything about the Deep Space Exploration offer?”


    He huffed a brief laugh. “Not anything you want to hear.”


    Her eyes squeezed shut in a grimace. “Excellent. The Minister just left my office. He’s rather eager—disturbingly so, actually—for her to accept the post. I told him he should contact her, but now I’m not convinced it was the correct thing to do.”


    He gave her an understanding smile, this one genuine. “Well, I’m not sure it really matters. She left Earth yesterday morning.”


    She sighed softly. “Of course she did. Listen, there’s something else. Karolyn said he was receiving political pressure to name Alexis to the post. I don’t suppose you’ve heard any chatter about that?”


    “Miriam, I’m shocked you would imply we spy on domestic political affairs.”


    “No you’re not.”


    “Ha…no, I’m not. To answer your question, not a peep.”


    “Damn. I know you’re underwater right now with the Summit, but if you get a few minutes could you dig around a little? It bothers me that politicians are meddling in her affairs without my—”


    “Approval?”


    “Knowledge.”


    His hands rose in surrender. “Okay, I’ll look into it. It may take a few days.”


    “Thanks, Richard. I’ll let you get back to work. Try to get some rest though—you know next week is going to be worse.”


    *


    Despite Miriam’s advice, it was almost twenty-two hundred before Richard walked in the door to his home in the foothills above Lake Sammamish.


    Intelligence agents were now integrated into the official Alliance delegation to the Summit, the convention center staff, invited guests and rather voluminous press covering the event. By Monday morning on Atlantis (which for added fun was around three in the morning in Seattle) all his assets would be in place, and everything they saw, touched and interacted with fed to his office via an instantaneous quantum entanglement communication network.


    He was met at the door by a kiss and a tumbler of whiskey.


    He happily accepted the kiss but looked askance at the whiskey. “Will, I have to be back at the office in seven hours.”


    “And thus you need to relax and unwind in the most efficient manner possible.” Will nudged him toward the living room while still holding out the glass. He sighed, felt a small percentage of the stress escape with the breath, and acceded to both the nudge and the glass.


    He sank into the couch, grateful—not for the first time—for a home which was truly a refuge from the madness. The glass at his lips, he took a long sip and relished the smooth fire of the whiskey as it scorched down his throat. “You know, I could get used to this ‘manservant tending to my every need’ routine.”


    “Well, don’t.” Will chuckled while he dimmed the lights and crossed the room to settle onto the couch beside him. “My next project starts in three weeks, though at least it’s a bit closer, on Demeter. Building a performing arts center, if you can believe it. But you can live the dream until then if you like.”


    “I like….” He made an effort to smile and rub Will’s shoulder, but his head fell back against the cushion and the smile gave way to a groan. The Summit hadn’t even started yet and he was already ready to tear his hair out. Although to be fair, much of the stress of the day had resulted from the ridiculous volume of bureaucracy involved in placing agents inside the official delegation. One of the best things about intelligence work was the lack of bureaucracy—but not this time. It paled in comparison solely to the sheer politics involved in placing agents in the press unit.


    He tried again to push the hassles to the back of his mind. Refuge. “I absolutely believe it. Demeter fancies itself the next Romane, some kind of mecca of wealth and refined luxury or other. But hey, it’s close enough you’ll be able to come home most weekends, right?”


    “Most, hopefully.” Will rubbed his chin with his fingertips, which usually meant he was bothered by something.


    Richard straightened up a little. “I’m sorry work happens to suck at the exact moment you’re home and have actual free time. If I could do anything to change it, I would.”


    Will shook his head. “No, I know. I mean I understand. This is life, and we have all of it to be together. It’s…listen, why don’t you just go to Atlantis? It’d be easier than trying to control the circus from your office eighteen hours a day, and hey, at least you’d get a little sun.”


    He stared out the windows lining the opposite wall, comforted by the knowledge there was a beautiful view out there in the darkness. “Because if the EASC Naval Intelligence Liaison shows up at the Summit then someone might think we were engaging in covert spying activities—and we wouldn’t want that.”


    “Yes, and otherwise they’ll never suspect any such thing.”


    “Oh, certainly not.” He sighed and took another sip of the whiskey. Will had been right; it was helping. “It’s the game we play with our adversary. Both sides pretend to be upstanding, sincere and earnest. Both sides secretly try to undermine the other at every opportunity. The status quo continues.”


    “Or you could simply say ‘to Hell with the whole damn thing’ and go have a drink together.” At Richard’s incredulous glance, he shrugged. “Look. Earth controls sixty-seven worlds, already more than they can manage. The Senecan Federation wanted independence and they got it. They’re thriving and successful and have a lot to offer. I for one would jump at the chance to work on several of the projects they’re pursuing. But I can’t, because I’m from Earth—”


    “—and because you’re married to me.”


    “Which is a price I’ll gladly pay every day for the rest of my life.” He squeezed Richard’s hand to emphasize the point, then leaned forward to rest his forearms on his knees. “I’m merely saying we don’t need to keep carrying around all this animosity. The war ended twenty-two years ago.”


    “Twenty-two years is the blink of an eye for the people involved. Some wounds don’t heal so quickly.”


    “You’re talking about Miriam, and Alex.”


    He cast his gaze to the ceiling. “Without a doubt. And thousands, Hell, millions of others…I don’t know, maybe I’m talking about me, too. I mean, I lost my best friend, and several damn good ones. I don’t consider myself as walking around bearing a grudge, but if faced with the option, I’m not sure I’m ready to be friends with the Senecans.”


    Will’s nod bore conviction. “I get that, I do. My uncle died in the war. He was a good man, and my aunt has never gotten over it. And I hate I never had the chance to know David.” He paused, the telltale twitch of his mouth a hint he was pondering whether to continue. “But I still think everyone might benefit if we found a way to put aside the past and move on.”


    Richard closed his eyes, but there was a smile on his lips. Will would have made an even better diplomat than he did a construction project manager…but it was only a sign of how much he cared. He laughed and finished off the glass of whiskey. “Except me—I’d be out of a job.”


    Will leaned in closer. “That’s fine. I’ll support you, and you can be my manservant.”


    

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 6: New Babel


    Independent Colony


    Olivia Montegreu woke to the sensation of calloused fingertips dancing along her hip.


    She stretched and rolled over, to be greeted with the smiling face of…she had never asked his name. Not as if it mattered. He was handsome and well-packaged and enthusiastic and couldn’t be older than twenty-five.


    He leaned over to kiss her, but she wound a hand into his hair and urged him lower instead. “Be a good boy and finish what you started.”


    He grinned as he kissed down her lean, smooth stomach, wasting little time in reaching his destination.


    She closed her eyes and let her head fall to the pillow. What a fabulous way to start the day….


    When she had finished, she nudged him off the bed with her toes. “That was lovely. You’ll find your clothes laundered and folded in the entryway. The receptionist in the lobby will call you a cab if you need one.”


    He stood, nonchalantly wiping the excess moisture from his lips. “Can I see you again?”


    She was already on the way to the shower and didn’t bother to turn around. “Oh, I doubt it.”


    Forty minutes later she was seated at her desk, legs crossed elegantly beneath the burnished copper surface. A black silk sarong contrasted against her pale blond hair combed straight to drape down her back. It was all meticulously crafted to project the desired image.


    She regarded the nondescript man standing across the desk from her with the slightest tilt of her head.


    “Kill her.”


    He nodded, unsurprised. “Yes, ma’am. Should I pin the blame on anyone in particular? Maybe Trenton’s group?”


    “No. I want everyone to know this one came from me.”


    “Understood, ma’am. I’ll inform you once it’s done.”


    “No need; I assume you are capable enough. Simply do it.”


    The man’s throat worked, his composure faltering. “Of course, Ms. Montegreu. Is there anything else?”


    “I hope not. Go.” She flicked a perfectly manicured hand in the direction of the exit. He spun on his heel and hurried toward the door.


    She rolled her eyes in irritation, but it was for show. Gesson was a competent enforcer, a crafty overseer and most importantly, not overly ambitious. On uncovering evidence the woman in charge of managing new chimeral distribution was skimming off the top, he had first confirmed the evidence then reported it directly to her. She was confident he would handle disposing of the embezzler with similar efficiency.


    Once he had departed, she carried her hot tea over to the windows to inspect the morning.


    New Babel’s mornings looked suspiciously like its nights, on account of its distant blue dwarf sun and the heavy cloud of dust and gases from the surrounding nebula. It was hardly the most hospitable of planets, but it had two things going for it: an abundance of heavy metals which made industrial construction cheap and fast, and a natural barrier via the nebula against both electronic surveillance and warfare.


    As such, it had become a home base for a wide swath of criminal organizations and black market entrepreneurs. There was no government to speak of and even less regulation; the strongest organizations built what they needed when and where they needed it.


    The result was a chaotic architecture of high-rises, slums, factories, markets and red-light clusters…well, much of what occurred on the streets of New Babel would qualify as ‘red-light’ on other worlds. Here it took on a whole new meaning.


    Her office stood in stark contrast to the dark, grimy, overcrowded city beneath it—quite deliberately so. The entire penthouse suite was spacious, minimally adorned and spotless. A décor of natural marble floors, white mahogany furnishings and copper and glass complements served as a declaration to all who entered that she existed above and apart from the masses below. Like her attire, appearance and bearing, it projected only and entirely what she desired to convey: refinement, prestige, exceptionality. But above all, power.


    A soft chime in her ear reminded her it was time for the call. She stepped into the triple-shielded, soundproof QEC room hidden behind the visually seamless right wall of her office. Ten seconds later a holo shimmered into existence in front of her.


    It revealed a man of indeterminate age, handsome and clean-cut but average in every way—medium skin tone, medium brown hair, medium height, medium build.


    That is, until he looked up and met her gaze. Piercing, sea-green eyes hinted at intelligence and cunning, along with an indefinable spark which hinted at something else altogether. The overall effect was to transform what had been an ordinary man into one who radiated dynamism, charisma and authority.


    She smiled darkly. “Marcus, it’s good to see you again.”


    He raised an eyebrow in mock appreciation. “And you, Olivia. May I say you are even more beautiful than the last time we talked.”


    “You may say it, but you need to work on your sincerity a bit.”


    He shrugged. “It’s a finite resource, and I need to save it for the constituents. What’s the status?”


    “We received the materials day before yesterday. They’re stored in a secure location until it’s time to deploy them. The team has been selected, every member screened by me, and is leaving tomorrow to train on Cosenti. The lead expects to have the final details worked out by late next week.”


    “Traceability?”


    “Ah, Marcus, always concerned first and foremost with covering your own ass—I know, I know, your ass must be covered for later phases to work. I get it. To you? None. To me? Virtually none. The only conceivable link is the lead, and his cover is so deep it will take Senecan Intel months to begin to peel back the layers in the highly unlikely event he’s identified.”


    “Will he break under coercion?”


    “It won’t be an issue.”


    The muscles in his jaw flexed. “Oh, really?”


    “Oh, really. I have it covered. Regardless, he and the rest of the team know nothing of you. No one save me knows anything of you. That was the agreement, and I honor my agreements.”


    “True…” a hand rose to knead at his chin “…you are the sole link to me.”


    She tsked him reproachfully. “If you try to kill me, you will not succeed.”


    “Oh, I’m sure. And I won’t need to try, because you are nothing if not power-hungry, and this little project of ours will bring you more power than you ever dreamed of.”


    “I can dream of a lot.”


    “And you shall have it all—so long as you make certain Palluda goes down cleanly.”


    She rolled her eyes in irritation, and this time meant it. “Marcus, who is the most dangerous, most effective, most Machiavellian criminal magnate in settled space?”


    “That would be you, my dear.”


    “Correct. Don’t question my methods, don’t question my judgment—and most of all don’t question my competency—and we will continue to get along just fine.”


    His chin dipped in acquiescence. “I have been properly chastised. We’ll talk again after Atlantis.”


    *


    Atlantis: Independent Colony


    Jaron Nythal stepped out onto the rooftop landing pad and felt a smile grow on his lips. A warm breeze, salty air and bright yellow sun welcomed him like the arms of a beautiful woman. He was going to enjoy this trip.


    He pulled his jacket off, draped it over a shoulder and strolled across the pad toward the railing at the edge of the roof while the rest of the Senecan delegation disembarked and saw to the luggage and cargo. Until the Director arrived on Sunday evening he was in charge of the delegation, which meant someone else would get his luggage to his room.


    He rolled his shoulders to work out the kinks. The transport was fast and secure, but it was still a government vessel and nineteen hours was a long time.


    His smile only widened as he reached the edge and the splendor of Atlantis spread out beneath him. A tiny planet covered wholly in water, it should have lain unnoticed and undeveloped. But the pleasant temperatures and calm weather of its equatorial region had caught the eye and imagination of a developer tycoon who found himself idle after many successful ventures and with money to burn.


    The outcome was a fantasy retreat unlike any other in settled space. Winding pathways suspended a mere two meters over the crystal blue water connected islands of condos, gardens, golf courses and beaches. Only small shuttles and personal vehicles were allowed in the airspace stretching four hundred meters above the waters to allow for a variety of recreational activities, from sky gliding to paracruises and wave skimming.


    Casinos, pleasure houses and vacation resorts competed with—or was it complemented?—state-of-the-art conference and convention facilities. Taking advantage of its unaffiliated status and convenient location nearly equidistant between Earth and Seneca, within ten years of opening the first hotel Atlantis had become the most popular destination in the galaxy for both corporate and government conventions.


    The breeze began to wash away the grime of travel; he rolled his sleeves above his elbows to hasten the effect. He intended to make every effort to find plenty of time around the preparations and even the Summit itself to enjoy the finer pleasures Atlantis had to offer. He already had a series of high-credit escorts lined up for the room at night—more than one on several nights—but not all of Atlantis’ offerings could be indulged in from a hotel room.


    The flash of red at the corner of his peripheral vision banished the train of thought and brought a dark scowl to his face. And then there was that.


    He supplied the decryption code, scanned the message and deleted it almost as soon as it had arrived. It contained suitably cryptic phrasing, but the point came through clear enough.


    Payment had been received. Final preparations were underway. The assignment would be completed at the time and in the manner the other party deemed most efficient. If all went well, Jaron would never know the man (or woman) had ever been at the Summit. That is, except for the irrefutable evidence thereof they would leave in their wake.


    He’d return to Seneca a richer man, though the new funds paled in comparison to the wealth he expected to soon follow. Yessiree…he should be able to set his wife and kids up in one of the swank new townhomes in the Pinciana neighborhood, with enough left over for a private condo retreat for himself downtown. It was a long way from his parents’ tiny apartment tucked behind their ‘herb’ shop shouting distance from the kasō shakai, the underworld slums the rest of Cavare pretended didn’t exist. A long way indeed.


    Of course if all didn’t go well, he’d be facing forty-years-to-life in prison at best, permanent disappearance into the black hole of a covert intelligence detention facility at worst. It wasn’t the first high-stakes risk he had taken in his life…but it certainly carried the greatest consequences, whether win or lose.


    The scowl lingered as he yanked his sunglasses off and looked around for his secretary. She tromped outside the transport cargo hull, arms flailing about to point at crates of equipment while she issued orders to the staff.


    He tossed his jacket into her chest and headed for the lift. “I’ll be in the Prep Room until dinner. Be a dear and bring me a drink, one of those strong tropical concoctions.” He paused mid-step, considered the message again and glanced over his shoulder.


    “On second thought, go ahead and make it a double.”


    *


    Matei Uttara departed the commercial transport amidst a throng of passengers. It wasn’t difficult to blend in with the diverse array of tourists and businessmen and women. Some were here for networking, some for relaxation, others for assorted pleasures of a daring but not truly dangerous variety. He imagined some were here for all three.


    His attire was nondescript, his hair cut to the chin and dulled to a dirty brown beneath a summer cap common on the resort world. His movements were casual, his bearing relaxed as he let himself be carried along by the crowd of travelers. His pace and gait varied at random intervals such that even the best pattern-recognition ware would be unable to spot anything anomalous.


    He passed among giggling children accompanying their parents to the family resorts and young people already drunk on hormones and synthetic liquor. He surrounded himself with other visitors as he made his way to the levtrams and nonchalantly snuck in the last seat of a full tram headed in the correct direction.


    As he exited the tram an attractive but intoxicated woman bumped into him. She stumbled, grabbed onto his arm and smiled lopsidedly up at him. He returned the smile while he reached underneath her hairline and pinched a nerve behind her ear. As her limbs relaxed he nudged her to send her momentum back toward her companions. He faded away into the crowd as one of them complained he wasn’t going to carry her all the way to the condo.


    The hotel was busy but not so thick with people as the transport station. He chose a family of five and trailed them through the lobby to the front desk, where he checked in under an invented identity using an untraceable credit account.


    His room was a modest affair on a middle level of the hotel adjacent to the conference center hosting the Trade Summit. The conference center had already heightened their security, and the security at the hotel was sure to soon become tighter than pleased him. But by staying here he could avoid transport complications which had foiled less talented men than he; also, it provided him ready access to staff corridors and maintenance shafts, should the need arise.


    He settled in with a decent steak dinner from room service, then sat cross-legged on the bed and spread the blueprints of the conference center and hotel in the air around him. They rotated in a slow circle as he studied them.


    Periodically he reached up and paused the flow to study one more closely. He intended to know the location of each and every one of the staff corridors and maintenance shafts throughout the complex.


    He planned to get a tangible feel for the layout in the morning, when the area would still be dominated by tourists rather than Summit guests. The first two days of the Summit he would attend as a credentialed reporter representing the small but growing trade exazine Celestial Industrials Weekly, one of dozens of vultures hovering on the periphery of the proceedings and stalking the halls. He would schmooze and linger and talk to people, but not to any one person for so long as to make an impression.


    At the end of the second day, his identity and tactics shifted. On the third and final day of the Summit, he would complete the job he had been engaged to do, again slip into the crowd, and vanish.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 7: Seneca


    Cavare


    Caleb idly toed the pilot’s chair side to side while he stepped through the preflight checklist a final time, mentally verifying every component which was checked off deserved to be. He had one remaining item to acquire, but it wouldn’t be on any official checklist.


    Satisfied the systems were a go, the food stores stocked, the engines prepped and the weapons in working order, he killed the power and headed down the ramp. At the bottom he turned to give her one last glance-over.


    He had to give Division credit; they didn’t skimp on ships and hardware. One step removed from a fighter, the scout ship wasn’t luxurious or roomy but she was lean and fast. The weapons tubes tucked into the lower hull so as not to increase drag. The custom EM sensors had been mounted beneath the nose the day before.


    Yeah, she would do.


    He slung his pack over his shoulder and headed out to the government spaceport’s surface parking. Yet when he reached his bike, he hesitated.


    Traffic whizzed along airlanes overhead in the evening sky and beside him on the streets. Rush hour appeared well underway, which meant he was going to have a bitch of a time getting across the city to Mom’s house—which in turn meant he’d be late for his meeting.


    The devil on his shoulder whispered in alluring, dulcet tones that he should skip the visit home and head straight for the bar. She was fine. And it wasn’t like he’d be standing her up. Unless he showed up at the front door, she’d never know he’d passed through Cavare.


    But she was alone. With Isabela on Krysk for the year doing a visiting professorship, she wasn’t able to check on their mother nearly as often as usual. Mom might have had an accident, or forgotten to shop for groceries, or….


    But Isabela went by a few days ago.


    And won’t be back again for a month.


    He groaned aloud as a guilty conscience shoved the devil aside and reasserted its dominance. “Shit.”


    More than a little disgusted with himself, he swung a leg over the bike, revved the engine and floored it out of the parking lot. He swerved into a service alley. The least he could do was take a damn shortcut.


    *


    “Oh, Caleb darling, it’s so nice of you to visit.”


    Yes, that’s exactly what he was. Nice. He hugged her, trying not to stifle within the desperate embrace. “Hi, Mom. I don’t have long, but I wanted to stop by and make sure you were okay.”


    “Yes, I’m just….” She ambled into the kitchen, wisps of dull brown hair falling out of a messy bun and to her shoulders. She pushed half-finished sketches off the table to the floor and gestured for him to sit. He complied, then watched her as she searched in the cabinets for tea to brew.


    He remembered when she had been a vibrant, smart, funny woman. For the entirety of his childhood that woman had been his mother. Now she was merely…pathetic. He knew this—he’d known this for a long time—but coming face-to-face with the stark reality still sent him for a loop. Old memories never die.


    “It’s okay, Mom. I’m good. Come sit with me for a few minutes.”


    She paused in the middle of the room, her unfocused gaze wandering across the kitchen. It was as if she had completely forgotten where she was. Seconds ticked by. Finally she jerked, a fleeting, erratic jolt of movement before her bearing returned to its former listless, empty state. She gingerly sat down opposite him. “How’s work, dear? Is the plant doing well?”


    “Absolutely. We’re rolling out a new line of six-person skycars, geared toward families. In fact, I’m headed off to Elathan tomorrow to oversee the ramp-up of the production line.” After years of practice, the lies rolled off his tongue more easily than truth.


    “How nice.” She nodded. It was an uneven, haphazard motion. Her eyes didn’t quite manage to meet his, which was just as well. “I’ve been talking to Federation Athletics about a design for their new regional office, so…we’ll see, maybe….”


    “That’s wonderful to hear.” It took all his considerable skill to inject a note of enthusiasm into his voice. Even so, he managed only the mildest cheer. She hadn’t completed an architectural design in at least fifteen years. This one would be no different—and there would be no value in him pointing it out. “So, you’re set then? You have everything you need?”


    “Oh, yes.” She gave him a vacant smile. “Glados and Meriva from the neighborhood association stop by once a week, we go out shopping and such.” The smile faltered. “I thought I saw your father the other day while we were at the syn-org market…” three seconds passed until she blinked “…anyway, everything’s fine. You go see to your shuttles and don’t worry about your mother.” She patted his hand to emphasize the point.


    Harsh, frustrated words rushed forth; he choked them back in his throat. “Okay, Mom. I have to go, I have a meeting—about the plant. I’ll try to stop by again when I can.”


    He prepped his most affectionate facsimile smile—but she had already drifted off, dreamily caressing the incomplete sketch of a low-orbital bio-friendly campus which had clung to the edge of the table.


    He nodded to himself and stood, leaving the house without looking at the wall of visuals in the hallway displaying a couple in love and a happy family at play. He definitely didn’t look at the largest visual, the one dominating the entryway. It portrayed a distinguished-looking man with close-cut black hair wearing a perfectly pressed suit, taken two months before his father had packed a bag, walked out the door and not come back.


    *


    As he cruised into the lot behind the Crux Happy Nights Cantina, Caleb decided he was exceedingly ready for a drink—so much so he didn’t even cringe at the dreadful title. Granted, he didn’t laugh either.


    But the beer turned out to be quite cold and surprisingly crisp. He welcomed the assistance it provided in forcing away the darkness which never failed to haunt him after a visit home. Escaping the gloom was an acquired skill, and he had largely regained his form by the time Noah Terrage slid onto the stool next to him.


    He flung long bangs out of his face and dropped his forearms on the chrome bar. “Caleb, friend, how’s it hanging?”


    The first rule of undercover work, spying and black ops in general—okay, probably the third or fourth or perhaps even fifth rule, but it certainly made the list—was anyone who made a point to call you ‘friend,’ wasn’t.


    Still, Noah was a good guy, and he felt inclined to give him a pass. Despite the rebellious attitude which came as an almost inevitable consequence of the man’s upbringing, Caleb suspected an honorable soul resided somewhere beneath the bravado and shady deals and wild stunts. For one, it spoke in his favor that he had managed to overcome the fairly significant disability of being a ‘vanity baby.’


    Cloning remained legal on most worlds with the express consent of the cloned—new births only though; all attempts to grow a fully developed adult body from existing DNA had thus far proved horrifically disastrous. Clone clauses in wills were, while not common, growing in popularity for what might be understandable reasons. Vanity babies, however, were frowned upon in most circles and rarely worked out well for either party. Nonetheless, there always seemed to be another billionaire narcissist convinced he or she deserved one.


    A clone of his father, a wealthy business magnate on Aquila, like most vanity babies Noah had been brought into existence above all to feed the source’s ego. From early childhood he had been expected to behave precisely as his father saw himself, sit and learn at his father’s knee and grow up to become his father’s devoted protégé in the business.


    So naturally, Noah had run away from home at fifteen. Caught a transport to Pandora and never looked back.


    He was a criminal, of course. A ‘trader’ in polite company and a smuggler everywhere else. And while the guy came off like the buddy you watched the game and drank too many beers with on the weekend, he possessed a skill bordering on magic: he could find anything. If it existed in settled space, he could make it appear in your pack inside a week—as with all things, for sufficient credits.


    In this instance he had far less than a week, but the item wasn’t a particularly rare one and the compensation generous.


    Caleb leaned over to shake his hand. “You know, just the usual—wine, women and song.”


    Noah laughed and took a swig from the mug Caleb had ensured would be waiting on him. “I do know it, man.” His voice dropped as he leaned in and casually passed over the small, unremarkable-looking yet very advanced communications scrambler. Caleb dropped it in his pack and just as casually returned to his beer.


    It wasn’t that he planned to engage in anything overtly criminal, much less traitorous to the Federation. In fact, he believed Volosk and likely the Division Director knew about and expected such things. Black ops were ‘black’ for a reason, yet they also fell under government supervision and oversight. A difficult quandary.


    Most things he did, most of the time, qualified as legal actions under Division’s mandate, if not always under civilian law. But every so often a mission called for actions which…weren’t. In such circumstances, his superiors winked and nodded and ignored the troublesome details, provided they had been sufficiently obscured. Hence the state-of-the-art communications scrambler—a necessary tool for those moments when even Special Operations didn’t want a recording of what was said or to whom.


    Noah’s voice stayed low and conversational, barely audible amid the din of spirited patrons and generic pub background music. “I guess you misplaced the last one, huh?”


    Caleb shrugged and sipped his beer. It really was rather good. “Eh, it blew up.”


    “What? Dammit, I’ll have a conversation with my—”


    “Not the scrambler—the ship it was in.”


    Noah’s head cocked to the side. “Oh. Yeah, that does happen.”


    He had met Noah nine years ago. An influx of chimerals had begun flooding the streets on several of the smaller Federation worlds; he tracked the source to a drug ring on Pandora. Noah was little more than a freelance street merchant back then, hocking black market surveillance equipment, hacking tools and modified energy blades. Illegal, but nothing hardcore. The modded gear had come in handy, as had the inside information provided as a bonus.


    After a few years, Noah earned enough credits to move his operation off the streets and began serving a more discerning clientele and their more unique needs. Caleb had called on him on occasion over the years, and now…well, they weren’t friends. But in another life, they might have been.


    “So how’s Pandora these days? The last time I visited, holo-babes in the spaceport terminal were selling head trips which would make you believe you sported three cocks and twice the women to fill with them lounged in your bed. Oh, and the bed floated upon a golden nebula in the stars. God knows what they were selling in the markets.”


    Noah laughed in wry dismay as he motioned the bartender for a refill. “Trust me, Caleb, you do not want to know what they’re selling in the markets. I don’t mess with such insanity, nothing but trouble.”


    “As opposed to the trouble you already get in?”


    He shrugged. “Yeah? Still, it’s all good. Business is good. Life is good. Nobody’s tried to kill me in at least a month.”


    Caleb chuckled in spite of himself. “I guess that’s all you can ask for, right?”


    Noah sighed wistfully. “No…you can ask for a beautiful, witty, intelligent yet minxy woman in your arms every night, a mansion on a hill—or better yet in the sky—and the best bodyguards to protect you when someone does inevitably try to kill you. For starters.”


    Caleb raised his mug to clank against Noah’s. “I’ll drink to that.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 8: Siyane


    Space, Northeast Quadrant


    Alex opened her eyes to the best surprise.


    The brilliant red and pink glow of the Carina Nebula filled the wide viewport above her bed. The vivid colors shone with a dazzling splendor only nature could create. She wound her hands behind her head and settled back onto the pillow to drink in the sight.


    It was good practice to drop out of superluminal speeds for a few minutes at least once a day to diffuse the particle buildup. She spoiled herself by arranging it so the deceleration occurred just before she routinely woke up, and was often treated to lovely vistas as a result—but few so spectacular as this one.


    There were no colonized worlds in the vicinity due to the imminent (any time in the next five hundred or so years) supernova of Eta Carinae. As such, one rarely had cause to linger so near to Carina. What she knew to be over a million stars clumped into multiple open clusters to glitter crisp and bright through the nebular cloud. She grinned, captivated, and watched until the sLume drive re-engaged and the stars blurred away beyond the bubble wall.


    With a contented sigh she crawled out of bed and splashed water on her face. She slipped on an athletic tank and shorts, twisting her hair up in a knot on the way up the circular stairwell to the main deck. After a brief check of the cockpit to make sure nothing unusual had occurred overnight and she remained on course, she grabbed a water, put on Brahms’ Academic Festival Overture and hit the treadmill.


    Staying in shape while spending most of her days on a ship with under two hundred square meters of living space wasn’t easy. Prenatal genetic tuning for physical hardiness and agility—a gift from her parents by way of the Alliance Armed Forces—made it easier to be sure, but even the best genetic enhancements didn’t replace simple physical activity.


    Nearly a quarter of the port wall was taken up by a treadmill, pull-up bar, pulley-based weight machine and pilates pad. It wasn’t mountain hikes or barefoot beach runs, but it mostly got the job done.


    Then she activated a full-sensory overlay of Discovery Park at sunset, and it effectively became a barefoot beach run. Almost.


    A heavy sheen of sweat coated her skin by the time she slowed the treadmill to a stop, lowered the music to a pleasant background level and headed downstairs to shower.


    One could make a reasonable case for the utility of every item on the main deck. But there was simply no denying the truth that the lower deck represented pure personal extravagance. She didn’t feel the slightest bit contrite about it either; it was her money and her ship.


    Still, she occasionally had to giggle in wicked delight at the full waterfall shower, oversized garden tub, cushy lounge chair and queen-sized bed with a view of the stars. Her own personal retreat, tucked into the void of space.


    *


    She sat at the kitchen-area table and munched on a banana and peanut-butter toast while she checked her overnight communications.


    First up was a cool note from her mother letting her know she would be going to St. Petersburg to attend a conference in a few days, and would tell her grandfather ‘hello’ for her.


    She ignored the tone of the message and smiled to herself. She had always rather liked her grandfather. He was simple and down-to-earth in a way few people were these days. Grumpy as all hell, but in a loveable way. A brief pang of guilt struck when she realized it had been more than four years since she had seen him. She really should try to rectify the lapse once she returned to Earth.


    She was about to delete the message when she noticed it included an attachment. Puzzled, she opened it, only to find a sterile listing of Alliance command postings for the previous month. A frown tugged her mouth downward as she scanned down it while wondering if her mother had attached it in error—except that was an absurd notion, because her mother didn’t make mistakes.


    The name leapt off the list as if it were scripted in meter-high fluorescent neon colors.


    EAS Juno: Lieutenant Colonel Malcolm Jenner


    She sank back in the chair, chuckling a little at the irony. He had left her because she spent too much time in space, and now he was serving in space. God, he must be miserable. He had never been able to grasp why she loved it so much, no matter how many times she had tried to explain it, had tried to show him what a wonder the stars were.


    Maybe she should send him a brief message wishing him luck…but some wounds were best left untouched, the better to fade away. In truth, he hadn’t left because she spent too much time in space—he had left because he believed she didn’t love him enough to spend less time in space and away from him. That wasn’t the way she had viewed the issue, but in declaring such he had made her realize it didn’t much matter, because the relationship was doomed to failure. He would never understand.


    She didn’t know what her mother imagined she was accomplishing by sending the attachment. Whatever. She munched on her toast for a moment, thoughts adrift in memories, before straightening up and forcing herself to refocus on the task at hand.


    Her brow crinkled up in bewilderment at the next message. It contained a personal note from the Minister for Extra-Solar Development asking her to reconsider the Deep Space Exploration position, increasing the offered salary by twenty percent and offering to meet with her this week to discuss her needs.


    Okay, seriously?


    A somewhat disbelieving laugh escaped her lips. She didn’t deny she felt flattered at the special attention; she had a great deal of confidence in her abilities, and her record spoke for itself, but damn.


    She chewed on her bottom lip and pondered what in the hell might be the reason behind the lavish adulation. She didn’t care for mysteries. Well, it would be more accurate to say she didn’t care for mysteries she couldn’t solve…but perhaps this mystery could be solved merely by the application of the universal law that politicians were svilochnaya peshka. Mollified by the thought, she shrugged and sent back a gracious decline.


    The only other message of value came from Kennedy. It detailed her enchanting dinner with the eco-dev executive and proclaimed she was absolutely positively head-over-heels in love. This guy was the one. No doubt about it.


    “What is this, the third ‘true love’ this year?” The woman went through men like most people went through flower arrangements. She responded with as much, then put away her plate and walked over to the data center.


    The heart of the main deck consisted of a long table, rectangular except for rounded edges. Along the starboard wall were a set of embedded screens, a small desk and a workbench. A waist-high holo control panel, linked to both the screens and the table, spanned the gap at the cockpit-facing end. A plain cylinder twenty centimeters in diameter hung suspended from the ceiling to hover a meter and a half above the length of the table.


    Both the cylinder and the surface of the table were made of a platinum-germanium based n-alloy. The inert, nonreactive platinum provided an ideal tableau upon which to display the data transmitted flawlessly through the zero-dispersive, semi-conductive and highly refractive germanium.


    A series of commands entered in the control panel rendered a full-spectrum image of Metis above the center of the table. The EM bands gleamed in the traditional rainbow hues but stretched far beyond the range of visible light to cover the spectrum.


    She reached into the display. One by one she pulled out each band and flicked it to the side, until eight discrete images bordered the center one. She couldn’t help but smile; the images now resembled nothing so much as an old-fashioned painter’s palette. Fitting, as to her it was pure art.


    She leaned against the workbench behind her and let her eyes drift across the palette. It was time to get serious about this expedition.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 9: Atlantis


    Independent Colony


    Matei Uttara moved with deliberate aimlessness through the milling guests in the foyer of the ballroom. Dimmed lighting, standard protocol for dinner parties across millennia, gave him some measure of freedom in his movements. He took care not to abuse the privilege.


    The current conditions—here, now, for the next seven to eleven minutes—most closely mimicked the environment he expected to encounter the following evening. Politicians, businessmen and press engaged in polite, formal mingling, everyone save the intelligence agents concerned solely with the impression they created.


    Beyond the threshold eighteen dinner tables were arranged with careful precision, separated by a wide aisle cutting down the center. The aisle served as a clear demarcation of the factions present: Alliance to the left, Federation to the right. Even the corporate representatives and media were required to declare their allegiance for all to see.


    The road to peace had quite a few more steps to be trod. Yet cracks in the symbolic wall were manifesting, courtesy of several brave souls among the attendees.


    Political boundaries leaked like a sieve when it came to popular culture, but visible differences still existed between Alliance and Federation citizens. The inhabitants of Earth and the First Wave colonies preferred rather baroque clothing as the current fashion; ensembles tended to include multiple hues or a vibrant, often garish accent piece. Those hailing from Senecan worlds favored dark, more muted attire or a single dominant hue. They saw it as befitting their self-proclaimed no-nonsense, pragmatic nature.


    The distinctions faded as one moved up the political ladder of course, for political culture remained traditionalist everywhere. Still, you could see it in the details if you knew how to look. For instance, among the brave souls chipping at the wall was Thomas Kalnin, the Alliance Deputy Minister for Textiles, whose bright fuchsia lapel kerchief in an otherwise conservative suit contrasted with the subdued sepia pantsuit of his conversation partner Sara Triesti, head of the Senecan Trade Biomedics Subdivision.


    The crowd thinned a bit as those on the periphery began to wander toward their seats. He took a half-pace back into the shadows to survey the room.


    The set of wide doors in the foyer constituted the primary method of ingress and egress to the ballroom. Halfway down the left wall were two doors used by the service personnel; one led to the kitchen, the other to supply stations then a maintenance corridor. The area bustled with activity as wait staff hurried in and out making final preparations.


    Far less obvious was an unmarked door in the right wall, just in front of the dais that stretched the width of the room. It led to an engineering hub for the various screens, lighting and invisible acoustic enhancements. A single technician staffed it during events. Beyond it lay another maintenance corridor—but this one opened into a labyrinth of passages which spread through the convention center. He expected this to be his exit.


    Director Kouris entered alongside his adversary-turned-partner Minister Santiagar. They would not linger amid the patrons. Not this evening. He could feel the subtle shift in the atmosphere, the intangible pressure on the guests to disperse, to take their places as rapt observers of the performance to come.


    He watched Kouris and Santiagar move across the ballroom toward the seats of honor, aides trailing them in parallel clusters. The ‘aides’ included three Alliance and two Senecan intelligence agents identified the day before along with a dozen of their brethren elsewhere in the delegations.


    There was danger in waiting until the final event on the final night to act. He would not be granted a second opportunity. Nevertheless, his instructions were to let the Summit play out, to let this very public spectacle of diplomacy run its very public course.


    The reason for the instructions had not been provided, but it wasn’t his concern. He knew quite well his role. He was to be the Bishop’s Opening in a galactic chess match.


    His white pawn stopped to acquire a drink at the bar before heading to one of the tables. Mr. Nythal had proved adequate in furnishing necessary access and information regarding certain codes and procedures, but was of little additional use. Yet another matter which was not his concern.


    His concern reached the head table, and the pressure on the crowd to alight became suffocating. He discreetly slid into the throng of reporters flowing to the media tables.


    *


    “Welcome everyone, to our banquet this evening. Friends, guests, press, we invite you to enjoy some of the famed Atlantis hospitality. Fellow Summit attendees, you’ve all worked extremely hard these last two days—it’s time to relax for a couple of hours with a fine meal and finer wine.”


    Jaron was already relaxing with something considerably stronger than wine. He took a long sip of the Polaris Burst cocktail while shifting to the right in order for the waiter to place a spinach salad in front of him. The first of—was it five courses or six? He couldn’t be bothered to recall.


    The dynamic voice demanded he return his attention to the stage. He truly hoped the man wasn’t intending on talking through every one of however many courses there were. The Alliance Minister was annoyingly charismatic, exhibiting an earnest demeanor which oozed sincerity and optimism. Director Kouris had spoken at the opening night’s dinner. It had been a direct and businesslike speech, as was his manner—supremely competent and utterly uninspiring.


    The Minister stepped out from behind the coral-veined marble podium. It served no real purpose beyond an oversized holder for a glass of water, but podiums were a tradition which for some reason never seemed to fade away. If the man needed the crutch of speech notes, they resided on his whisper. His easy, natural mannerisms made it unlikely, though.


    “We won’t hide from the truth of Earth and Seneca’s troubled past. To ignore it would be to devalue the sacrifices of those who lost their lives in a war both sides believed to be just. But we cannot alter the past. We can only move forward.”


    Santiagar paused to sip his water, and Jaron leaned in to chuckle at the punch line of a joke being shared by his table companions. He hadn’t caught the setup, but it hardly mattered.


    Mid-level members of the Senecan delegation surrounded him at the white-clothed table. While the Summit was by most accounts going well, few on either side were ready to mix socially yet. From a hierarchical perspective, he surmised this was the ‘auxiliary’ table—occupied by those on the fringe of real power.


    He swallowed a frown in the fiery burn of the cocktail. By right he should be seated next to the Director, but he had been bumped in favor of the Chairman of Elathan Pharmaceuticals, with the admonition that this was a trade summit, after all.


    “For though we have our differences, we are all members of the human race. We share thousands of years of history. We share a heritage, for Earth is the motherland for each of us.”


    Jaron nearly choked on a bite of ciabatta and quickly covered his mouth with a napkin. The Minister’s eyes shown with the fervor of a true believer. It was revolting.


    “We are here this week to take our first steps on a new path. A path which will bring greater prosperity to the citizens of our galaxy, no matter the affiliation of the world they call home. Director Kouris shares my commitment to forging this new path, and I give him my deepest appreciation and thanks.”


    The arrival of the soup dish provided him an opportunity to surreptitiously glance over at the press contingent. He didn’t know what he expected to see—a ninja in a mask with a saber strapped to his back? He hadn’t the faintest idea what the man looked like, or even if it was a man at all. Perhaps he might at least spot a steely gaze or an indefinable aura surrounding a dangerous person. But he could discern nothing. No sign or clue as to who among the two dozen reporters was the wolf in the fold.


    He did however notice the vision in red crossing the room on her way to a corporate table near the corner. Silver hair cascaded down sculpted shoulders to frame a plunging neckline and ample cleavage.


    Santiagar had abandoned the podium to stride along the front of the dais. His hands animated the energy of his words. “I believe, as the Director believes, commerce between private corporations and individual entrepreneurs should not be curtailed by political boundaries. Both the Alliance and the Federation espouse the principles of free enterprise and economic liberty. The time has come to practice what we preach.”


    Jaron gestured to one of the junior attachés seated at a lesser table to come over. When the young man—Cande-something—reached his side, he leaned in to mutter in his ear. “Do me a favor and see that a Velvet Fantasy is delivered to the lovely lady in red over there. And make damn sure she’s made aware it’s from me.”


    “Yes, sir. I’ll take care of it.” The man—Chris Candela was his name, he thought—nodded and scurried off. Jaron relaxed back in the chair and pretended to gaze with interest at what mercifully appeared to be the conclusion of the speech.


    “Tomorrow we will be presenting a series of real, concrete initiatives which will relax trade restrictions on a number of consumer goods, opening new markets for Alliance and Senecan companies alike. In addition, I’m pleased to announce Director Kouris and I have agreed to meet again next year in what we hope will become a regular conference devoted to expanding galactic commerce.”


    The Minister stopped at the perfect center of the stage and smiled with assured conviction at the audience. “Here’s to new beginnings.”


    As Santiagar descended the stairs to shake Kouris’ hand, Jaron looked over his shoulder to catch the eye of the lady in red. She raised her drink to him with a small dip of her chin and a seductive smile.


    *


    Diffuse lights transformed the waters to a glowing turquoise beneath the translucent walkway. Tiny ripples danced in the mild breeze cooling the air after what had been a warm, sunny day. Glare from the many hotels, restaurants and clubs fashioned an eerie blue-filtered aurora in the night sky.


    The Summit banquet had concluded three hours earlier. Afterward the attendees had practically trampled one another in their eagerness to scatter throughout the resort colony and partake in their sin of choice.


    The reputation of the man Matei followed was not that of a sinner. Those who knew him regarded him as squeaky-clean to a fault, which would be why he walked alone rather than joining any of the roving groups of his coworkers. It would also be why the man was heading toward the less well-lit area of the entertainment quarter, where his carnal lapse was unlikely to be witnessed by those same coworkers.


    Matei trailed his target into a sizeable crowd spilling out of a large theatre. The façade was festooned with garish flamingos, frolicking dolphins and a strange yellow-and-orange flying creature, all intertwined with neon magenta crystals. The marquee advertised a full-sensory interactive circus performance.


    Past the theatre the crowd dispersed somewhat, and with a right turn shadows began to fall across the illuminated walkway. Progressively seedier bars competed with body art parlors, sensory booths and ‘leisure’ clubs. He quickened his pace.


    As they passed the entrance to one of the more popular clubs and the foot traffic briefly increased, he bumped against his target. “Sorry, excuse me.” A clumsy grasp of a fleshy upper arm masked the pinprick of the microneedle.


    The man didn’t even glance at him. “It’s fine.”


    Matei blended back into the passersby to continue following three meters behind. Twenty steps later the man’s gait became erratic, then slowed to sway unsteadily.


    He sidled in beside his target and placed an arm around the man’s waist for support. “Easy there. I think you’ve had a little too much to drink.”


    Unfocused eyes looked over groggily. “Wha…you….” The eyes drifted closed as the man sagged into his arms.


    He held the slumping figure upright and guided him to an offshoot alley, then down two more alleyways, until the discordant sounds of the quarter faded to a low buzz. They moved around the corner of the rearmost building and he let the man collapse against the wall. A few incoherent mumblings escaped, but by this point all motor function control had ceased.


    Matei squatted down and placed a hand under the man’s chin to hold his head up. “Okay, smile for the camera.” His ocular implant scanned the facial features and hairstyle; he had to hold an eyelid open to get a retinal imprint. The man sank to the ground while he turned over a palm and scanned the fingerprints. Lastly, he yanked a single dark brown hair from the scalp and pressed it between the glyphs on his index fingers to extract the DNA sequence.


    Satisfied, he reached in his pack and pulled out a ball. It was a mere four centimeters in diameter, made of an ultra-dense alloy and attached to a length of fine woven rope. He wound the end of the rope around the man’s ankle and knotted it securely.


    The man had slipped into a fully catatonic state. Matei lifted him enough to shift him to the edge of the narrow walkway. After injecting the man’s neck with another needle, he straightened up and nudged the body and the ball over the edge into the water.


    Here in the deep recesses of the entertainment quarter there were no lights in the walkways or neon lights adorning the buildings. Within seconds the body vanished beneath the inky blackness.


    The rope was constructed of a special water-soluble metamat fiber. It was coated with a resin designed to dissolve over three days, after which the rope would disintegrate and the bloated body rise to the surface. The injected solution acted to keep the core organs minimally functioning long past when the man had drowned, thus delaying the apparent time of death.


    In the bright daylight sun and crystal waters, the corpse was certain to be discovered. To the world it would look like the man committed suicide shortly after committing the heinous act he intended to perform the next evening.


    He picked up the pack and retraced his path through the alleyways, where he rejoined the revelers. He wound his way back toward the hotel, where he would spend the remainder of the night transforming himself into Chris Candela, junior attaché to the Senecan trade delegation.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 10: Space, Northeast Quadrant


    Border of Senecan Federation Space


    Caleb sat on the floor in the open space of the main deck tinkering with a spare circuit panel. It was a trick he had learned as a teenager when he had spent a summer placing monitoring stations for the Park Service in the mountains outside Cavare. Occupying your hands with a detailed task became a form of meditation, allowing your mind to work through concerns in the background.


    His hands worked to separate the main and below deck temperature control circuits; his mind pondered Volosk’s oblique suggestion that he might, if he wanted, take Samuel’s place in Division.


    It wasn’t a question of whether he thought he could do the job. It was a matter of whether he wanted to do the job. Samuel hadn’t been confined to a desk in his last few years, but he had certainly spent less time in the field. Caleb liked the way things were now. He liked the chase, the intrigue…the simplicity. There were no politics to worry about and no bureaucratic entanglements; there was only the mission. He hadn’t—


    —alarms began pealing in the cabin, the high-pitched wails bouncing off the narrow walls to clash in a discordant clangor.


    He leapt to his feet and lunged for the cockpit—in the small cabin it wasn’t a great distance—dropping into the seat as he brought the alerts front and center of the HUD.


    The primary alarm alerted him to the fact that a particle beam had missed the ship by thirty-eight meters, sent off-kilter by the passive defense shielding. Weapons fire skimming the hull was the first warning of other ships in the vicinity?


    They must be sporting hardcore stealth, and since they were firing on him unprovoked they were definitely mercs. Drop out of superluminal for ten damn minutes and he’s getting shot at….


    “VI, identify hostiles and ready weapons.”


    The medium-pitched female voice responded in its pleasant, forever-placid tone. “Tracking hostiles.”


    The VI represented the top-layer interface for the onboard CU which monitored and manipulated the various ship systems. In 1.7 seconds the CU used the trajectory of the beam to extrapolate the attacker’s location and analyzed the energy readings in the region to identify the unique signature of the vessel.


    A red dot appeared on the HUD’s regional map.


    Having used the information to match similar energy signatures in the area, two additional dots quickly joined the first one. The three dots flew in formation and closed rapidly.


    “Let’s do this, you bastards. VI, autopilot off.”


    “You have navigation.”


    He engaged the safety harness then activated the manual-guided controls and yanked the ship upward into a sharp arc. He sailed above the pursuers, locked on and fired at the lead attacker.


    Particle beam weapons were standard fare on merc vessels, because they were comparatively cheap, standardized and mass-produced. However they weren’t particularly agile, with limited on-the-fly adjustability and a non-negligible recharge time.


    He’d noted earlier how Division hadn’t scrimped on the ship’s hardware, and was never more grateful for it than at this moment. The dual neodymium-crystal pulse laser weapons his ship wielded exhibited far greater responsiveness than particle beams. They realigned each pulse to account for the movement of the target and were capable of firing continuously for upwards of twenty seconds before needing to recharge. Granted, each pulse carried rather less force than a particle beam shot—but in practice the continual fire more than made up the difference.


    Twenty seconds of fire was enough to rip through most vessels’ primary and secondary shielding, much as it was doing right…about…now.


    The lead ship ripped apart into jagged metal shards, followed shortly thereafter by the bright white nova-like implosion-explosion of the sLume drive. His ship shuddered in his hands as the shockwave passed over it.


    He concentrated back on the HUD and the two outstanding attackers. The rush of adrenaline in his veins focused his thoughts and created the illusion of time stretching out. Intellectually, he knew nanobot regulators in his bloodstream were honing and directing the adrenaline to enhance the effect. Physically, he only knew his eyesight became sharper, his reflexes faster and his decision-making clearer.


    He’d exploited an advantage with the initial shot; they hadn’t known he could track them. Now they did. Predictably, the two ships began zigzagging while attempting to track his own erratic path.


    Maneuvering to slide behind them, he flipped the ship around and set the weapons to track one of the them until it gained a reliable lock then automatically fire. Unfortunately, while he did so the other attacker got a lock on him. The ship jerked in a violent wrench from the instantaneous impact of the particle beam. The shielding held but after two hits now stood at thirty-seven percent power.


    He tried to make his movement as unpredictable as possible. It was one of the reasons why humans remained better pilots than CUs. Even seemingly random variations by a CU were able to be predicted to a reasonable probability by another CU; an Artificial might be another matter, but building a synthetic neural net into a ship remained impractical, not to mention highly illegal. The decisions of a human acting on instinct under combat pressures, however, could never be predicted with any degree of accuracy. Or so the scientists said.


    Of course this meant he couldn’t predict their movements either. The weapons would fire within a picosecond of achieving a lock, though—and everyone paused at the controls for a picosecond or two. He was sweeping below and aft of the attackers when his weapons locked and the second vessel followed the first into the beyond.


    He made a snap decision and pushed the ship’s speed to one hundred five percent maximum. The mercs—one merc now—were fast, but not that fast.


    He had been traveling at seventy-five percent max sub-light speed when the attack occurred, and they had been gaining on him. Still, on the assumption the pilot of the final ship would spend at least a few seconds reeling from the close-proximity explosion and the fact all his companions were now dead, he figured he stood decent odds of escaping in those critical few seconds. Given the depleted state of his shielding, better odds than surviving another hit.


    “VI, divert non-critical power to impulse.”


    “Eighty percent of environmentals and utilities power diverted.”


    He amped the speed an additional twelve percent. It wouldn’t be maintainable for long without blowing out the engine—maybe ten minutes—but it should be long enough to lose the merc and transition to superluminal.


    “VI, divert communications power to dampener field.”


    “Communications is classified as a critical system.”


    “I’m aware. Divert communications power to dampener field.”


    A slight pause. “Dampener field at 97.2 percent strength.”


    He sped ‘north-northwest’ toward a region of denser interstellar gas and dust. Concepts like “north” had no real meaning in space, true. Nonetheless, the intrinsic human need for directional bearing had led to the development in the early days of extra-solar space travel of a heading scheme based on Earth’s location relative to the center of the galaxy.


    Eight minutes later he decreased his speed to ninety-eight percent max, sent the diverted power flow to the dampener field and began altering his route. He’d veer about for a couple of hours and approach Metis from a different angle than his previous trajectory. As a precaution.


    The air in the cabin started to get uncomfortably cold. He withstood it for another fifteen minutes, tucking his arms against his chest to maintain body heat. When his jaw shivered so violently he accidentally bit his tongue, he decided the success or failure of his escape had by this point surely been decided.


    “VI, return power to normal distribution.”


    “Standard power flows restored. Primary systems nominal. Two thermal blankets are located in the aft supply cabinet should you require them.”


    “Thank you, VI. I’ll be fine.” The breath he had metaphorically been holding since the attack began escaped in a very real expulsion of all the air from his lungs as he sank deeper into the chair. No longer required to focus on escape, evasion or keeping warm, the last of the adrenaline dissipated. He was left with little to do but sit there and attempt to wrap his head around what had just happened.


    How had they tracked him? For all practical purposes ships were not able to be tracked while superluminal. Theoretically the warp bubble could be detected, but to track it one would have to be traveling at the same precise speed on an identical trajectory. Even then, the minimal maneuverability coupled with the vast distances being covered made it effectively impossible to follow a ship in superluminal through a miniscule change in trajectory.


    At sub-light speeds his ship was virtually invisible from greater than 0.1 AU; the odds of a band of mercs randomly encountering him at such close proximity in deep space were so low as to be nonexistent. Certainly, merc bands loitered in space waiting on targets all the time; but they did so in populated, high traffic areas and preyed on far larger, less stealthy vessels.


    Lycaon was almost 0.6 kpcs behind him, Gaiae more than 0.7 kpcs to the southeast—and neither of those worlds were exactly hotbeds of activity. There was essentially nothing between here and the borders of explored space except the Metis Nebula.


    “VI, initiate an analysis of all systems and a nano-scale scan of the interior and exterior of the ship.”


    “What am I to look for?”


    “A tracking device or item capable of sending out a signal, but I’ll settle for anything which doesn’t belong. Also, run diagnostics on the dampener field and let me know of any errors.”


    “Acknowledged. A scan at such a level of precision will take 3.62 hours.”


    “Understood. Inform me of any anomalies as soon as you find them.”


    He didn’t expect the VI to find anything amiss. Security on Division’s wing of the spaceport was as tight as that of Headquarters; tampering with the ship would have been quite difficult, though he had to acknowledge not impossible.


    For the moment he had no choice but to operate under the assumption the ship was clean….


    So how the hell had they found him? And more relevantly, why had they been so eager to vaporize him on sight?

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 11: Atlantis


    Independent Colony


    Matei stepped through the wide doors and into the foyer of the ballroom.


    His position was two-thirds of the way down the receiving line for the dignitaries, a prelude to the final gathering of the Trade Summit. It was the appropriate station for a junior member of the Senecan delegation—after the diplomats and CEOs, before the administrative personnel.


    The disguise wasn’t perfect. There were limits to what even glyphed cybernetics could do, the most significant one being they couldn’t alter bone structure. That had been one of the factors in choosing the victim though, so it wasn’t a major issue. Silica-cellulose injections added sufficient depth to his cheekbones and prominence to his chin; block-heeled shoes added the extra four centimeters.


    His skin had darkened two shades, eyes hued to light green and hair tinted to a chocolate brown and cut to match Candela’s style. Foam padding beneath the borrowed clothes provided the extra thirty pounds to his lean frame.


    A friend or family member of Mr. Candela wouldn’t be fooled—but the man had no friends among his coworkers, and his family was kiloparsecs away.


    Matei had made public appearances over the course of the day only when necessary, during which he remained quietly invisible among the Summit attendees. Here, he had positioned himself in line between two Alliance officials; he would not be expected to speak to them.


    As the line continued its slow procession forward, the polite greetings and repetitive small talk began to rise above the low din of those who forewent the receiving line. The line was an odd, anachronistic formality, a tradition he thought had perhaps become malformed somewhere along the way. Nevertheless this night it was to his advantage, for the man he impersonated would not otherwise be allowed to get so close and he might have been forced into a more risky strategy.


    The woman in front of him took another step, and he entered the critical zone. He didn’t look around—not for security or agents, nor for cams or sensors. He knew where they were and had factored them into the plan.


    In the next step he triggered the release of nanobots into his bloodstream which secreted a specially formulated epinephrine compound. It heightened his senses by twenty-two percent and sped his physical reaction times by thirty-six percent above already genetically and biosynthetically enhanced capabilities.


    He spotted Mr. Nythal sitting at a table to the right, his eyes a little wide as they scanned up and down the receiving line with a drink in hand for easy access. If the man spooked security with his vaguely panicked expression, they would have…words.


    The next advancement brought him to the Atlantis Governor. He smiled politely and shook the woman’s hand. His voice, though not loud, was clear and crisp so as to be easily overheard and later recalled by those in the vicinity.


    “A pleasure to meet you, ma’am. Chris Candela, Seneca Trade Division.”


    She smiled as all politicians do, possibly with a tad greater warmth than most since she oversaw a resort world. “I hope you’ve enjoyed your stay here, Mr. Candela.”


    “Very much so, thank you.”


    The Senecan Trade Director was occupied talking up the trophy wife of a Senecan dignitary and didn’t even glance at him as they shook hands. All the better.


    Without altering his gait or demeanor he stepped face to face with Alliance Trade Minister Santiagar and extended a hand in greeting.


    “Chris Candela, Seneca Trade Division. It’s an honor, sir.”


    His eVi activated the virus which had been quarantined in his data cache for the last week and directed it through his cybernetics into his hand. As he shook Santiagar’s hand, he shifted his grip so his index finger made contact with the Minister’s index finger on release.


    Like every person in society above the poverty level, the Minister’s index finger contained the conductive fibers necessary for interaction with a variety of screens, panels and the millions of other electronic devices which pervaded the world around them. The fibers at a minimum connected to the man’s eVi, which at a minimum connected to his brain.


    In Santiagar’s case, the files indicated his body contained a reasonable amount of additional cybernetic enhancements. The minimum would have sufficed, but the enhancements removed all chance.


    There wasn’t even a vibration or tingle when their conductive fibers made contact and the virus passed from his fingertip into the Minister’s cybernetics. He smiled, dipped his chin in appreciation and moved on.


    He made a point to have his pace appear aimless while winding between the milling guests toward the plain door in the right wall.


    The first gasps of horror and panic began to echo behind him as he slipped through the door.


    *


    Metis Nebula: Outer Bands


    Caleb frowned at the Evanec screen again.


    Static wasn’t something one commonly encountered in the twenty-fourth century. Yet static was precisely what he was looking at.


    Upon entering the golden-blue wisps of Metis this morning, communications had begun to deteriorate. First the exanet feed had stuttered for a few minutes then died. Being cut off from the endless avalanche of media populism and celebrity gossip and pseudo-political intrigue was mostly a welcome respite, but it did nag at him that if anything of actual import were to happen, he’d remain ignorant of it for a time.


    Next the Evanec had started to flicker in and out, and after an hour the ship couldn’t establish a connection to Senecan security channels or anywhere else. It shouldn’t be a problem, seeing as he wasn’t expecting to be engaging in ship-to-anything communications deep in the void of space…though the static was a bit unnerving.


    Finally, his eVi’s communication system fell silent. Locally stored messages remained, but any attempt to send or receive a message or ping the network resulted in a chilling response:


    Connection unable to be established. System is not connected to exanet infrastructure. Messages will be queued until able to be delivered.


    Well. Should Division feel the need to alter his mission, he wouldn’t get the memo. Should they need him for a more urgent mission, he wouldn’t get that one either, which bothered him a marginal amount more. If something happened to Isabela and he didn’t know…but he’d only be here for a few days. It would be fine.


    His gaze drifted to the viewport. The Nebula’s luminous, misty haze formed an eerie, even ghostly environment. Not frightening as such; only dust, gases and the charged particles of the pulsar wind inhabited the sky, and they wielded neither sentience nor intentionality. Rather, it created the impression one had crossed over into an ethereal, incorporeal plane of existence—an effect without a doubt magnified by the disconcerting silence of a formerly ever-present and quite loud civilization.


    He assumed the particular makeup of Metis’ EM signature interfered with transmission protocols, both governmental and commercial. Given communications were ‘classified as a critical system,’ he imagined the VI might be somewhat concerned about the matter.


    “VI, do you know the reason for the interference in communications?”


    “Though no single emission is strong enough to interfere with our systems, the overall EM makeup of this region is nonetheless diffracting all external signals to the point their integrity is lost.”


    “How so?”


    A pause, far longer than normal. “I cannot determine the precise mechanism at this time.”


    Though cognizant it consisted solely of qubits, he felt a strange urge to reassure the VI. “It’s fine, it doesn’t matter.”


    “I will continue to analyze the problem.”


    Wave diffraction was a common enough occurrence, if not often to such damaging effect. Space in its natural state did not always cater to human preferences. On his return he’d submit a log of the interference, and within a few months the Senecan security protocols at least would be adjusted to counteract it. So long as the region stayed uninhabited, the exanet purveyors weren’t likely to give a shit.


    He played with the Evanec settings for a while, but refining the bands merely seemed to make the problem worse—not that ‘null’ could really be made worse. Resigned to the fact he did not possess the ability to improve matters, he relaxed in the pilot’s chair and surveyed the situation.


    Whatever the source of the anomalous readings which had sent him here, it was a solid day to day and a half away based on the rate of increase in the signal strength. The probe had traveled more than a hundred parsecs farther into the Nebula than his current location.


    Still, for obvious reasons he took things slowly. This was unfamiliar territory with unknown factors at work and no safety net should something go wrong. While he would be the first to go in with guns blazing where the circumstance called for it, this one did not. So he moved carefully, scanning and recording for future analysis by those more scientifically minded than he.


    *


    He was standing up to go make a sandwich when the physical sensor blinked an alert. He eased back into the chair and magnified the screen.


    Buried in the shadow of backlit clouds, 0.01 AU away, floated a small planet. The initial scan indicated moderate gravity and a reasonable atmosphere, albeit one consisting of toxic air and volatile weather patterns, which didn’t come as a surprise. What star did it belong to? The pulsar? It wasn’t common for pulsars to have planets, though it did happen. Perhaps it was a rogue, ejected from orbit in the eons-past supernova explosion.


    He called up his astroscience files, projected them to an aural and scrolled down them in an effort to recall—


    —a flicker…no, an absence, a dark gap in the nebular clouds, caught the corner of his eye. In a breath he shifted to full alert.


    There was no logical explanation for why his senses were instantly hyper-focused and nanobot-aided adrenaline already rushed through his veins. But preternatural instincts was one reason the government paid him a rather generous salary.


    He swung around to sweep the area in a broad arc, and came up empty. The sensors detected only the noise Metis radiated. Yet a moment later a well-defined void was distinctly silhouetted against a dense fog of dust, illuminated by the pale golden glow of the Metis interior. He checked the scans again. Nada.


    The sensors told him the region was empty. His eyes told him otherwise. His ocular implant strained to zoom in and focus on the distant shadow; he would have a headache later. He tensed as the silhouette solidified in his vision into the outline of an artificial construct. He’d call it a ship, but….


    Then it whipped about and accelerated toward him and he decided it was most definitely a ship. Aerodynamic and tinted an inky black, it resembled nothing so much as a bird of prey preparing to swoop down upon him.


    “Son of a bitch!” How the bloody fuck had those mercs tracked him here? This vessel was supposed to be stealthy. It was stealthy. The scans of the ship had come up squeaky clean. No bloody fucking way could they have tracked him—except for the fact they very plainly had. He slid into the heavier gas clouds to his right, using the visual and EM cover to strafe to the side of his adversary.


    Based on the trajectory and speed when the ship had been visible, he estimated the amount of time until it drew even. With a jerk across the controls he emerged from the clouds and fired on where it should be.


    His instincts served him well; the other ship tacked away as an explosion blazed bright against its hull—it plummeted and swerved into a dense clump of dust—


    —the laser lost tracking. Terrific. It must have one hell of an aversion shield.


    No time to ponder it, for he promptly became the target of the return flare of a pulse laser—silver-white in hue, suggesting ytterbium crystal construction. Not a particle beam…and Alliance-produced? Odd.


    In a smooth motion he accelerated in an arc up and over the attacker and entered a wall of thick nebular gases. He strafed horizontally before sinking down into the cover, hoping to sneak around and catch his adversary from underneath.


    He exited the cloud to find the enemy due ahead and waiting for him.


    Didn’t see that coming.


    He jerked up at a fifty degree angle and away—


    —but it was too late. The ship quaked beneath his hands from the impact of point-blank pulse laser fire.


    He managed to get off a staccato of fire while in full reverse, though it was unclear if any of it hit. The attacker’s weapon did not lose tracking. A relentless pulse stream tore through his shields, then the outer hull. The rear of the ship plummeted into a wild spin as alerts flared across the HUD bank.


    Letting loose a string of curses in half a dozen languages, he wrenched out of the spin and set a trajectory for the nearby planet. It had obviously been placed here just so he could crash on it.


    He surrendered the controls to the CU long enough to pull on the environment suit and carry the helmet back to the chair. The helmet annoyed him; it cut off his senses and narrowed his perspective, and he wasn’t putting it on until it was required to continue living and breathing.


    On retaking the controls he worked to approach the planet at an angle which stood a marginal chance of not turning the ship and him to flaming meteoroids. Concentrated as he was on flying a vessel which seemed to have lost most of its tail section, it took a few seconds for him to realize the incoming fire had ceased—possibly on account of the fact he was clearly already dead.


    The turbulence of the planetary atmosphere sent the ship into violent convulsions. He threw everything into holding her steady, but he was fighting a losing battle.


    Then the HUD went dark.


    Then the aft section of the ship exploded.


    Goddamn pain-in-my-ass mercs…with a groan he pulled the helmet on and secured the seal to the suit, punched the evac and dove for the hatch.


    *


    It went without saying that there were no atmosphere corridors onto the small, barren planet buried within Metis.


    Alex fought to maintain control of the damaged Siyane in the buffeting atmospheric forces. Visually she was blind, for the viewport revealed only the whirl of an impenetrable caramel-colored dust. She relied on the bank of displays to track altitude and angle of descent and to search the topography for a safe place to land. She needed to inspect the damage, and she just wasn’t crazy enough to open the engineering hatch while in space when she was fairly certain the lower hull had been blown wide open.


    The fiery bloom of an explosion thirty degrees to starboard cut through the dust and haze. A harsh breath escaped between gritted teeth. She should feel satisfaction at the attacker’s destruction. Bastard had the gall to shoot her ship!


    But extinguishing life wasn’t actually something she routinely—or ever—did, and deep down it hadn’t been her goal. She’d merely done what was necessary to defend herself. It was one of many lessons her father had impressed upon her once she was old enough to comprehend them.


    “Alex, if an attacker means you harm, you cannot hold back. The attacker will seize advantage of your attempt to preserve their life. They will take yours.”


    The simple and stark truth was the other ship fired first, giving her no choice but to destroy it before it destroyed her.


    Still, her heart leapt of its own accord when a pinpoint blip appeared on the radio, mid-infrared and electronic sensor screens. The pilot had escaped prior to the vessel’s disintegration and currently plummeted toward the planet’s surface. Presumably they wore a suit and a chute and would land intact, for all the good it would do them.


    Her initial relief at the sign of life dissolved into dismay. Without a way off the planet or any rescue incoming—assuming their communications capabilities were as nonexistent as hers had been since entering the Nebula—whether in two days or two weeks, the pilot was as good as dead.


    “Gavno!” This person had tried to shoot her down, and would doubtless have left her to die had they succeeded. Likely a merc, assuredly a criminal and clearly dangerous; in all probability a killer who deserved to die.


    But not by her hand.


    She wasn’t a killer…though for perhaps the first time ever she almost regretted it.


    Groaning in exasperation at an obstinate conscience, she yanked the ship into a rough trajectory toward where the pilot should be landing. It took some doing; the ship gyrated like a teenager on a chimeral high at a rave. When the opportunity came to inspect the hull she expected to find a royal shit-ton of damage.


    But for now the exterior plasma shielding continued to hold. She forcibly drove the ship downward, weaving a path toward the projected impact point. She had to dodge the wreckage of the enemy ship twice as it cavorted wildly and wrenched apart from the pressure of the atmosphere and the pull of gravity.


    Finally the air cleared—so to speak. Sand-saturated winds whipped through the sky, and physical visibility increased only to meters. She zeroed in on the weak electronic signature of the pilot’s suit while keeping an eye on the ground sensor; given the presumed damage to the lower hull there was no guarantee the collision warning still functioned.


    She had slowed almost to a stop before the vague outline of a tensile-fiber chute billowing in the wind came into view.


    Last chance to bail, Alex. Land beyond that hill on the topo map there and make sure you have basic functionality. Then hobble to Gaiae, repair your ship and get on with your life.


    She rolled her eyes in annoyance and settled to the ground with a modicum of grace. After scanning the system monitors to make certain nothing threatened to go critical for the moment, she stood and pulled on her environment suit. She grabbed the Daemon from the cabinet and primed it prior to activating the hatch. Twenty seconds later she stepped onto a rather rudely unwelcoming world.


    She struggled against punishing winds to approach the chute and the prone form tangled in it. Goddammit, was she going to have to go back and get a blade and cut the suky sranuyu out?


    In a flurry of motion the pilot somehow disentangled from the chute and crawled to their knees. Guess not.


    The chute rose in the air to be caught by the wind and shredded to ribbons. The pilot stood, faltered for a second, then righted themselves and focused on her.


    A deep male voice bearing a lilting, melodic timbre came over her suit’s vicinity comm. “Listen, whoever you are, I’m sure we can work something ou—”


    She steadied the gun with both hands and fired.

  


  



  
     


    PART II: CAUSALITY


    “Civilization begins with order, grows with liberty,

    and dies with chaos.”


    — Will Durant


    


    

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 12: Earth


    Vancouver: EASC Headquarters


    Miriam double-checked the file index a final time. She wanted to be able to review her notes during the flight for the session she would be chairing at the TacRecon Conference, on the economic viability of continuous passive planetary-wide hyperspectral scanning. They had been sent to Reference Confirm this morning and needed to be ready by the time she arrived at the spaceport.


    With any luck the notes would occupy her for the entire flight, and she’d have no opportunity to dwell on the destination. She allowed a quiet sigh to escape as she reached for her jacket.


    The sound of the door sliding open caught her by surprise. She could count on one hand the number of people who dared enter her office unannounced. If the entrant wasn’t on the list….


    Richard’s eyes were starkly bloodshot even from across the room. He clearly hadn’t been getting much sleep the last several nights. “Turn on the news feed.”


    “I was just on my way out the door for St. Petersburg.”


    “You’re not going.”


    She arched an eyebrow. She didn’t want to go of course, but he had very little say in the matter.


    An aural materialized in front of him; he leaned against the front of the desk and shifted it out so she could also see it. “The data stream from the QEC to Atlantis. Now please, turn on the news feed.”


    “Very well.” A finger press to the edge of her desk and a large panel embedded in the far wall burst to life.


    “—Atlantis security and Alliance officials are refusing to provide any information regarding the incident. However—”


    Her eyes flew to the aural Richard had generated.


    Trade Minister Santiagar confirmed to have suffered a catastrophic overload of cybernetics resulting in stroke and brain hemorrhage


    “What?” She hurried around the desk and positioned herself beside him for a clearer vantage. “Are you certain?”


    “—guests at the dinner recount seeing nothing unusual as the Minister joined the Senecan Trade Director and Atlantis Governor in greeting attendees, and say he abruptly began shaking violently then collapsed—”


    remote injection of self-replicating virus suspected, confirmation expected within seven minutes


    He ran a hand roughly through his hair. “I’m afraid so.”


    “—the ballroom has been cleared and everyone present is being detained, though officials assure us it is only precautionary—”


    surveillance scans identify an individual exiting the room through a service door 1.8 seconds after initial manifestation of symptoms


    “—we realize several other networks are reporting that Minister Santiagar has died. We don’t want to jump the gun and report something which turns out to be inaccurate—”


    “Is he dead?”


    He merely nodded.


    individual was tracked into maintenance corridors but disappeared from surveillance cams during level transition 26.4 seconds after incident


    “—responses from both the Earth Alliance and Senecan Federation representatives are confused and conflicting, making it difficult—”


    review of visuals confirm individual physically interacted with the Minister 7.8 seconds prior to incident


    He blew out a sharp breath. “Means it was an official guest. There will be a record.”


    “One of the Senecans?”


    “Or one of ours.”


    “—again, we are reporting an incident at the final event of the Trade Summit involving Alliance Minister—”


    “Don’t be ridiculous.”


    “Miriam, it’s my job to be suspicious.”


    82.6% certainty individual is Christopher Candela, listed as a junior attaché for the Seneca Trade Division


    Her jaw clenched, causing a painful jolt as her teeth clacked together. “I told you.”


    “—we are now able to confirm that Earth Alliance Trade Minister Mangele Santiagar has died. The cause of death is still undetermined—”


    Her eVi began signaling a cascading avalanche of alerts and incoming data. A red alert force-loaded on her whisper.


    Board meeting in twenty minutes. Level V Priority.


    Richard pushed off the edge of the desk and killed the aural. “I got it too. If you’ll excuse me, I have nineteen minutes to pull together everything we have into some sort of coherent form.”


    She was already crossing back around her desk and waved distractedly after him. She sat down, took a deep breath and began issuing orders.


    *


    Barely controlled chaos ruled the conference room as she walked in. A cluster of advisors surrounded General Alamatto at the head of the table, and several military officials huddled by the windows gesturing in animated whispers. The holos of the remote members jerked and flickered as they handled interruptions and rushed to prepare. Aides hurried around in a bustle of activity which closely resembled pointless circles.


    Miriam simply crossed the room and took a seat. Her shoulders locked straight as she opened three small screens and proceeded to study their contents.


    Richard hurried in, both hands interacting with two separate aurals and only belatedly remembering to make sure his uniform shirt was tucked in properly. She spared him a tiny, sympathetic smile but didn’t otherwise acknowledge his presence.


    Alamatto cleared his throat loudly; it barely registered above the din. Again, to no avail. In frustration he slammed his palm on the table.


    “If we can bring this meeting to order…” he paused as those present scurried into some semblance of order “…thank you. First, I’d like to note that in addition to the regular Board members, we have present this evening Major Lange from Security Bureau and Colonel Navick from Military Intelligence in person and Defense Minister Mori and Deputy Foreign Minister Basak via holo.”


    He waited for the last person to settle on a location to stand. “As you’re all aware by now, approximately thirty minutes ago Trade Minister Santiagar collapsed and died while attending the Trade Summit on Atlantis. I don’t want to misrepresent any of the facts, so I’ll let those closest to the situation bring us up to speed. Major Lange?”


    Lange was a tall, wiry blond with pale blue eyes which connoted his strong Scandinavian ancestry. Miriam had worked with him on occasion and found him professional, if cold, and highly competent.


    He nodded brusquely at the General. “Thank you, sir. The incident occurred while Minister Santiagar and other senior officials greeted guests in an official receiving line before the closing banquet. Including staff, seventy-nine individuals were in the ballroom at the time, as well as another sixty-five in the entryway and hall area.” He flicked his wrist and a three-dimensional schematic of the ballroom and immediate surroundings materialized above the table.


    “The ballroom was locked down six seconds after the Minister collapsed, the wing of the convention center containing the ballroom twelve seconds later. All exits from the convention center were staffed and monitored within two minutes.” The schematic zoomed out to encompass the entire building and the exits lit up in red.


    “All spaceport departures are being held and searched beginning five minutes after the incident. Atlantis security has been extremely responsive. Despite the frivolous nature of the colony, they are a well-trained and professional department and I have every confidence in their ability to support our investigation.”


    He took a sip of water from the glass an aide had placed on the table. “Alliance doctors treated the Minister on the scene. He displayed no vital signs upon their arrival and was declared deceased after six minutes. Initial analysis indicates he suffered a cybernetics malfunction which triggered a neural stroke and brain hemorrhage. No other attendees have experienced health issues. Nonetheless, officers on the scene are investigating every possibility, including biological and chemical weapon dispersal, food tampering and remote cyberbomb delivery.”


    He gazed around the long table and to those standing along the walls. “Any questions?”


    Admiral Rychen, the Northeastern Regional Commander based on Messium, spoke up. “What about the guests? A lot of people were in the room. Could someone have slipped in?”


    “We’re obviously still questioning the attendees, but we have confirmed everyone present was on the official guest list or approved staff. At least one person present departed before the lockdown was complete, but I’ll let the Colonel speak to the matter.” He nodded to Richard, who stepped forward as Lange backed away.


    Richard coughed a tad awkwardly. She knew he wasn’t fond of speaking in front of large groups, preferring to work in the background if not the shadows. But matters were what they were.


    “Yes. Though preliminary, examination of the Minister’s body suggests his cybernetics were sabotaged by a self-replicating virus, resulting in a forced overload designed to damage the brain.”


    “So he was assassinated then?”


    He glanced at the Defense Minister. “Yes, sir. It appears that way. We are pursuing every lead, but the primary suspect at the moment is Christopher Candela, a junior staffer in the Senecan delegation.” He displayed a visual of an unremarkable-looking man with dark brown hair. Looks were often deceiving these days, but the man seemed to be in his late twenties.


    “Mr. Candela was seen greeting Santiagar in the receiving line several seconds before the Minister collapsed. He left the room via a service door immediately thereafter. EAMI agents initiated pursuit and tracked him through multiple corridors before he vanished from surveillance cams, likely due to a cloaking shield. By that point the lockdown had been completed…” Richard was too polite to look over at Lange “…and the fields placed on the exits will disrupt cloaking tech, so it is unlikely he will be able to escape the net. An exhaustive search of the conference center is ongoing.”


    “Goddamn Senecans! I knew this Summit was a trap.”


    Alamatto grimaced at the holo of General O’Connell. “General, we don’t yet know anything for certain. Please, Colonel, continue.”


    “Yes, sir. Nine individuals attending the Summit did not attend the dinner: three reporters, five corporate executives and one of our low-level staff members. We’ve confirmed they didn’t leave Atlantis prior to the dinner and are in the process of tracking them down.”


    O’Connell spoke up again, though he appeared to be making a marginal effort at restraint. “How did an assassin get past your background checks, Colonel? I was under the impression EAMI had their spies all over this damnable Summit.”


    Miriam smiled to herself. Like many people, the General assumed Richard was a pushover due to his mild, nonthreatening demeanor. He was incorrect.


    Richard focused in on O’Connell. “We are and one didn’t. While we have limited ability to blacklist Senecan government personnel, we do have extensive files on each of them. Christopher Candela is as clean as they get. Family man, hard worker, upstanding member of society. A little quiet and keeps to himself, but zero history of trouble. Never been arrested, never affiliated with extremist groups or vocalized anti-Alliance sentiments. Frankly I would be less surprised if you accused my hundred sixty-four year old grandfather living in Bonn of being an assassin.”


    O’Connell snorted. “That simply means his government put him up to it. If you ask me, this was an act of war.”


    The Deputy Foreign Minister looked down her long, pinched nose at him. “That remains to be seen…General, is it? We will naturally be demanding answers from the Senecan government. This man might have acted alone, or as an agent of a terrorist organization. It’s far too soon to be throwing around declarations of war.”


    “Well, ma’am, how about you just let me know when it is time, all right?”


    The glacial stare which came in response would have frosted the room had the woman been present in person. The Defense Minister stepped into the tête-à-tête to redirect the conversation. “Have we implemented additional security measures yet?”


    Miriam acknowledged the Minister with a miniscule nod. “Absolutely. Security at Alliance buildings galaxy-wide has been increased to Level IV, military bases to Level III. As a precautionary matter all military leave has been canceled and personnel recalled. Heightened security is in place for the Prime Minister and Assembly Speaker as well as their families and homes. Protective details are currently being dispatched to senior administration officials and Assembly members.”


    She gave a rare, wry smile. “And as we speak the dust is being brushed off the strategic plans for a number of military scenarios.” She should know, she expected to be spending the next twelve hours preparing recommendation briefs on them.


    Alamatto gave the room a formal nod. “If there are no further questions, we’ll adjourn for now. All updates should be forwarded to my attention. I’ll be flying to Washington to brief the Cabinet shortly. Unless there are significant new developments, the Board will meet again at 0800. Dismissed.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 13: Siyane


    Metis Nebula: Uncharted Planet


    Alex lugged the unconscious form to the jump seat, deposited it unceremoniously and engaged the safety harness.


    Mesh straps emerged from the wall and snaked around to pull him upright in the chair, hands snug against his sides. She activated a web normally used to secure cargo; the subtle silver glimmer barely registered against the gunmetal fabric of his environment suit. She code-locked the web.


    Only then did she disengage the suit’s seal and remove the helmet from her captive. A mop of soft, loosely curly black hair tumbled across his forehead and along his neck. She ignored it to scan the manufacturer imprint inside the helmet.


    ~ 2321, Seneca SpaceEX, Ltd. ~


    The accent, of course. “Well that’s just fucking…great.”


    She carried the helmet over to a cabinet on the opposite wall and dropped it in a drawer, stripped off her own environment suit and stowed it, then sat down in the cockpit chair. Her toes propelled the chair in agitated circles while her fingers drummed a staccato rhythm on the armrest.


    This did not fit in her schedule. Not repairing a gaping fissure in the hull and certainly not babysitting a prisoner. Why did she have to go all honorable and rescue him? She could have simply kept going and everything would have been fine….


    Admittedly, there would still be the small matter of the hole in her ship. And he would be dead.


    She spun the chair around to face him. The Daemon rested on her thigh, but her hand maintained a loose grip on the trigger. With a flick of her thumb the nervous-system suppressor field keeping him unconscious dissipated.


    It took only a few seconds for the man’s eyelids to begin to flutter, long black lashes beating against tanned olive skin. An additional second ticked by.


    His head snapped up. Bright indigo eyes met hers, startlingly clear and alert. She forced herself not to flinch and to meet his gaze coolly.


    “You’re Senecan.”


    He glared at her with what she took to be cocky contempt, almost as though he hadn’t noticed he was rather extensively restrained. “Are you insane? Why the hell did you shoot me? I didn’t even have a weapon!”


    She didn’t answer right away, instead eyeing him appraisingly. Advanced if utilitarian environment suit. Beneath the suit, hints of a lean but athletic build. A taut posture which evoked the impression of a panther poised to spring, restraints be damned. Well-defined but not angular facial features dominated by vibrant, piercing irises.


    In sum, every pore of his being oozed one thing…


    …okay, fine. Every pore oozed two things. The first was irrelevant.


    The second was dangerous. She arched an emphatic eyebrow. “Somehow I don’t think you need a weapon in order to kill me.”


    He didn’t argue the point. “And why should I want to kill you?”


    “I don’t know, you tell me. You’re the one who opened fire.”


    “Merc raiders attacked me on the way here. I thought you were one of them. Are you?”


    “No.”


    “Well I’d say ‘sorry,’ but seeing as how you shot down my ship then shot me, I’m not feeling particularly generous at the moment.”


    She shrugged with intentional mildness, a counter to the intensity of his stare. “Self-defense. What are you doing here?”


    “Studying the pulsar. What are you doing here?”


    “Just seeing the sights. You’re lying.”


    “So are you.”


    “Maybe. I’m also the one holding the gun and the key to those restraints.”


    “Fair point.” He paused as an odd shadow flickered across his eyes…then chuckled with surprising lightness. “I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you what I’m doing here.”


    She nodded deliberately, as if she were contemplating a philosophical assertion, and decided to play a hunch. His lilting and very distinctive accent had vanished, replaced by the generic intonation heard on the largest independent worlds. Such a talent was uncommon, and typically found in a very specific skillset.


    She crossed one leg over the other and relaxed a bit in the chair, though the Daemon remained on her thigh. “Hmm. Well, I suppose that means you’re likely either military, intelligence…or a criminal.”


    Her eyes narrowed in pointed accusation. “I bet you’re a criminal. A human slave trafficker, or maybe a gunrunner, arming the violent gang wars on the independents? Or are you a drug dealer…yep, I bet that’s it. I bet you sell hard chimerals to kids so they can burn their brains out, but not until they—”


    He growled in palpable frustration. “I wouldn’t do that. Ever.”


    She grinned smugly. And she was quite proud of herself. “So military or intelligence, then.”


    Her gaze ran down and up the length of his body again, this time for dramatic effect. “And I highly doubt the military would let you keep that mess of a haircut, so intelligence it is.”


    His brow furrowed into a tight knot at the bridge of his nose; the muscles of his jaw contracted beneath cheeks shadowed by the hint of stubble. He looked at her as though she resembled some sort of alien creature, perhaps with slimy tentacles swirling about her head, but remained silent.


    She took the silence as confirmation. “Why is Senecan Intelligence interested in the Metis Nebula?”


    He blinked, and with the act his expression morphed from dismay to wary detachment. “This is unclaimed space. I have as much of a right to be here as you do.”


    “Wasn’t what I asked. Why is Senecan Intelligence interested in the Metis Nebula?”


    “I still can’t tell you, especially not when you’re Alliance. What are you doing here?”


    Her mouth twitched before she managed to squelch it. “What makes you think I’m Alliance? This is a civilian vessel.”


    “Oh, you’re not military—though you’re not far removed from it—but you are definitely Alliance.”


    “Why?”


    “The way you said ‘Senecan.’ Like it was a curse.”


    She met his penetrating stare with her own cool one. “It is.”


    “Lovely.” The left corner of his mouth curled up in a brazen smirk. She instantly disliked it. “In fact, I’d put credits on you being from Earth.”


    “There are sixty-seven Alliance worlds. Why would I be from Earth?”


    “Earthers exude this arrogance, this pretentiousness—as though even now, nearly three hundred years after colonization began, they’re still the only people who really count.”


    “That is not true.” Her toes swiveled the chair again. Her gaze drifted away from his to stare at the ceiling. Seconds ticked by in silence; she felt him watching her.


    Finally she rolled her eyes in reluctant exasperation. “Okay, it’s totally true—but not me. I don’t feel that way.”


    His self-satisfied smile noted he could give as good as he got, and knew it. “So you are from Earth.”


    Dammit. “That’s irrelevant. What’s your name?”


    “Samuel.”


    “I’m sure. Well, Samuel, make yourself comfortable. I’ll be back in a little while.”


    His expression turned imploring. “Can I at least get some water?”


    “When I get back.” She leveled an unimpressed glare in his direction but gave him a wide berth as she passed him and headed down the circular stairwell.


    *


    First things first. She double-checked the status of the plasma shield to make certain it was holding. Getting sucked out onto an inhospitable planet sporting unbreathable air and limited atmosphere absolutely didn’t fit in her schedule. Satisfied with the readings, she lifted the hatch to the engineering well and descended the ladder.


    The dull sallow of the planet’s surface could be seen through a roughly three meter long rupture in the hull. The reassuring plasma shimmer kept the interior free of the churning sand and harsh wind.


    A smaller gash twisted diagonally from the midpoint of the rupture up to the base of the right internal hull wall. The wall had been ripped open to expose the housing for the plethora of conduits, filters and cabling which powered the ship. The external hull, partially visible behind the mess, sported merely a hairline crack.


    From one perspective, this was quite good news—more structural integrity, less hull to repair. On the other hand, it meant the laser had likely danced around wreaking havoc in the gap until it dissipated. Even absent closer inspection she noted several of the photal fiber weaves were shredded in multiple places. Dread pooled in her gut at the thought of what systems they might belong to.


    With a sigh she maneuvered around the rupture in the floor to the open gap. She crouched and peered into the aperture, rocking absently on the balls of her feet. Once she got in there it would be hours just cataloging the damage. Perhaps she should get her captive a little water first….


    What did Senecan Intelligence want in Metis, anyway?


    She had picked up some rather unusual spectrum readings on the long-range scans before being so rudely interrupted by laser fire. Had someone else already found the same thing—or more?


    “Puzzle it out later, Alex. Prioritize: Water, damage assessment, repairs.” She stood and climbed out of the engineering well, went upstairs and rummaged around in the kitchen storage for a field water packet.


    ‘Samuel’—she doubted it was his real name—regarded her as she approached. His acute gaze made her strangely uncomfortable, but she did her levelheaded best to not let it show. She gave him an irritated look and shoved the water packet in his face.


    “Something wrong?” he inquired as he accepted the straw.


    “Yes, something is wrong. You totally wrecked the undercarriage. God knows what it’s done to power and navigation. We’re going to be grounded for days thanks to your handiwork.”


    He lazily sucked on the straw, eyes twinkling in blatant amusement. Annoyed, she yanked it away and stepped back to cross her arms stiffly over her chest. “I’ll be below for the next few hours cataloging the damage.”


    She pivoted and left before he could respond.


    *


    The damage was even worse than it had appeared at first glance.


    She lay on the narrow strip of flooring that wasn’t ripped open and stared at the wrecked tangle of conduits and cabling. The blast had shredded twenty centimeters of one of the three lines going to the impulse engine. With the inflow reduced by a third, it was questionable whether the engine had the power to escape the atmosphere.


    Even worse, fully half the conduits feeding the plasma shield were damaged—which meant the likelihood of it failing in the vacuum of space was…high.


    She never would have made it to Gaiae.


    Half a dozen other somewhat less critical problems were immediately evident, thanks to the fissure occurring along one of the primary cabling paths. Aft navigation controls had suffered measurable damage. Splinters of the mHEMT amp for the dampener field decorated the floor.


    And all this was ignoring the obvious, irrefutable fact that the undercarriage of her ship had been torn to shreds.


    She only hoped the pulse laser hadn’t vaporized too much of the hull material, and once the ragged shards were smoothed back out the hull would be able to be resealed. She kept reserve components for the internal electronics and extra conduit coils; spare sheets of reinforced carbon metamaterial? Not so much.


    She opened a work list in her eVi and began. The end of the gash closest to the ladder seemed as good a place as any. She shimmied along the edge of the open wall, periodically crawling half into the exposed aperture for a closer inspection. Goddamn it was a mess.


    When she finally finished cataloging the damaged components along with severity and criticality, she started constructing the most efficient order of repairs. At least the internal systems resided farther inside and hadn’t been damaged—electronics, mechanical, temperature control and water recycling were all fine. So too was the crucial LEN reactor powering them.


    Crawling out of the opening, she found an undamaged section of the wall, leaned against it and drew her knees up to her chest. After a deep breath she projected the work list to an aural, expanding it until it no longer required scrolling. The result stretched for more than half a meter.


    She made a couple of notations and adjusted the order. Realized she had made a mistake. Corrected it. Corrected it again.


    She was tired. Too tired to begin repairs tonight for certain.


    Then there was the matter of her prisoner. His restraints secured him for the time being, but long term he constituted a significant problem. A damn Senecan intelligence agent. Dangerous, clever and wearing an arrogant smirk that was going to annoy her real fast.


    She wished he had just been a merc. Even the smart mercs were simple and straightforward, with easily discernible motives usually involving credits. This guy represented far more of a mystery, making him even more dangerous than his profession already did. And while in any other circumstance she would simply go on her way, the option wasn’t currently available to her.


    A groan emerged from the back of her throat as she banged her head against the wall. Anywhere else and she could hand her prisoner over to the authorities, pay a premium for materials and have her ship back in near-to-good-as-new-shape in a day, two days max. But here on this forbidding planet in the middle of nowhere, there were no communications, no supplies and no authorities.


    She was on her own.


    *


    Several hours did in fact pass before she reemerged from the depths of the ship.


    Caleb didn’t spend the time dwelling on the unfortunate reality that he had been ‘captured,’ as it were. It was regrettable, but he hadn’t exactly been at his best, on account of having plummeted eighteen kilometers through a violent, punishing atmosphere with a centimeter of fabric and a nanopoly faceplate protecting him then crashed onto a barren, unforgiving wasteland.


    Instead he carefully studied his surroundings.


    By the time she returned, he’d identified the functions of the controls within line of sight, noted several crucial junction points and potentially useful screens and—actually first—determined the nature of the encryption on the restraint web. The cockpit appeared blank and unadorned save for a single chair, which meant it was the most advanced area on the ship. Virtual and impenetrable.


    The overall design of the interior conveyed a sense of understated, elegant functionality, with as much attention paid to comfort as to utility. Definitely not a military ship. No, this vessel was of private origin and very, very expensive. Corporate perhaps, though it didn’t feel corporate. It felt personal.


    Once he completed the visual inventory his thoughts shifted to formulating a plan of escape. Well, not so much ‘escape’ as freedom; it would be counterproductive to abandon the only viable means off the planet.


    But he had to admit he was impressed, and more than a little curious. Not about why the most advanced scout ship he’d ever seen was running around Metis. Clearly Alliance interests had discovered the same anomaly as his government and dispatched an investigator.


    No, mostly he was curious about what this woman—mechanically savvy and with undeniable flying skills, acerbically sharp, ill-tempered, caustic…and rather stunning in an uncommon, confounding way—was doing piloting it, much less who she might be. At least he would be able to answer the latter question soon enough.


    The woman retrieved a new water packet from the kitchen area in the aft of the deck and once again approached him. Her arms glistened from a thin sheen of sweat, while grease and fluids streaked her pants and shirt. Tangled strands of very dark red hair had slipped out of a twisted knot to tickle her cheeks and jaw.


    She was making a valiant effort to come off as cold, aloof and even threatening. But he read the exhaustion in the stiff way her feet hit the floor with each step and the tense cording of the muscles in her long, slender neck.


    She extended the packet straw toward his mouth. The motion was less rude than earlier; he rewarded the good behavior by giving her a quick smile as he accepted the drink. After a moment he nodded, and she stepped back.


    Her expression was flat with weariness. “I’m going to get some sleep.”


    He gazed earnestly at her, looking as hopeful as he could manage. “No food?”


    “You won’t starve before the morning.”


    True enough. “What if I have to, um, use the facilities?”


    “Pozhaluysta, ya zhe ne tupïtsa. Your suit has provisions for that.”


    His eVi identified the unfamiliar words as an Earth-based Russian dialect. He priority-cached Russian into the translator then shrugged within the confines of the restraints, a dry chuckle on his lips. “No, of course you aren’t a moron, but I had to try.”


    She managed to look highly unimpressed as she turned away. “If you say so. Sleep well.”


    “What are the odds?”


    Halfway down the stairs she paused and gestured toward a screen embedded in the wall. The lights dimmed to a faint glow.


    He called out after her. “Thank you….” But she was already gone.


    He waited another ten seconds, his posture relaxed and nonchalant in the uncomfortable jump seat. Slowly his eyes drifted downward.


    Even in the low light he recognized the strand of her hair which had fallen to rest on his thigh. He took a deep breath and cracked his neck.


    It was going to be a long night.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 14: Seneca


    Cavare: Intelligence Division Headquarters


    “I don’t suppose you can tell me what the hell is going on here?”


    Michael Volosk nodded with proffered conviction, though his inner thoughts were decidedly less confident.


    This was his worst nightmare, if not only his. A prominent Alliance diplomat was dead, and all signs pointed to an official member of the Senecan delegation being responsible. He didn’t need to be a politician to recognize the clusterfain of trouble it meant.


    Intelligence Director Graham Delavasi dropped his elbows on the desk and waited expectantly for answers he didn’t have.


    The man’s bushy salt-and-pepper hair had strayed onto the wild side, an indication he too had been awoken in the middle of the night. He wore faded denim and a wrinkled polo and kept a giant thermos of coffee in easy reach. There were no aurals around him and no screens active on the desk, which was his way. When he met with someone he gave them his full and undivided attention, for good or ill.


    Delavasi had always been a bit of a renegade, wielding a blunt demeanor unusual in the intelligence trade and even more unusual among the political ranks he now technically belonged to. He had risen to a position of power due in large part to a keen intellect, a sharp eye for bullshit and unassailable integrity. Michael admired the man; didn’t always like him, but admired him.


    He met the Director’s gaze. “The Alliance Trade Minister was the target of what looks to be an assassination hit during the Summit’s closing dinner. The scene remains in a state of flux, but the evidence indicates the hit was in all probability conducted by a member of our Trade staff.”


    “Have we executed the son of a bitch yet? Because that may be the only thing standing between us and the full might of the Alliance military showing up at our doorstep.”


    The data stream from his agents on Atlantis continued to scroll on his whisper; he checked it a last time to make certain it held no better answer. “No, sir. Neither my agents, the Senecan security detail, Atlantis police, nor Alliance security have as yet been able to locate Mr. Candela.”


    He cringed at Delavasi’s disbelieving glare and rushed to reassure the man. “It’s simply a matter of time. Atlantis is locked down hard. He won’t escape.” His hand came to rest at his chin; it was a tic and usually meant he was bothered by something…which he was. “I recognize the undeniable seriousness of the situation, but sending in the military would be a rather disproportionate response, wouldn’t it?”


    “Assassination of a government official is an explicit violation of the armistice. Now that may not matter to everyone, but I guarantee it will matter to someone with more authority than good sense.” Delavasi took a long swig from the thermos. “Who is this guy anyway?”


    “He’s nobody. A low-level staffer in Director Kouris’ office. He’s worked in the Trade Division for three years, prior to which he served as an intern for the Parliament’s Commerce Committee. Graduated 3rd honors from Tellica with a degree in economics. Has a wife and a new baby. His record is spotless, and he has a reputation as a competent if unexceptional employee. There’s no history of political activism or fringe activities. He didn’t even vote in the last election.”


    “Enemies? What about his family, his wife’s family? Any potential for blackmail or coercion there?”


    “We’re looking into it.” ‘We’ had started looking into it three hours earlier at one in the morning when he had been awoken by a flurry of alerts and left Shera sleeping in their bed, and it likely would be days before ‘we’ knew anything for certain. The Director no doubt recognized this.


    Delavasi sighed and sank into the high-backed leather chair. “Bloody hell, Michael, this is a disaster. Nobody wants open conflict with the Alliance. Well, maybe a few fire-breathing Parliament back-benchers and some wackos on Caelum who want an excuse to shoot over the border. But nobody who matters wants another war—and the Chairman definitely doesn’t want one. He put a lot of political goodwill on the line in pushing for this Summit.”


    Michael frowned. “Could that be what this is about? Perhaps it’s not actually about the Alliance at all, and instead an attempt to discredit the current administration and destabilize the government.”


    “Damned if I know. Which is a problem, seeing as I’m the Intelligence Director and thus expected to know the justifications of lunatics and devils. But I do know something isn’t right here. This smells from top to bottom and I need answers. You’ll have all the men you need. Find out what’s going on.”


    “Absolutely, sir. The official delegation should be cleared to leave Atlantis in the next few hours. My men on the ground have already begun private interrogations and will continue them during the flight home. Agents are at Mr. Candela’s home now and en route to extended family locations. My best analysts are scouring every aspect of his past for clues as to what might have led to this action.”


    He paused to take a sip of his own coffee. “As soon as the delegation arrives we’ll begin whatever extended interrogations are required at HQ. I intend to personally interview the Assistant Trade Director first thing, as he was in charge of planning and staffing.”


    Delavasi’s eyes creased, drawn inward by the furrow in his brow. “That still Jaron Nythal?”


    “I believe so.”


    “Be careful with him. He’s a slippery bastard.”


    “…care to elaborate?”


    Delavasi kicked his chair away from the desk and slowly spun it around. “A couple of years ago—back when I had your job—we took down a spy network operating in several of the high-profile corporations. They were selling secrets acquired via their ‘special’ access to certain government agencies to the Zelones cartel. Nythal was Corporate Liaison in Trade at the time, and was on the periphery of the scandal. I couldn’t make any allegations stick to him, but he was entirely too smooth for my taste.”


    Michael chose his words carefully. “He would need to be fairly smooth to parlay with the corporate bigwigs, wouldn’t he?”


    “Without a doubt. Nevertheless, the man was…wrong. I’m just saying be on your toes when you talk to him, and don’t assume you’re getting the whole story merely because he’s on our side.”


    “Understood.”


    Delavasi stood and grabbed a gray trench coat lying rumpled on the window sill. “Now, lucky me, I get to go tell the Chairman that yes, it appears one of our people did assassinate the bloody Alliance Trade Minister, and no, I don’t have any evidence he can present to the Alliance government to show it was an isolated act by a lone crazy.”


    He gave Michael a slightly worn smile as he pulled the coat over his shoulders. “Don’t worry, I’m not throwing you to the wolves. I know you’re all over it, and it will take a little time to get answers—a sentiment which I will also convey to the Chairman.”


    “I appreciate the support, sir.”


    The first steel-hued rays of sunlight broke across the horizon beyond the office window as he stood and shook the Director’s hand. It was going to be a long day, and probably not the last.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 15: Siyane


    Metis Nebula: Uncharted Planet


    Freshly showered. Hair pulled back in a ponytail and twisted up out of the way. Clean workpants, pockets empty and ready for use. A fitted shirt that wouldn’t catch on any jagged edges. Grip-soled slip shoes for ease of movement in the narrow spaces of the engineering well.


    Her battle armor. For repairing her ship below—and facing the unknown above.


    Alex blew out a long breath and scrunched her face up at the mirror. She only hoped her mental preparation equaled the physical prep. She gave a sharp nod to her reflection and headed up the stairs to the main deck.


    Her prisoner resembled…well, someone who had crash-landed on a barren planet then spent the night tied up in a utility jump seat. The hint of stubble had graduated to full shadow, tousled locks to a wild shock of curls. But his eyes were unsettlingly bright and alert as he watched her cross the cabin.


    She flopped into the cockpit chair, Daemon back in her hand, and regarded him with a critical eye. “So. What am I going to do with you?”


    He was ready for her, too. “I’ve been thinking about that. Let me assure you I’m not a threat to you. It’s clear you’re my only ticket off this rather inhospitable world, and as such it is against my interests to harm you. So you can remove the restraints, for one.”


    An eyebrow arched. “So you can kill me, dump my body and steal my ship?”


    One corner of his mouth curled up; damn that was going to get annoying. “I’m quite certain your ship won’t leave the ground unless you’re piloting it. Every control in here is locked and keyed to you. Further, I imagine the navigation system requires regular interaction with your eVi to function.”


    “True enough. But you could hold me hostage and force me to fly you wherever you wanted to go.”


    He shrugged within the restraints. “At least you wouldn’t be dead.”


    “Very funny. Until we got where we were going.”


    His jaw tightened into a rigid line. Before, it hadn’t appeared ‘square’ as such. Now though, she thought she could probably cut a steak with the edges.


    The flicker in his eyes hinted he hadn’t meant to display frustration so visibly. She watched as he willed his jaw relaxed. “Why would I want to kill you?”


    “Because I know Senecan Intelligence is after something in the Metis Nebula. Because I know what you look like and what you do, and that is a threat to you. Because then you’d have a shiny new ship as bounty.”


    His mouth opened, presumably carrying a snap response. Instead of delivering the response though, it closed in silence, then after a pause opened again. “Okay, those are…fairly decent reasons.” He looked at her with what might be mistaken in civilized company for honesty. “But I’m not going to hurt you, especially not when you’re the daughter of an Alliance Admiral. I have no desire to start another war.”


    What? He couldn’t possibly….


    Of course. He’d have access to the extensive files the Senecan government doubtless maintained on their adversary. Hell, he likely kept the files in his internal data cache and had the tech in his ocular implant to do a retinal scan from at least a meter away. She must have merited a footnote:


    Alexis Mallory Solovy: Born October 17, 2286, San Francisco, Earth. Father: Dead Martyr. Mother: Cast-Iron Bitch.


    She snorted in mock appreciation. “Neat trick you got there. Still not good enough.”


    He exhaled softly. Something akin to disappointment flitted across his face.


    “Okay.”


    With a flick of his wrist the restraints vanished. He had unlatched the safety harness and stood before she had blinked.


    She and the gun were both up in the next blink, her hands clenched tight on the grip. “How did you?”


    His hands were in the air, palms open, and he made no move to approach her. The tone of his voice remained scrupulously even. “The web field was DNA-coded to you, obviously. You left behind a strand of hair last night. I used it to create a hack and unlock the web.” His shoulders raised in an exaggerated shrug; freed from the restraints it became a far more expressive motion. “Intelligence? It’s what I do. If it helps, I didn’t get much sleep.”


    Her response consisted of an icy glare.


    He sighed. “Look, the point is, I could have killed you in your sleep, but I didn’t.”


    Her finger only tightened on the gun’s trigger. Her thumb hovered over the stun toggle. “Because you need me to do the repairs and, as you noted, fly the ship.”


    “True. But you are not getting me back in those restraints.”


    “Oh really? I might just shoot you again.”


    He glanced around the cabin. “In here? I don’t think so. You’d overload half your systems.”


    “You have no idea the kind of—”


    In the space of a breath he had crossed the distance separating them and spun her around into a vise grip from behind. Somehow, the gun was out of her hand and in his. He locked her arms between them and raised the gun to her temple.


    She was thoroughly disgusted with herself. One, because she had been standing too close to be able to react, even if he had moved ridiculously fast. Two, because she was having to work unexpectedly hard to focus on the gun pressed against her temple rather than the body pressed against her back. Get your head on straight, life-threatening situation here!


    His voice resonated low and dangerous at her ear. “Just so we’re very clear. If I want to kill you, I can kill you.”


    She growled through gritted teeth in response; she would not show weakness. “Motherfucking Senecan scumbag.”


    “I’m flattered. Now, I’m going to—” His grip loosened as he began to move away.


    She wrenched an elbow up and slammed it against his forearm. His arm jolted back, and her elbow continued upward to catch his eye socket. Her left leg swept around to knock his feet out—


    —he dodged the sweep by a centimeter and rolled out of reach, coming to his feet three meters away with the gun raised.


    He smiled at her, and seemed almost amused. “I’m impressed. That was close.”


    Her expression was a black hole from which no amusement dared escape. “So what now? You tie me up?”


    He bit his lower lip, and a dark flare glimmered in his eyes. “Don’t tempt me.”


    Her face screwed up in disbelief. He was making a sexual innuendo while holding her at gunpoint? What did he think this was?


    As he stood there though—pointing a gun at her—his expression turned serious. If asked, she’d say it was earnest, even…well, it didn’t matter how it looked.


    His voice returned to an even and controlled tenor. “I need you to listen to me very carefully. I need you to hear what I am saying. If you try to hurt me, I will respond in kind. Otherwise, I. am. not. going. to. hurt. you. Not now, not later, not when we get to wherever we go. You have my word.”


    He paused for effect then slowly crouched down, his gaze never leaving hers, and set the gun on the floor. He stood up, palms open in submission, and kicked the gun over to her.


    Her gaze also did not stray from his while she retrieved the gun and holstered it to her belt. Then she simply stared at him. She didn’t know exactly what she hoped to find. Some sign, any sign, of deceit or artifice maybe, or….


    He waited patiently.


    It would be counterproductive to spend all morning standing on the deck staring at one another when there was a gaping fissure in the hull in need of repair. She made a snap decision.


    For the moment, she would take him for what he appeared to be: a smart man demonstrating a realistic perspective on matters and a healthy self-preservation instinct. For the moment, it reduced the threat he represented to a manageable level.


    “If you touch anything, I will kill you.”


    He nodded in ready acceptance of the edict.


    She exhaled an exaggerated breath, rolled her eyes and strolled past him. “Want some breakfast?”


    *


    She contemplated him over a buttered croissant. Having shed the environment suit, he wore a faded slate-hued Henley, soft black utility pants and an air of calm self-assurance. He casually nibbled on a slice of grapefruit, having taken only a single bite of his own croissant.


    Puzzled—by more than one thing concerning him, but currently his lack of an appetite—she frowned at him. “I expected you to be hungrier, seeing as you didn’t eat anything last night.”


    His lips tweaked up. “I, uh, sort of did eat last night.”


    Her eyes widened in indignation as realization dawned. “You didn’t.”


    “Forgive me, I really was hungry. After I finally broke the encryption on the restraints, I might have opened a few of the kitchen cabinets until I found the energy bars. And helped myself to a few.”


    The idea of him wandering around her ship in the middle of the night, getting into whatever he cared to and probably brandishing his damnable smirk while he did…. Ugh, she wanted to strangle him, and only the likelihood of him killing her for the effort stopped her. It’s only the kitchen, Alex. But it didn’t have to be only the kitchen. And that wasn’t the point.


    His expression and demeanor projected an affable, nonthreatening persona. His actions a mere few minutes ago told another story. Her brain struggled to process the discordant information, to reconcile what she knew to be true with the man sitting across the table from her.


    “I swear, I should have just shot you again.”


    “I know, I touched something. But it was before your warning, so you can’t fairly hold it against me.” He shrugged and traded the grapefruit for the croissant.


    “You were physically restrained. I would have thought my wishes had been made clear.” She pinched the bridge of her nose in irritation. “Fine. Whatever. So here’s the deal. I need to keep an eye on you, but I also need to be below doing repairs. Therefo—”


    “What damage could I do up here? You know I can’t access any of the controls.”


    Her response was a harsh laugh. “If it’s all the same to you, after your magic trick on the restraints—and the fact you spent last night running rampant all over my ship—I’m going to err on the side of caution. I’m sure you understand. Therefore, you’re going to come down to the engineering well with me, sit in the corner and not bother me while I work.”


    “Okay.”


    “Okay? That’s all I get?”


    He relaxed back in the chair and began licking excess butter off his fingers. “I think you’ll find I’m rather easygoing when I’m not tied up.”


    “I’ll be sure and remember that—”


    It was all she could do to keep from slapping a hand over her mouth. She had been momentarily distracted by…things, and the words had simply slipped out. She stuffed the last of her croissant in her mouth and studied the crumbs adorning her plate, trying to ignore how the statement might have arguably sounded. And it didn’t really, not unless you thought about—no.


    Seconds ticked by, and the moment mercifully passed.


    She looked up to find him regarding her…mildly? Displaying slight curiosity perhaps? Even bearing a relaxed posture and amiable expression, the intensity of his gaze unnerved her. She gave him a tight smile and busied herself gathering their plates.


    She carried the plates to the counter and stowed them in the sanitizer, then glanced back over her shoulder. A splash of water to the face and a hand through the hair had improved his appearance a surprising amount, but had done nothing to remedy the darkening bruise beneath his right eye.


    With a quiet sigh she went to a cabinet in the starboard wall. Beneath the medical station was a drawer containing basic first aid supplies; she removed the wrapper on a small gel pad.


    “Here.”


    He barely looked up in time to catch it before it whacked him in the face. She stifled a cringe.


    The pad suspended in the air between two fingers, he tilted his head curiously and raised an eyebrow the tiniest bit.


    “For your eye.”


    “Ahh.” He chuckled. “You did nail me pretty good.”


    She made an effort to not appear amused, though she kind of was. “Stick it on for five minutes and be done with it already. Or don’t. Makes no difference to me.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 16: Pandora


    Independent Colony


    “Hey Noah, over here, man!”


    Noah Terrage picked his way through the crowd in the direction of the voice. Twice he had to maneuver past slumped bodies, kids zoned out on head trips and oblivious to the world around them. Those people who remained upright were shopping, often for the same.


    “Dude, you got any Skies?”


    He ignored the beggar, other than to surreptitiously nudge him to the left and into the crowd.


    The Boulevard was not his favorite place on Pandora. To anyone visiting it for the first time, the name would be taken as an ironic joke. Booths and fabs lined both sides, stacked at least eight deep. The open way through no longer ran down the middle; instead it veered left, then right, in a seemingly random pattern resembling a path of one of the trippers who frequented it. Multi-sensory signs and giant screens blaring out jarring, discordant rhythms jammed the overhead space to entirely obscure Pandora’s rather nice sky.


    Yet beneath the chaos did exist an actual boulevard, stretching fifty meters in width and paved with marbled stone. At least, that was the rumor. No one had seen it in thirty years.


    So, no, The Boulevard was not his favorite place. Still, occasionally his business necessitated a visit. He didn’t deal in chimerals, but there was a lot more for sale here than merely chimerals. More to the point, there were dealers here who dealt in a lot more than merely chimerals.


    He slid in around the storefront to where his contact rested on a lounge stool and leaned in close so as to be heard over the raucous din. “Emilio, my man. How’s business?”


    Emilio shook his head, sending long, glittering green braids swooshing through the air. “Same old. Want a beer?”


    “Ah, wish I could, but I’m tight on time. Got to gather with a needy client on the Prom in twenty. Next time?” It never hurt to remind Emilio he had a diverse and well-paying clientele.


    “I hear ya. Hang on a sec, I’ll get your gear.” Emilio slipped behind the shimmering barrier which separated the ‘store’ front from the supply area, but returned in seconds.


    A handshake and Noah palmed the small, innocuous-looking gadget and slipped it in his hip pack. He instructed his eVi to transfer the funds to Emilio’s account. And like that, the deal was done.


    He patted Emilio’s shoulder. “Pleasure doing business with you, as always.”


    “I’m gonna buy a top-shelf illusoire with the proceeds, man.”


    “Enjoy, then!” He laughed as he slid out of the booth and back into the crowd.


    *


    The city which comprised Pandora’s inhabited region constituted a two hundred kilometer swath of gleaming metal and bright lights. There existed dark areas of Pandora, but they resided below even the Boulevard.


    People assumed Pandora was unruled, out-of-control chaos, a patchwork of merchants and clubs and black markets. In truth, it had been constructed and continued to be overseen by a loose association of wealthy entertainment moguls. Which individuals participated in the association was a closely guarded secret, presumably because they held important positions in society.


    They built out additional infrastructure when it became needed and ensured the power grid and transportation system continued to function. They kept the slums corralled in small, well-defined areas and made sure the criminal cartels didn’t gain too powerful of a foothold in the commerce of the planet. Agents of the cartels existed on Pandora without a doubt; some of them even had significant business ventures, but they ranked no higher than the successful independent entrepreneurs.


    Pandora was a world where anything went, where you could buy anything and sell anything, where you could live out your wildest fantasy or spend forty years in a haze of parties and booze and chimerals and sex—or do both. And it was an illusion.


    Oh, you could do all those things, to be sure. But the world was an artificial creation. A planet-sized theme park where the machinery of the rides was kept hidden from public view.


    Noah knew this because his father acted as a minor player in the association which controlled Pandora. In the weeks before bailing on his father’s grand plan for his life, he had hacked and made copies of his father’s personal and business records. For insurance, for blackmail if necessary, and out of mild curiosity at what he would be leaving behind.


    He’d never used the information to his advantage, at least not overtly. But simply being aware of the ‘men behind the curtain,’ as it were, gave his life here a certain unreal quality. Like he had been immersed in a nineteen-year-long deep-dive full-sensory head trip. It gave him freedom and, it could be argued, encouraged a level of recklessness and imprudent behavior he might not be inclined to engage in if any of this were real.


    Still…it was all good, he thought as he stepped off the levtram and into The Approach.


    Most of the districts on Pandora were named some variation of a thoroughfare; there was also The Channel, The Promenade, The Avenue, The Passage, and so on. Their names gave no clue as to their character or quality, however. Visitors arrived clueless, but enterprising street urchins stalked the spaceport, willing to size up what a visitor had come to find and what they could afford and send them in the right direction—for a few credits, of course.


    His apartment was located in The Approach, which only meant it lay in the region between the transport hub and the most popular entertainment district. It actually did have a lot of character, inhabited by a chaotic jumble of artists, merchants and runaways who had decent funds in their account—which he supposed, even after nineteen years, included him.


    He unlocked the door and slipped in his apartment, grateful for once no one frolicked in the hallway, as he did need to work this afternoon. His proffered excuse for not hanging out with Emilio hadn’t been a lie, as such. He did need to meet a client on the Prom in twenty; it happened to be in twenty hours, not minutes. Emilio was an okay guy, but his cohorts weren’t. And besides, he’d just as soon not loiter on The Boulevard any longer than he had to.


    He grabbed a water from the fridge and stepped in his work room. A floor-to-ceiling cabinet lined the left wall, full to the brim with components, spare parts and pending orders. The far wall contained four shelves of equipment and tools. He sat down at the workbench along the right wall, spun around to retrieve the other components from the cabinet, then sat back and contemplated the pieces spread on the table in front of him.


    The item he had picked up from Emilio represented the final component for a special order of custom equipment. Individually, each component was innocuous: a neck wrap, a contact pad to access the tiny fibers at the base of the neck which connected to a person’s cybernetics, a quantum data transmitter and a data buffer. Combined, they created an extremely powerful and quite illegal tool.


    When worn by an individual, the item allowed the person to interface directly with a remote synthetic neural net (‘Artificial’ being the somewhat derogatory but widely used term). The buffer was a necessity because even a heavily cybernetically-enhanced human brain couldn’t begin to process the data streaming from a neural net in real time; absent one you risked frying your cybernetics from the overload of data.


    Artificials were required to be registered and pre-approved by regulatory authorities, who certified the mandated security blocks were in place and sufficient. Even on the most free-wheeling independent worlds they were carefully monitored. And remotely interfacing with one—which thanks to quantum transmission might literally be halfway across settled space—was strictly forbidden. A person walking down the street, or more likely sitting in a corporate boardroom, sporting secret access to zettaFLOPs of mental power went several steps beyond the unfair advantages tolerated by society.


    Seeing as it really was a dangerous tool, he wouldn’t normally be comfortable either constructing or selling it. In this case, however, he knew the client personally and felt certain she didn’t intend to use it for galactic domination. No, he suspected she simply wanted to see what it was like to effectively meld with the mind of an Artificial…and because she could.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 17: Siyane


    Metis Nebula: Uncharted Planet


    Caleb sat on the bottom rung of the ladder, arms draped over his knees and hands clasped loosely together.


    She lay half-subsumed beneath the tear in the wall, working to re-secure a long strip of threaded cabling in the narrow space between the interior wall and exterior hull. She hadn’t said more than two words since they had come downstairs, the two words having been ‘stay there.’


    He had already analyzed what he could see of the hold. Though the rather significant damage muddled matters somewhat, he had quickly classified the engineering section as an advanced but mostly standard layout for a ship of this size, albeit featuring several unusual customizations.


    This conclusion he had come to in the first two minutes; thirty-seven minutes later, there was only one thing left in the hold for him to analyze.


    “So you’re a treasure hunter.”


    It was the most rational conclusion. The instruments and panel readouts on the main deck were geared toward measurement and detection of element concentrations, spectrum spikes and notable astronomical phenomena. They covered too broad a range for a purely scientific expedition; and besides, a double Masters in mechanical engineering and stellar astronomy yet no doctorate suggested she was far too practical to be a scientist.


    The ship displayed a complete lack of corporate branding anywhere, and the last employer listed in her file was from eight years earlier. Taken together with the fair number of personal extravagances, it meant she had to be independent.


    The muffled response came from within the aperture. “I’m an explorer.”


    “That’s what I said—a treasure hunter.”


    She grunted in exertion and a section of cabling snapped snugly against the wall. “And I said for you not to bother me.”


    He gave an exaggerated shrug, though he doubted she was able to see it. “Right, my bad.”


    A few seconds passed. She groaned and slid into the open to glare at him in obvious annoyance. “I find undiscovered planets, resources, astronomical events, other anomalies, and sell the information to whoever can make the best use of it.”


    “To the highest bidder.”


    “If they’re legitimate and meet the correct profile? Usually, yes.”


    “That’s cold. Ruthless even.”


    She exhaled. It was less a sigh and more a forceful expulsion of air from the lungs. He took note of the way the firm muscles in her stomach expanded then contracted beneath the thin, pliant fabric of her shirt, but decided it would be best to ignore the smooth rise then fall of her chest.


    “No, it’s not. Everyone is better off as a result. Without my work, no one knows about the resource. With it, others are able to develop new tech, new materials, even new worlds. I’m merely improving civilization.”


    He burst out laughing. It was genuine and unplanned and he just couldn’t help it.


    She straightened her arms behind her and sat up, the better to direct the full power of her glare at him. “What.”


    The white-blue light of the screens hovering in the otherwise dark hold transformed her irises to liquid silver. He blinked and tried to ignore the startling effect—which was somewhat difficult if he was to continue meeting her gaze. Ignoring every attractive quirk of hers might be harder than first thought.


    But he wasn’t here to get laid; he was here to get off this planet in one piece. Building an amicable relationship furthered his goal, but he suspected coming on to her would result in another elbow to the face. For starters.


    Of course, he probably shouldn’t tease her either. Ah well, too late now. “You are not out here, on this very unique ship, to ‘improve civilization.’”


    Her eyes widened in offense. But he merely regarded her with amusement, and the severe countenance melted away.


    She rolled her eyes at the low ceiling, but her shoulders snapped straight into a proud posture. “I sleep well at night, comforted by the knowledge what I do helps rather than hurts. But…no, perhaps it’s not my primary purpose.”


    Then she frowned, and it occurred to him maybe she hadn’t intended to say so much—which meant she thought she had revealed something about herself she hadn’t wanted to.


    She dropped to the floor and slid back under the wall. “Now would you please shut up?”


    He needed some time to ponder what the accidental reveal meant, anyway. “Certainly.”


    *


    She was eyeing him over her sandwich—roasted penzine, which his data cache told him was a small fowl native to Erisen, and Swiss cheese on dark rye bread. “Why are you out here?”


    His lips pursed together, his own sandwich poised in midair. Damn she was persistent. “I still can’t tell you, except to say it wasn’t supposed to involve violence.”


    “How comforting.”


    He shrugged, annoyed she doubted him, then annoyed at himself for being annoyed. He should really be more in control of the situation than this. “What do you want me to say?”


    “What you’re doing out here.”


    He dropped the remains of his sandwich to the plate in frustration. She raised an eyebrow in response, which only made things considerably worse. He looked around the cabin, eager to change the topic of conversation. “So do I get to sleep in the chair again tonight?”


    She shook her head in the negative, then jerked it in the direction of the starboard wall. “There’s a guest cot, pulls out of the wall. There’s even a privacy screen. You’ll be snug as a bug in a rug.”


    He chuckled at the odd, quaint-sounding idiom. “A what?”


    “It’s just something my—” Her eyes darkened and she practically leapt out of the chair to carry her plate to the sink. “Never mind.”


    He frowned, as much at her abrupt change of mood as his unexpected desire to make it better. No, it was the proper reaction; a cheerful mood meant harmonious interaction and the absence of guns and hand-to-hand combat. “Thank you, I’m sure it’ll be fine. Not quite the luxurious nest you have downstairs but—”


    The loud clang of a plate against the sink’s surface cut him off. His frown deepened; he made sure his voice sounded neutral and nonthreatening. “Is everything okay?”


    She spun around to lean on the counter, an indecipherable look on her face. “Look, I’m not used to having someone out here with me, in my space and asking questions and—particularly a suspicious and dangerous spy who tried to kill me.”


    “I didn’t try to kill you.” At her dubious glare he grimaced. “Okay, I might have tried to shoot you down. But you did shoot me down, and you don’t see me holding a grudge. Second ship blown up in two months, but whatever, it’s fine, they’re only ships.”


    “To you, maybe.”


    For the briefest moment, her expression became totally unguarded and open. Until this instant, he hadn’t realized the cold, hard demeanor was a mask she had donned for him, or possibly for everyone. This though…this was beautiful.


    He smiled with what he hoped conveyed sincerity. “Your ship’s important to you, I imagine.”


    “You could say that.” The unguarded, beautiful expression lingered for another breath before fading away behind the mask.


    He stood, plate in hand, and headed over to the sink as well. “You’ve obviously put a lot of time and money into it.” He leaned in to stow his plate right as she reached across to grab the hand towel.


    For a solid two seconds they both froze in place, shoulders touching and faces centimeters apart, too close to even focus on the other. He was suddenly consumed by the thought of how damned hot the air felt for a supposedly climate-controlled room.


    She snatched the towel off its hook and stepped back, and the spell broke. He busied himself with stowing his plate…and slowing a racing pulse.


    *


    As the afternoon faded into evening, she gradually started talking, responding to his casual inquiries in a more conversational tone and even volunteering information from time to time. What she was doing and why, details on the mechanics in the engineering well and other parts of the ship.


    He responded by sharing where appropriate. He talked about what his experiences had and hadn’t taught him about ships, some of the more interesting designs he’d seen and so on. Building rapport with his captor.


    It was late in the evening ship-time when she sank against an undamaged section of the wall and looked at him. Damp strands of hair had glued themselves to flush cheeks; grease had smudged along her neck.


    “Can you cook?”


    He shrugged in careful nonchalance. “I’ve been told I’m not half bad at it, yeah. Why?”


    She climbed to her feet and wiped her hands on by now filthy pants. “I’m going to take a shower. You can cook dinner.”


    “You realize in order to cook I’ll have to touch something.”


    “I grant you a specific, limited exception.”


    “Fair enough. But how do I know how to work the stove, or where the food is?”


    She shot him an odd look as she passed him and climbed up the ladder. “You’re a smart guy, and seeing as you’re apparently already familiar with my kitchen, I assume you’ll figure it out.”


    And he did figure it out, because he was a smart guy…and was already familiar with her kitchen. By the time she came up the stairwell the aroma of steaming vegetables and roasting potatoes filled the cabin.


    He glanced over upon her arrival and nearly dropped the wok mid-toss.


    She wore flimsy little gray shorts and a black tank top. The tiny straps exposed a sculpted collarbone and delicate hollow at the base of her throat. She was toweling dry her hair, which turned out to be quite long when it wasn’t tied up in a ponytail or knot or whatever she did to it. Burgundy locks fell in soft waves to frame those remarkable cheekbones, then down along her neck to tease alabaster shoulders before draping midway down her back. Beneath the shorts slender but toned legs seemed to go on forever.


    He swallowed and promptly gave up on ignoring any and all attractive traits of hers; it was far too much work. It had been some time since a woman had legitimately taken his breath away.


    “Um, stir-fry okay? I wasn’t sure….”


    She smiled, and for yet another moment her expression was genuine and unguarded and easily as beautiful as before. She appeared completely unaware of the effect she was having on him. “Definitely. It smells delicious.”


    He tried to match the tenor of her smile. “Excellent.” The steam started stinging his eyes; he returned his attention to the stove and hurried to make sure the potatoes didn’t burn while mentally berating himself for getting all goo-goo eyed and flustered like he was fourteen.


    *


    He sprinkled pepper on his vegetables. Thanks to the flash freezing they had retained much of their flavor, but Senecan dishes tended toward spicy, and he had acquired the taste. “Caleb.”


    Her fork paused at her lips. “Hmm?”


    “My name. It’s Caleb.” Why was he telling her?


    The corners of her mouth rose a fraction. “Better.”


    That was why. Shit.


    She took a sip of water. “I knew a Samuel in elementary school. He was a bully, tried to beat my friend up.”


    “What happened?”


    “I beat him up instead.”


    “Naturally.”


    She shrugged. “It worked. He left us alone from then on. Caleb what?”


    “Marano.”


    Surprise flashed across her face. “You’re just telling me?”


    Apparently. “I could be lying again.”


    “True. But you’re not.”


    Was it painted in neon letters on his forehead? “No, I’m not. You fancy yourself good at reading people?”


    “Hell, no. I’m terrible at it.” She continued eating, but her motions slowed as her eyes unfocused. “Caleb Marano: Born June 3, 2283, Cavare, Seneca. Father: engineer for the Senecan Civil Development Agency. Mother: freelance industrial architect. Younger sister Isabela, age thirty-two: professor of biochemistry. Parents divorced in 2301. It says you’re an assembly line manager for Terrestrial Avionics—which is a lie, of course.”


    Her gaze sharpened back on him. “And that’s it. There’s no public record of what you’ve spent the last twenty years doing. But there wouldn’t be, would there?”


    “How did you access the information? I assumed your communications were down as well.”


    “They are. There’s an exanet backup in the ship.”


    “The entire exanet?”


    “No, not the entire exanet, don’t be ridiculous. Merely some repositories I find useful.”


    He nodded and speared a potato wedge. “Well, now you know as much about me as I do about you, Alexis Solovy.”


    She studied her glass of water with a startling intensity. “It’s Alex.”


    His voice softened as hers had. “Better.”


    No response followed, and when the silence verged on uncomfortable he ran a hand through his hair. “So, what’s the state of the repairs?”


    She grimaced a little, her body language shifting subtly. “Full power’s restored to the impulse engine, and I’ve replaced all but one of the conduits to the plasma shield. Probably another half-day on the smaller problems before I can turn to the hull itself. I’m going to try to weld it back together. Hopefully sufficient material is left, plus whatever I can scrounge up, to close it.”


    “I can help with that—I mean I’m not bad with a welding torch and a metamat blade.”


    She regarded him with a very guarded expression. “We’ll see.” Then she stood, grabbing both their plates and taking them to the sink. “Dinner was very good, thank you.” She glanced over her shoulder. “You can use the shower if you’d like. I’ll clean up.”


    “Thank you. I am feeling a bit ripe at this point.”


    “Just—”


    “I know.” He laughed lightly as he started down the stairs. “Don’t touch anything.”


    *


    She was standing at the data center when he returned. A number of screens floated above the table, bright with graphs and visuals. Actually, he realized, there were no screens, only the data. The table itself must be a conductive medium.


    Her focus on the information displayed, she didn’t notice him. He took advantage of the opportunity and paused at the top of the stairwell to watch her.


    Her right hand reached up and three fingers glided fluidly over one of the graphs. The lines shifted color and position in their wake.


    Now he could see. Starting at her fingertips and running along the inside of her arm, across her shoulder blades and up to the nape of her neck where they disappeared into her hairline, wove a pattern of elaborate, intricate glyphs. They pulsed a vibrant white glow when she touched an image or data point and faded after her fingers lost contact.


    Most people who had extensive glyphs brandished them like a badge of honor, tattooing them in bright glittering colors to declare the extent of their cyberization for all to see. Hers, however, vanished when not in use; until now he had been unaware they existed, and he was a rather observant guy.


    He smiled as he watched her blow up a waveform to dominate the space above the table. The glyphs indicated not only was she absorbing the data into her cybernetics, she was likely manipulating it internally and sending it back to the table. Her movements displayed a seamless connection between her and the information she studied. He suspected he was witnessing her in her natural habitat.


    Best for her not to catch him watching though. He cleared his throat and ascended the last stair. She glanced at him but didn’t clear the displays.


    He joined her but kept a respectful distance by leaning against the nearby worktable. “Thank you for the shower. To say it was needed would be a colossal understatement. I, uh, couldn’t do anything about the clothes. I don’t suppose you have any…?”


    She shook her head, a hint of a twinkle in her eyes. Though in fairness it may have simply been the reflected glow of the graphs. “Sorry, no. Haven’t had any boys sleep over recently.”


    “Now that is a tragedy.”


    Somewhat to his surprise, she laughed. “Perhaps, but everything has a price.”


    He wanted to ask what she meant, but that question lay several steps further away in their precariously thawing relationship. Instead he gestured at the table. “What you got?”


    “Full-spectrum scans of the Metis interior, at least as far as my instruments were able to penetrate before…well it wasn’t as far as I’d like. The nebular dust is maddeningly dense, particularly when you consider how old its supernova is. Nonetheless, I picked up some unusual readings.”


    “How so?”


    She flared her palm and one of the graphs zoomed in. It showed a single line exhibiting multiple, regular peaks. “This is the pulsar beam. Firmly in the gamma spectrum, and with a spin of 419 revolutions per second it’s clearly a millisecond pulsar. So question one, where’s its companion?” She worried at her lower lip. “If the companion’s radius is small enough, its signature might be hidden in all this dust or on the other side of the pulsar, but…anyway, so that’s curious.”


    She nudged the graph off to the top right corner and magnified another graph to the center. It overflowed with data, multiple overlapping waveforms of differing widths and colors.


    Two fingers reached into it and pinched the thickest waveform, a line of deep purple. “So this is the gamma synchrotron radiation. It’s by far the strongest reading.” She flicked it off to one side where it shrank into a small square, then pinched a more diffuse but thick line blue in color. “The pulsar wind, gamma bleeding into x-ray.” It landed above the purple square.


    After their removal a pear-colored line dominated the graph. She spared a quick glance at him; he studied the graph with interest and didn’t acknowledge it. “Ionized particles left over from the supernova. This is the glow we see.” A flick and it minimized below.


    The graph was now virtually bare. She pushed away two thin lines of dark and light orange. “Random infrared and microwave readings from whatever.”


    A single, tiny line of dark crimson remained. Thin and semitransparent, it marked a nearly horizontal path across the graph. She crossed her arms over her chest and rested on her back leg. “Then we have this.”


    He kept his tone scrupulously neutral. “Radio emissions I presume?”


    “Tremendously Low Frequency—TLF—technically, but they don’t even have a proper term for a wavelength this long. This wave is propagating at a frequency of 0.04 Hz. Nothing emits at so low a frequency.”


    A soft breath fell from his lips, and the response with it. “Not 0.04 Hz. 0.0419 Hz.”


    Her eyes shot to him and flared a lustrous argent hue. “What?”


    He focused on the graph, difficult though it was. “Can you expand the period shown?” A glance at the top right corner of the spread. “Say to ten hours?”


    “Okay.” Her stare bore into him as her right hand slid along the graph. The crimson line now undulated in long, smooth waves.


    “Now superimpose the pulsar beam on top of this one.”


    “No fucking way.”


    “If you don’t want to it’s fine, I—”


    “I mean no fucking way.” She yanked the pulsar beam graph out of the corner and dropped it in the center. It wasn’t a surprise to him, and he assumed no longer a surprise to her, when the pulse spikes lined up perfectly on the crests of the crimson line.


    “That’s why I’m here.”


    She still stared at him instead of the graph. “Explain.”


    “Last month we sent in a prototype, state-of-the-art probe for testing. Among a few other things, it returned this congruence. My government would like to determine what it is.”


    “But you’re not a scientist. Why send in a black ops agent?”


    “Well, the thought was the level of precision strongly suggests it’s artificial, and thus it might be hostile….” He sighed. Shit. “I never said I was a black ops agent.”


    She gave him a wicked grin. “Not until now.”


    She had managed to fit in manipulating him in between sophisticated data analysis. Impressive.


    He brought a hand up to run through his hair, still damp from the shower. “Well played. Anyway, given the concern it might be hostile they were reluctant to send civilian researchers. And while I’m not a scientist, I know my way around spectrum analyses and whatnot better than the average black ops agent.”


    Her gaze had finally returned to the graphs, and his returned to her. “Is this what you’re here for?”


    Her voice was soft, almost whimsical. “Maybe.”


    “Look, you don’t have to tell me, but there’s no reason to hide it.”


    She half-smiled. “Not what I meant. The Nebula caught my eye. I knew there would be something to find…I didn’t necessarily know what it would be.”


    Her expression shifted even in profile. “Did you learn what it was? You know, before you tried to shoot me down.”


    “No. I had only been here a few hours when you blew my ship out the sky.”


    “Right.” She rolled her eyes a little. “I’m sorry about that, by the way. In the same circumstances I’d do it again, but I am sorry.”


    He looked at her askance. “Um, thanks?”


    “Certainly.” The graphs abruptly vanished; the cabin darkened in the absence of the holographic images. “I’d like to get an early start in the morning, so good night.”


    “Good night….” He frowned, taken aback by the sudden shift in tone and quick exit. In a few brief seconds she had waved the lights dim, descended the stairwell and disappeared.


    Then he was alone and unrestrained on the main deck of her ship.


    He noted the previously identified stations, controls and junction points. While the security on them was doubtless more complex than his restraints had been, he suspected he could hack at least some of them.


    But he didn’t need to, and gained nothing by doing so. The repairs weren’t complete; if he tried to fly away now he’d just get himself and her killed. And given their ‘relationship’—if one wished to call it such—was improving, odds were decent once the repairs were complete she would in fact drop him on an independent world and be on her way.


    So instead of hacking her ship he unfolded the cot from the wall, pulled the privacy screen over, took off his shoes and lay down. The cot wasn’t too bad; he’d slept on far worse.


    He laced his hands behind his head and pondered how she had managed to get him to tell her his name, his profession and his mission, all in less than a day.


    It went against one of the mandates of his job: never reveal anything more than is necessary to finish the mission. On the other hand, he was in a compromised position and reliant on her to get out of it. In such a situation exceptions could be made.


    Even so, he should get on his game. Though….


    As long as he didn’t kill her and she didn’t kill him, this would likely end with him making it back to settled space in one piece. Therefore, other than ensuring she felt enough goodwill toward him to not throw him out the airlock—which seeing as she had gone out of her way to rescue him in the first place, he suspected was a fairly low threshold—he really didn’t need to play her.


    He had been trained to always be looking for an opening, for a weakness he could use to his advantage to cripple the enemy and complete the mission. But she wasn’t an enemy. She wasn’t even a mark.


    So he decided he was marginally comfortable with her knowing a few truths. Which was interesting, seeing as he allowed very few people to know many truths at all about him.


    Special circumstances and all.


    *


    Alex crashed onto her bed, relishing the sensual, almost carnal feel of her head sinking into the silky pillow.


    After several deep, luxurious breaths she glanced up, and promptly scowled. The viewport above the bed often revealed twinkling stars or occasionally a glowing nebula, but at the very least the blurred shimmer of superluminal travel. Tonight it revealed a thick haze of sickly amber dust and little else, serving as a stark reminder she lay stranded on a nasty uncharted planet with a broken ship and a confounding…she didn’t even know what he constituted now.


    Why had she let him see the scans? Worse, why had she explained them to him?


    Because he was putting on a very convincing act of being friendly and nonthreatening? Of course he was convincing. It was his job to convince people he could be trusted until he was ready to kill them or arrest them or dispense whatever justice he fancied upon them.


    Because he was a good cook? While a rather nice surprise, it hardly qualified him for ‘friend’ status.


    Because he was disturbingly good looking, with hair as black as the void between stars which sent her pulse aflutter when it fell across his brow? Because he had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen—the color of the uncut natural sapphires they displayed in geology museums—which sparkled from a thousand facets when he made a teasing remark?


    Yep, that was probably why.


    She groaned and rolled over to bury her face in the pillow. “I’m waxing poetic about a man. Kill me now….”


    In a world of cheap genetic enhancement before and even after birth, handsome men were a dime a dozen. They’d never distracted her or done much of anything in particular for her, at least not from looks alone.


    No way was she going to be led astray by a pair of pretty blue eyes. Especially not when they belonged to a Senecan, and a Senecan black ops agent at that.


    She possessed enough self-awareness to realize her view of the world was slightly jaded and perchance cynical. Nonetheless, objectively she recognized being born on Seneca did not automatically make him an evil monster. Granted, hardly a galaxy-altering revelation. Seneca was an adversary, one toward which she bore deep-seated animosity for her own personal reasons. But most people living there were no different from everyone else, spending their time doing the things most people did and not torturing puppies or sacrificing virgins.


    And even being a black ops agent didn’t automatically make him an evil monster, though it did make him dangerous. Her mother was and her father had been military; Richard, Malcolm and a number of her acquaintances were military—and thus trained killers. She had no right to judge him for engaging in activities those closest to her would do, and had done, if asked by their government.


    The experience of the day seemed to bolster the decision she had made this morning. He appeared to be a smart, rational guy and not a zealot or fanatic or psychopath. As such, he presumably realized getting along and not causing trouble for her would result in him getting out of this situation alive and unharmed, and anything he did to actually help would speed up said resolution.


    Thus, she came to the conclusion that while she definitely couldn’t trust him, she could perhaps ‘trust’ him a little for now.


    She went through the reasoning two more times to make certain it was sound, logical and had nothing whatsoever to do with a pair of pretty blue eyes.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 18: Deucali


    Earth Alliance Colony


    Liam entered the pub as unobtrusively as possible. His tall, stocky frame placed a lower limit on his ability to be unobtrusive, but he did try.


    The pub was located many kilometers from the base, in an upper-middle yet not quite upper class neighborhood. He had dressed out of uniform, wearing navy slacks, a crisp white button-down shirt and a navy blazer. Well, perhaps not far out of uniform. But he wore an unadorned navy cap over his distinctive ginger hair so as to avoid being recognized.


    When one was a Regional Commander of the Earth Alliance Armed Forces, one possessed no ‘peers’ in the region—no one it was appropriate to go out with for a couple of beers, or watch the game or barbeque with on the weekend. No one to assemble with to watch the tides of war gather.


    Maybe it was better this way, lest he give something away in a careless laugh or knowing nod at a crucial moment, but a man such as him did not have friends. Subordinates, professional colleagues, rivals and enemies. But not friends.


    If he stopped to give thought to it, there did exist a time when he had had friends…teammates in primary, a few worthy cohorts in university ROTC. But that had been before. Before the war against Seneca, before his mother had returned home in a flag-draped coffin and gutted his father’s spirit. Before he had sworn a vow to his mother’s eternal soul and the God who shepherded it that he would have vengeance.


    As an only child, since his father died in a construction accident seven years earlier he had no family of note either. He’d never married, unwilling to let another person inside his private affairs much less his private emotions. His spouse was the Alliance military, which was all he’d ever required. And it worked out for the best, as it meant the chance of bringing shame to his family had not needed to be a consideration in his decision whether to collude in recent events, and events soon to come.


    He acquired a chair at a high table in the bar area and motioned for a waiter, remembering at the last second not to bark an order for immediate service. He ordered an Earth ale; since he was out of uniform he didn’t need to publicly support the local economy, and Deucali’s meager attempts at hops brewing left a good bit to be desired.


    Deucali wasn’t a particularly scenic world either. Its landscape had been painted in browns and yellows and decorated with dull waters and minimal mountain ranges. Nevertheless, it was rich in natural resources and boasted a calm, temperate climate, one reason it had been the first world colonized on the Perseus Arm of the galaxy and for a brief time the most distant colony in existence. The Alliance had established a strong presence here and for decades used it as a base from which to expand outward along the southern arc of the Arm.


    After a hundred and ten years a thriving, self-sufficient economy was firmly established, even if much of it continued to be centered around military operations. The patrons of the pub were engineers, defense contractors and civilian managers, yet even they retained a rugged, down-to-earth aura. You wouldn’t find glitzy balls or elaborate sensory circuses on Deucali, and he thanked God on an almost daily basis for their absence.


    The waiter delivered his drink and a bowl of crusted bread, then vanished upon his disinterest in further purchases. The pub was busy bordering on packed, and he assumed the young man had others to service who would be freer with their credits.


    He twisted the cap off the pure-bottled ale and rotated the chair toward the nearest exanet news screen in time to see Prime Minister Brennon walk to the podium.


    Brennon was a sturdy, solidly built man, with a slightly lined face and slightly graying hair that could mean an age anywhere from sixty to a hundred sixty. He held himself as all politicians did, shoulders back and chin a notch high.


    “As you no doubt know by now, yesterday we suffered a great tragedy in the loss of Trade Minister Mangele Santiagar. He was one of our brightest young stars, a dedicated public servant and a personal friend. He volunteered to lead the delegation to the Trade Summit because he believed in the possibility of a peaceful future with the Senecan Federation and the benefits which could result therefrom.”


    The Prime Minister paused to look troubled. In the pub, most of the patrons shifted their attention away from the various sporting events playing out on the other screens; the previously lively room grew subdued. Though situated in nearly the opposite corner of settled space from Seneca, the strong military presence here meant even civilians on Deucali exhibited a strong patriotic streak.


    “It was a good dream, one we all hoped would come to be. But it, and he, were betrayed by those who might have reaped its benefits—by the very Senecans he reached out to in a gesture of peace. He was savagely murdered by those who came forth in a costume of friendship but wielded daggers beneath their cloaks.”


    Liam took a sip of his ale. Politicians could always be counted on to turn a phrase when the fires of outrage needed to be fanned. Hyperbole and metaphor were powerful tools in the right hands. He doubted the PM was anything other than a vapid politician in an empty suit, but he certainly knew how to give a performance when a performance was required.


    “The General Assembly has convened in emergency session and is discussing the best manner of response to this shocking outrage. Rest assured that our response, when it comes, will be measured, deliberate and commiserate with the crime committed against the Earth Alliance.”


    He paused again, his voice softening in tenor. “For now, our hearts and prayers are with Minister Santiagar’s wife, his children and all the members of his family. I grieve with them, as we all do, in their time of loss. Thank you.”


    Liam gestured to the waiter for another drink. The pub had a nice atmosphere and safe anonymity. He decided he might linger awhile.


    Perking up at the renewed prospect of further purchases, the waiter quickly reappeared to deliver his drink. Liam nodded to himself as he turned the fresh bottle up. He didn’t know whether Santiagar had been a good man or a bad one, but it made no difference. He had been a sacrificial lamb to the mission.


    Mr. Prime Minister, you ain’t seen nothing yet.


    *


    Cosenti: Independent Colony


    A chill breeze drifted in from the flatlands as Thad Yue instructed the bots to bring the crates down the ramp and move them into the unmarked hangar.


    Eight crates in total were unloaded from the transport. Each one contained four autonomous VI-guided short-range Earth Alliance missiles tipped with high-density HHNC warheads. As missiles went they were lightweight and compact; even so, each crate required two of the industrial-grade mechanized bot lifters to be moved inside.


    As soon as the last one cleared the ramp he signaled the transport to depart. The pilot had no knowledge of the contents of the crates, and probably didn’t care to find out. Just another routine delivery from New Babel.


    Cosenti was a tiny colony not far outside Senecan Federation space. Nominally independent, it maintained only the most basic governance infrastructure, and in practice the criminal cabals ran things here. It served primarily as a storage and staging location for smuggling illicit goods onto Senecan worlds, which was just as well, for its arid, infertile soil and flat landscape rendered it suitable for little else.


    Although it sported fairly substantial defensive measures, if the Senecan military really wanted to they could wipe the colony off the map. Thus far they hadn’t chosen to, presumably because they realized a replacement would spring up somewhere else within a month. The real source of illicit trade—chimerals, weapons, gear and all manner of cyber tools and unauthorized enhancements—was New Babel. And wiping it out would be another matter entirely.


    The land outside the small town which constituted Cosenti’s sole inhabited locale was populated by a patchwork of warehouses, flight hangars and plain structures of hidden purpose. Kilometers separated each cluster of buildings and perimeter drones guarded every region, programmed to eliminate any vehicle or person who did not possess the correct code. Various organizations controlled the buildings, but no markings, signs or other identifying features designated ownership. Visitors either knew where to go, or had no business going there.


    By the time Thad walked in the hangar the others were already unpacking the crates. He watched several of them guide the smaller, more precision-oriented bots in securing the first missile beneath one of the fighter jets while the others readied the next missile.


    The four jets dominating the hangar’s open space had arrived two days earlier and were carbon copies of current generation Earth Alliance Navy ships. The paint on the Alliance logos and distinctive blue stripes shone like new. Which it was of course, having been applied about eighteen hours earlier.


    This particular hangar belonged to the Zelones cartel, so named for the family who founded and ruled it for almost two centuries. Their rule had ended decades ago, though, with the rise to power of Olivia Montegreu. Formerly the chief lieutenant to Ryn Zelones, following his death under the suspicious circumstances typical of a criminal kingpin’s demise, she had rapidly secured control of the cartel under her sole and absolute authority.


    He had met the woman on several occasions, and found she more than lived up to her reputation—sharp, cold, beautiful and utterly, soullessly ruthless. It didn’t represent a problem for him. He was confident in his ability to meet her admittedly considerable expectations.


    The others didn’t know for whom they worked; from their perspective he had hired them for a job, end of story. They were all independent mercs-for-hire, all skilled enough to actually be able to maintain their independence and all being paid quite well for the op. Still, he imagined their payment en masse didn’t touch the cost of the fighter jets. Most were ex-military, a mix of Alliance and Federation, and brought with them the requisite knowledge and understanding of military procedure. None possessed sufficient morality to harbor any qualms about the nature of the op.


    He came from a military background as well, having departed the Alliance armed forces in the wake of an unfortunate incident during ground operations on Elathan in the Crux War. Unfortunate indeed.


    “Hey!” He shouted at the men docking the missiles. “Don’t load up one side first, you’ll tip the ship over.” He received curt nods in return. The camaraderie level wasn’t particularly high on the team, but it didn’t have to be. They were all professionals.


    “Janse, join me for a few?”


    The tall, lanky man finished popping the lid on a crate then came over to where he stood near the hangar wall.


    Janse’s skin was as black as unburnished onyx, a rarity in a world where racial and ethnic distinctions had blurred to the point of virtual meaninglessness. The man liked to claim his family were aboriginals living in the Australian outback until twenty years earlier. It was a blatant lie—he had been a third-generation hoverflyer racer before becoming a mercenary—but one which served to enhance his already fearsome reputation.


    Thad projected an aural in front of them displaying the flyover layout of Palluda’s single city. “I’d like to go over the targets and assignments again. No need for us to be crashing into each other on our flight paths.”


    “Yue, if there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s how to not crash into other vehicles in close proximity.”


    “Be that as it may, you’re not the only pilot and I don’t want to take any chances. Now I’m reasonably happy with the target choices, though I would like to fit this industrial machinery building in if we can.” He pointed to a flat, rectangular building near the top left corner.


    Janse leaned against the wall and shrugged. “Thirty-two missiles man. No more, no less. Unless you’ve figured out to make missiles blow their payload then keep going, turn left and detonate again, you’ll have to trade something for it.”


    Thad allowed himself a small smile. “Well, let’s do a walkthrough and see what we can find.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 19: Siyane


    Metis Nebula: Uncharted Planet


    Alex glared at the two lengths of fiber conduit in annoyance. Also a trace of disgust.


    They insisted on entangling one another every time she tried to secure them in place alongside their brethren against the hull wall. The aft navigation line really shouldn’t be so cranky about the whole situation. True, she had removed it from where it typically rested to repair the section which had been sliced almost in two; that was no excuse for it not to go nicely back where it belonged.


    The dampener field conduit on the other hand, being a recent addition, didn’t natively integrate into the cabling layout of the other systems in the first place. In Seattle she had had the time and tools to devise a relatively elegant arrangement which kept it safe and secure. Well not from errant pulse lasers obviously, but at least from normal dangers. Here, though, she was using spare supplies and jury-rigged fixes and…


    …they just wouldn’t fit. No matter what she did, it ended with a jumbled pile of conduit in her face. She blew out a breath through clenched teeth.


    “Hey, could you come help me a minute?”


    No response.


    Maybe he couldn’t hear her over the music. She worked better and faster when music played in the background, and the last two days had needed every edge available to her. She gestured toward the small embedded panel by the ladder to mute it.


    “Caleb, you got a second?” His name rolled off her tongue with surprising ease.


    Still nothing. She frowned, suspicion flaring about what nefarious deeds he might be engaging in while alone on the upper decks of her ship. She was two seconds away from crawling out of the aperture and sneaking upstairs to catch him in the act when he leaned into the hold at the top of the ladder—


    —wearing nothing but a towel wrapped loosely around his hips. Loosely and low around his hips. His head tilted into the hatch opening. “What do you need?”


    Long, lean muscles rippled subtly beneath tanned skin, confirming her earlier assessment of a well-built, athletic but not overly muscled frame. It was the type of body one developed from an active, physical lifestyle rather than a weight bench. A neat pattern of dark hair tapered in from his pecs to trail down the center of his abdomen and disappear beneath the towel. The Greek/Italian genetic heritage of the initial Senecan colonists asserting itself no doubt, and more chest hair than the current fashion. Then again she’d never particularly cared for the prepubescent look. And it wasn’t as if it appeared unkempt or….


    She arched an eyebrow to stare at him with exaggerated incredulity.


    “What? I’m washing my clothes, remember?”


    Right. Should not have forgotten. “Right.” She gave him a tight, close-mouthed smile. “You know what, it’s fine. I’ve got it.”


    “Are you sure? Cause I can—”


    “No, that is o-kay. Really. You just concentrate on getting dressed.”


    He returned her smirk. “All right, but don’t say I didn’t offer.”


    Offer what, exactly?


    He vanished from view, leaving her to drag a hand raggedly down her face. “Well, where was I? I think I was…connecting one thing…to another…thing…of some sort….”


    His yell echoed in the hold. “Are you talking to me?”


    “Nope!” She cringed and slid into the aperture, dropping her voice to a murmur. “No sirree, not at all. Merely having a little chat with my libido, ordering it to kindly go back into hibernation before it gets me into far more trouble than I need….”


    She stared at the two lengths of fiber conduit sagging freely in the open space in annoyance. The trace of disgust she reserved for herself. Not getting led astray, dammit.


    In a fit of redirected energy she shimmied deeper inside the gap, suspended one line out of the way using her toes and right pinky and balanced the other in place with her left knee while she secured it. The final line then fit taut along the outer row.


    There.


    *


    Diagnostic screens hovered in front of her when he climbed down into the hold—mercifully fully clothed, she noted through the translucence.


    “So should I hang out back here again, or what?”


    She raised a finger. “Hold one sec, confirming all the power flows are stable.”


    “Holding.”


    After a few seconds she killed the screens to find him leaning against the opposite wall, one ankle crossed over the other to match his arms. She regarded him a moment. “You seriously want to help?”


    “Yes. Absolutely.”


    “Okay. Grab a welding torch and metamat blade from the cabinet, get suited up and head outside.”


    His mouth twitched while his eyes did the damn sparkly thing. “Dare I ask why?”


    “I suppose. Right now the plasma shield is extended out about two meters beyond the body of the ship to encompass all the shredded pieces of the hull. I’m going to pull it in to the rim. You’ll heat the shards, shear off the jagged edges and bend the pieces as flat as possible against the hull, after which I will re-extend the shield and we will try to mend the hull back together.”


    “Sounds reasonable. And what are you going to be doing while I’m braving the elements?”


    “I’m going to be telling you which pieces to work on, how much to shear off and when to stop, of course. From the comfort of my insulated, heated ship.”


    “Of course…” he gave her a positively evil look as he pushed off the wall and went to the supply cabinet “…I’m likely to get all sweaty and need to wash my clothes again afterward, though.”


    She snorted and reached for her water bottle. “Don’t think so. Just strip before you put on the suit—” his head had already begun whipping around “—in private, please.”


    “Hmm, should have thought of that myself.”


    He ran a fingertip along the contour of the blade then slid it easily into a notch on his pants and quickly checked over the torch. The fluid, efficient motions left no doubt as to his proficiency in their use.


    For a few minutes she had almost forgotten what he was. A mistake on her part.


    “Let me know when you’re suited up and I’ll open the airlock. Once the internal hatch has closed, the external one can be opened by pressing the panel beside it, and a ramp will extend to the ground.”


    “Got it.” He nodded sharply and ascended the ladder.


    She stretched out on her stomach at the edge of the hull rupture. With no sun in sight, as the pulsar would provide no day-night cycle, the meager yet ever present light came solely via the glow of the Nebula.


    The wind had died down somewhat compared to the gale forces it had exhibited during her arrival, and fine dust particles danced about in the air. The overall effect bore a slight resemblance to the heavy, misty fog of a winter Seattle morning, albeit doused in pale sallow paint. She loved to go for a run on such mornings, when the dew blanketed so thickly it bowed the tree limbs and turned the grass silver and the fog brought silence to a noisy world.


    “Ready!” His shout echoed down from the main cabin.


    She waved at the panel behind her to open the airlock. A moment later Caleb arrived under the ship from the left, gloved hand already flicking on the torch as he glanced up at her. “It sucks out here. You know this, right?”


    “Hell yes I know. I had to drag your unconscious body through it, remember?”


    “Well, you didn’t have to. You could have, for instance, not shot me, and instead asked me politely if I’d like to come aboard where it was warm and cozy.”


    Her eyes narrowed in feigned non-amusement. “Easy for you to say now. Start with this long piece here.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” He pulled the blade off the belt of the environment suit and raised the torch to the piece in question.


    “Smooth the ragged corner, but only a little. I don’t want to lose any more material than necessary. Okay, now heat it along the bend. Not too much or it’ll melt!”


    “Don’t get your panties in a twist. I’ve got this.” He eased the sheet of metal up toward the hull and her. His tone was conversational. “Carbon-based metamaterials become pliant at around 1340°C and don’t begin to lose their atomic structure until 1920°. The torch is set to 1460°, which will create malleability without damaging the integrity of the material.”


    “They teach you that in spy school?”


    The metal shimmered as it met resistance at the plasma shield, and he lowered the torch. He stood less than a meter beneath her, only the shield and the faceplate of his helmet separating them. “Engineering school.”


    He looked up at her, the curl of his lips clearly visible through the faceplate. “Yes, I have an engineering degree. Try to contain your shock. Where to next?”


    She worked to keep her expression neutral and unaffected. So he possessed skills beyond subterfuge and selective removal of criminals from the gene pool. And culinary endeavors. It didn’t change anything.


    She pointed to the narrow piece at the end of the rupture closest to her.


    “This one.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 20: Krysk


    Senecan Federation Colony


    In the late 22nd century, a number of social philosophers asserted their belief that the expansion of humanity beyond the bounds of the Sol System would usher in a new era of civility and order. With unparalleled prosperity and a galaxy to explore, we would at last put behind us petty foibles such as crime and violence in favor of higher, more noble pursuits.


    But through the Renaissance and the discovery of the Americas, the Industrial Revolution and the taming of Earth, the invention of computers and the advent of space flight, human nature had remained fundamentally unchanged. It was foolhardy to believe this latest advancement would bring about some profound transformation in the souls of men.


    In reality, those predisposed to violence did not give it up; they simply developed more sophisticated methods of going about it. Avenues for physical and mental pleasure only became more refined and powerful, and thus an ever greater temptation. Physical addiction was now able to be cured easily enough—but many didn’t want to be cured.


    Through gene therapy, stem cell manipulation and biosynthetic treatments the medical profession cured the great diseases of the body: cancer, Alzheimer’s, muscular dystrophy, paralysis, the list was endless. Diseases of the mind, however, proved to be another matter entirely. The brain represented the most complex organism ever to exist, and impossible to tame. Morality could not be spawned by tweaking a few genes or shutting off a few neurons. Not yet.


    So though humanity conquered the very stars, it remained unable to conquer the darkness within. Thieves, rapists and murderers continued to occur in roughly the same percentage of the population they always had. The weak continued to be preyed upon by the strong in the prolific shadows not policed by any government.


    The Zelones cartel was the strongest criminal organization in settled space because its leadership had always understood certain core truths and harnessed them to maximum effect. Some people desired nothing more than to spend their lives on a synthetically induced high and merely needed the chimerals to do so. Cutthroat businesspeople needed thieves and hackers. Thieves and hackers needed tools and funding. Bullies and thugs needed targets and outlets for their aggression.


    One who could not only recognize these opportunities but channel and exploit the disparate needs was as a puppeteer pulling the strings of the world.


    Olivia Montegreu knew this, because she was one of the puppeteers. It wasn’t arrogance on her part, but simple truth. The veil had been ripped away and the lie at the heart of ‘civilized’ society bared to her a very long time ago.


    She had watched her older sister—weak-minded, impressionable, helpless to take care of herself—eschew their upper-middle class life to hook up with a gang and get addicted to a particularly nasty chimeral. The drug of choice created a state of utter bliss for half an hour that felt like days, then swung in the opposite direction for twice as long. Her sister spent two years as a literal sex slave to the gang’s local leadership before she ended up dead in a back alley in the slums of Buenos Aires, naked and strangled.


    Olivia had watched her parents wail and gnash their teeth and pull at their hair, then resume living their lives. She had watched the authorities take statements and nod in feigned sympathy and close the case as ‘gang-related.’ She had watched the world proceed onward, as if nothing at all had happened. One family, one girl, one death among the multitudes.


    Six months later she joined the same gang. The ‘Montserrat Matónes,’ they called themselves. In reality they were financed by an arm of Zelones, one of thousands of such street-level interests, but not even the leaders realized it.


    At first she played the innocent, impressionable young girl her sister had been. She slept with who she needed to but carefully avoided the chimerals in copious supply. She made herself useful and displayed enough capability to get close to the leadership. In time she learned the details of how the gang worked. Though it gave the impression of being an unorganized group of thrill-seekers and dropouts, it did have structure and rules. They procured chimerals from a larger, more powerful group; they were given targets for shakedowns and small-time thefts.


    Once she was satisfied she had learned everything she could, she slid a gamma blade into the base of the Matónes leader’s neck while he fucked her. She killed his lieutenant when he found them—he had been the one who strangled her sister, after all. Then she took over leadership of the gang.


    The year was 2229, and she was sixteen years old.


    *


    Olivia instructed the pilot to wait with the ship at the Krysk spaceport. She didn’t expect to be long, and did not require a chaperone.


    She was meeting the head of the Ferre ‘corporation,’ in all likelihood alongside a retinue of his lieutenants, at their headquarters in the center of downtown. On New Babel she traveled with a small entourage of bodyguards and lieutenants; it was expected and projected the correct image. Here on his turf, Ilario Ferre would doubtless do the same. It wasn’t a problem. In fact, she was counting on it.


    The sweltering heat from the midday sun burned against her bare arms. She wore a sleeveless, lightweight white tunic and loose, breathable linen-style pants to temper the heat.


    The oldest and largest Senecan-allied colony, Krysk offered a robust urban infrastructure. As she walked along the moderately busy sidewalk, she looked to the world like any other young, fresh-faced professional; perhaps a mid-level marketing executive or entertainment director. For she spent a notable percentage of her considerable annual income on cutting-edge cellular regeneration therapies, and would appear to the world—as she had for more than eighty years—in her late twenties.


    No one she passed had the slightest idea one of the most powerful people in the galaxy walked among them. A face scan by a high-end ocular implant might have revealed it, but anyone who tried would find themselves inexplicably unable to capture such a scan. The invisible, nanometer-thick shield coating her skin blocked any and all intrusions of her body and cybernetics and scrambled the signals of any such attempts.


    Her destination was located in an unremarkable midrise just off the main thoroughfare. It claimed to house a company called Fotilas Services, which she suspected didn’t exist beyond a government filing, if that. Senecan Federation regulations were after all notable primarily for their absence.


    She gave the receptionist, a woman with flowing mahogany curls and skin the color of sun-bleached toffee, a charming smile. “Would you tell Mr. Ferre his twelve o’clock is here? I’m expected.” While the receptionist frowned and readied a protest, she added a courteous nod to the camera hidden in the ceiling.


    A second later the woman cleared her throat and stood. “I’ll show you to the conference room, ma’am.”


    The room was deep in the complex. A windowless affair consisting of a conference table and little else, no inner workings of the business would be on display in this venue. As the receptionist stepped in to announce her presence, Olivia nonchalantly ran the bracelet circling her right wrist over the small embedded panel in the wall.


    Ilario Ferre greeted her with a glib smile and a firm grasp of her hand. “Ms. Montegreu, so kind of you to come all this way…” he glanced behind her, a puzzled expression ghosting across his face “…is it only you? You have no escort?”


    “Do I need one? Given all these armed guards here—” she motioned toward the half dozen enforcers lining the walls of the room “—I imagine I am quite safe from anything less than an invasion.”


    To his credit he recovered quickly, dipping his chin in appreciation. “And of course you are. You must forgive me, my father took paranoia to an art form. Old habits and all. Shall we sit?”


    She followed him to the table and took a seat opposite him. Immediately a door opened at one end of the room and a young man and older woman entered. Ilario nodded as they joined them at the table.


    “My mother, Alaina, and my cousin and first lieutenant, Laure.”


    She was familiar with both of them from her files. Alaina, she gave a respectful but curt nod; Laure, a tiny smile.


    “Now I know you are a very busy woman, Ms. Montegreu, so let’s get straight to business, shall we? I confess to being intrigued by the idea of a strategic partnership between our interests. I think we both have much we can offer the other.”


    A strategic partnership—it was the ostensible purpose of her visit. The Zelones cartel was the strongest criminal organization in settled space, but its reach was not absolute. In point of fact, its presence was weakest on Senecan Federation planets, where an entrepreneurial culture encouraged the rise of homegrown, enterprising ‘freelancers’ and where the wholesale change in government twenty-two years earlier had muddled their network of contacts.


    Ilario without a doubt knew this, which was why her overture had likely been perceived as logical and natural. But what he did not know was there was chaos on the horizon, and she did not intend to share the spoils.


    Her expression turned predatory. “Yes, about that. I think the better choice is for you to simply work for me.”


    The man almost choked on the water he was sipping. “Ms. Montegreu, I don’t mean any disrespect, for your, shall we say, business prowess is legendary. But my family does not work ‘for’ anyone. We are doing rather well in the Federation, which I believe is a good deal more than you can say. Now I am willing to entertain discussions of a mutually beneficial arrangement, but nothing else.”


    Her lips pursed together in a show of thoughtfulness. She allowed the silence to stretch a breath longer than was comfortable, then shrugged and stood. “Very well.”


    She lifted her wrist to eject two aSTX-laced blades from her bracelet and into the necks of Ilario and his mother. The toxin would paralyze their respiratory muscles, suffocating them even before they bled out from their throats being sliced open.


    The laser fire from the guards bounced harmlessly off her personal shield. A thought and she activated the EMP she had staged when she touched her bracelet to the panel by the door. Most of the guards were still within three meters of the walls, and the EMP fried their cybernetics along with much of their brain matter as a side effect.


    One guard had been moving toward her and escaped the EMP. Likely deducing—correctly—that physical restraint was the only way to neutralize her, he lowered and squared his shoulders in preparation for tackling her. She slid the gamma blade hilt out of her pants’ pocket and activated a two-meter long blade which sliced him in half at the waist. She took a step back to avoid the blood spurting out of the body and returned the blade hilt to her pocket.


    Physical violence had been an occasional necessity over the years as she climbed the ranks. These days she employed people who would happily engage in it on her behalf, but there were times when a more personal touch was required. She didn’t particularly enjoy it; nor did she particularly loathe it. Violence was simply a tool, and in this instance the most expedient tool available to her.


    Her gaze locked on Laure Ferre. He sat at the table beside his dead cousin and his dead aunt, deep green eyes wide but not panicked as he stared at her. He presumably had by now deduced, first, if she wanted him dead he would already be so, and second, if he tried to harm her his status would change. His file indicated he was intelligent and quick on his feet, but not so narcissistic as Ilario.


    “You work for me now. The Ferre organization is now a wholly-owned subsidiary of the Zelones cartel. For the time being you will be allowed to continue doing business as you have up until now, subject to a few minor adjustments. Someone will be in touch with the details. Are we clear?”


    A harsh, ragged laugh bubbled up from his chest, but he nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” His eyes roved around the room, taking in the massacre, then back to her. “I, um, look forward to being a part of your team.”


    “Glad to hear it.” She pivoted and walked out.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 21: Siyane


    Metis Nebula: Uncharted Planet


    Alex had sandwiches and sliced fruit ready by the time Caleb returned from showering. An environment suit protected a person from the elements outside the suit; it did not create a comfortable environment inside the suit, and three hours in it had left him a sweaty, sticky mess.


    He settled in one of the chairs at the small dining table while she brought the plates over. “Thanks. So what do you think? Is enough material remaining to seal the hull?”


    “I honestly don’t know. You saw, there were definite gaps, but I keep a few spare mats I can use.” She looked across the table at him. “Eat fast so we can find out.”


    “Right.” She was smiling, so he added a light chuckle. It was still a guarded one though, only hinting at reaching her eyes. After a bite of his sandwich he decided to ask about something which had bugged him on the trip out of and back into the ship: the silence. “I can’t help but notice you don’t seem to have a VI on board.”


    “Nope.”


    “Are you uncomfortable with the idea of giving a VI access to the systems?”


    “Not at all. I simply don’t need one to tell me the status of my ship.” She paused, and a smile which felt somehow private tugged at her lips. Her left hand nonchalantly gestured in the direction of the embedded panel behind her.


    As they had the last two nights when she went to bed, the lights dimmed; a second later they returned to full strength. The strains of a synthwave ballad began wafting through the cabin. A frown, and the volume decreased.


    Her right hand brought the sandwich to her mouth as the left waved toward the cockpit. The glyphs along her wrist pulsed faintly.


    “It’s a brisk -54° outside, while in here it’s a cozy 23°. The system repairs are essentially complete: the plasma shield is up to 93%, and the self-healing hydrogel on the damaged conduit should bring it to 100% by morning. The impulse engine reports all systems fully functional.


    “The LEN reactor is expending 12% of its output capacity on keeping us alive and comfortable…and it’s a little cranky at having to work harder on account of there being two of us.” She winked at him—sending an unexpected wicked shiver down his spine—and took a bite of her sandwich.


    “Most impressive. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen such extensive wireless interconnectivity from cybernetics alone, no hardware adjunct.”


    “Planet-side there’s almost always too much interference for it to work reliably. The invisible yet teeming cloud of electronic signals permeates everywhere, clogging the air with noise. Here though, it’s just me.”


    “And, as the reactor noted, me.”


    She gazed at him a moment, and he could see thoughts flitting across her eyes. He wished like hell he knew what they were. “And you.”


    Her gaze darted down to acquire an apple slice. “Bet you didn’t think I was a warenut, huh?”


    “I still don’t. I would say you have simply optimized both yourself and your ship for maximum capability and performance.”


    She shrugged but seemed pleased by the response. “More or less.”


    He took another bite—despite her admonition, neither of them were hurrying through lunch—and cocked his head to the side. “This music…Ethan Tollis, right?”


    “Yep. You’ve heard of him?”


    “Of course. Music doesn’t respect political boundaries. But it’s a different style than what you’ve usually had playing.”


    “He’s a friend.”


    He arched an eyebrow in genuine surprise. “You’re ‘friends’ with one of the most successful prog synth musicians in the galaxy.”


    She nodded, her mouth full. “Mmhmm.”


    Hmm, indeed. She came off as so serious, so focused and no-nonsense, he would’ve thought she’d have no patience for artistic types.


    She caught him staring at her. “What?”


    “Nothing.” He didn’t try to hide the mischief in his eyes. “Good friends?”


    “What is that supposed to mean?”


    “It’s not supposed to mean anything. I’m merely asking how good of friends you are.”


    “Very funny.” She took a sip of water. “If you’re asking me if I slept with him, it is so far beyond your business.”


    He laughed. “So yes, then.”


    She sighed in clear annoyance and picked up her sandwich, only to set it down again to glare at him. “Fine. I met him after university while I was doing an externship at Pacifica Aerodynamics. He was a struggling coffeehouse musician at the time. We dated for around a year. I took a job on Erisen, we parted friends. A few years later he hit it big. I was happy for him. End of story.”


    The notion of her dating a musician threw him for even more of a loop. It appeared he had quite a bit more to discover about her—but he’d ponder it later. “Interesting. You keep in touch?”


    “We catch up every now and then.”


    He really shouldn’t rile her up; it was not conducive to him making it off this rock alive and in one piece. But he couldn’t help it. When she got annoyed or flustered her nose crinkled up and sideways and her mouth contorted into the oddest shapes. It looked so….


    “And by ‘catch up’ you mean?”


    She glared at him again and…yep, there it was. Adorable.


    “Are you done? You look like you’re done.” She reached across and snatched his plate away, stood and marched to the sink.


    He grinned to himself and began clearing off the rest of the table. “You know, feel free to ask me embarrassing, invasive things about my life. I’m good with tit-for-tat.”


    She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Why bother? Whatever you said would be a lie.”


    Ouch. The lighthearted mood instantly evaporated. “No, it wouldn’t be.”


    “And I could tell the difference…how?”


    He opened his mouth, then closed it. He gave her a pursed smile that wasn’t. “You probably couldn’t.”


    Her shoulders notched upward to emphasize the point. She turned back to the sink to stow the dishes.


    He didn’t think he had ever been shamed so thoroughly and to such stinging effect by a few casual words. He sank against the table, taken aback by the rebuke…and by how badly he wanted to change her mind.


    *


    They lay on their stomachs at right angles to one another in the engineering well. She heated an edge of intact hull while he heated a torn section and brought it to meet her edge; she aligned them and they held the pieces in place until they cooled and bonded together.


    The conversation since lunch had been polite but strained, and fairly minimal. He struggled to find some way to get back to the comfortable interaction they’d been playing at having all morning. Because it had been nice.


    He nodded in appreciation as the metal melded seamlessly together. “This is seriously high-quality material, not that I’m surprised. Maybe the Trade Summit was a success, and we’ll get access to material of this caliber.”


    “What Tra— oh yeah, that political circle-jerk. Yes, let’s decide to sell doilies and mantle ornaments to each other, it’ll make everything better.”


    He followed her lead and scooted to the next section. “It’s been twenty-two years, it’s arguably time to at least try.”


    She didn’t respond, acting as if she were focused on heating the metal at her fingertips and positioning the now pliant material. She kept her gaze on it when she finally spoke. “My father was killed in the war.”


    Well this topic isn’t likely to bring back the lighthearted atmosphere. Way to go. His voice was carefully soft. “I know.”


    She let go of the metal to screw her face up at him. “What?”


    He attempted a self-deprecating smile. “Hey, even us backwater Senecan rubes study history. The Kappa Crucis Battle is famous, it…well it was an important event in the war.” The battle turned the war in Seneca’s favor and ultimately led to the armistice. She knew this. It didn’t need to be said.


    He took on an officious tone as he recited from memory, having reviewed the entry a mere two nights ago when studying her file. “Commander David Solovy, commanding officer of the Earth Alliance cruiser EAS Stalwart, successfully blocked the Federation fleet’s advance for twelve minutes, giving a number of Alliance vessels, the staff of a nearby monitoring station and nearly all of the Stalwart crew time to safely escape. It is estimated he saved the lives of over 4,000 Alliance men and women before the Stalwart was destroyed.”


    “4,817.” It was less than a whisper.


    “I’m sorry, Alex.”


    “Why? You weren’t to blame.” Her gaze rose to meet his in challenge. “Unless you were there—were you?”


    “No. I was sixteen, and finishing primary.”


    The taut raise of her lips was somehow the antithesis of a smile. “Well there you go. Clean hands.”


    “It was war. A lot of people died—on both sides.”


    “Which made it so much easier for a thirteen year old to understand.” She reached over and tried to wrench his piece up to meet the hull. It wasn’t sufficiently heated and refused to budge, leading to a harsh, frustrated expulsion of air from her lungs.


    “I’m not saying it….” He squeezed his eyes shut in equal frustration. He was doing this all wrong, and in serious danger of wiping out whatever goodwill he may have built up. After a moment’s pause he tried a different tack. “You were close to your dad?”


    She shot him a fierce glare; her eyes blazed silver ice. He resisted the urge to retreat into the corner to get further away from the glare. He thought he would do almost anything to not be the recipient of such an expression ever again.


    “That is none of your business.”


    So yes, then. He gave up any attempt at a kind, sympathetic tone of voice; it clearly made no difference. “Right. Of course. My mistake.”


    They worked in silence after that, save for the occasional instruction or question. It was efficient, for they had naturally settled into a productive routine. Even with the weight of uneasy tension hanging ignored in the air, they undeniably worked rather well together. He wanted to diffuse the tension, but under the circumstances silence seemed the least damaging choice.


    Since his position forced him to move backwards through the hold, he hadn’t been focusing on what lay behind him. Therefore he wasn’t as prepared as he probably should have been for her abrupt shattering of the heavy silence.


    “Dammit!” She dropped her torch to the floor and rose to her knees, only to sink back on her heels and drag a hand down her face. “It’s not enough. We’ll keep going, but there’s not sufficient material to seal her up. Not even close.” With a visceral growl she sent the torch skidding across the hold.


    While his own self-interest led him to wish for a friendlier, more amicable situation, he had to admire her intensity and spirit. Far too many people hid behind holos and aurals and sensory overlays to project an air of cool aloofness and detached disinterest. This woman though…she had fire. And even when directed at him, it was something to see.


    He sat up and leaned against the nearby wall. Once he saw the entire area, he didn’t dispute her assessment. A much smaller but still substantial opening ran along much of the center. The metal converged in only two locations, and they had already used all the spare mats.


    He raised a hesitant eyebrow. “The shield’s at full power now, right? Will it hold in space?”


    “Maybe, but I’m not particularly anxious to test the theory out in the void. Are you?” It sounded like another challenge.


    His head tilted as though an idea had come to him. In truth the option had occurred to him immediately upon seeing the enormous rupture in the hull the day before, but he hadn’t known if it would be needed, and if it were needed whether it would be feasible. Now, however, their options were rapidly dwindling.


    “What about my ship?”


    “What about your ship?”


    “The hull was made of an amodiamond metamaterial. It’s similar enough to yours to patch the gaps, isn’t it?”


    She huffed a breath that was almost a laugh. “Well, yes—but I kind of blew up your ship. Or have you forgotten?”


    “Oh, I have absolutely not forgotten. But we’re okay to fly in-atmosphere? If we can locate some of the wreckage, I’m sure there are intact pieces large enough to salvage material from. Especially since we don’t need very much.”


    She regarded him in surprise…and perhaps a measure of appreciation. “That’s a really good idea.”


    He smiled, relieved more than he cared to admit to be the recipient of a softer, gentler expression. “Great. Now we just have to find the wreckage.”


    She was already climbing to her feet, renewed vigor in every motion. “It shouldn’t be too difficult. I dodged the remains of your ship most of the way down. Navigation ought to be able to extrapolate a landing zone from their trajectory.”


    When she reached the first step of the ladder she paused. “You know what, I’m certain it will. Let’s go ahead and finish this work while we’re in the groove. We’ll go hunting in the morning.”


    He watched her retrieve her torch from the corner where it had landed and return to her previous spot on the floor, then joined her and flicked his torch on.


    “We have a groove? I mean, I felt like we definitely had a groove thing happening, but I didn’t know for sure if you thought we had a groove.”


    Her eyes cut over to him, now dancing with mirth rather than ice. “Are you going to help, or is droll commentary going to be the extent of your contribution?”


    He bit his lower lip, and was intrigued to see an odd flare in her eyes before she directed her attention to the hull. “I can’t do both?”


    “Nope. It’s scientifically impossible.”


    He sighed for added effect. “Ah well. I guess I’ll help then.”


    “Thank god.”


    As they settled back into the routine, this time with considerably less tension in the air, he pondered her rapid and dramatic shift in mood. Unquestionably the prospect of locating additional materials for the hull would be a welcome development and should cheer her up, but not to so great an extent.


    It took him a few minutes to figure out the answer, though in retrospect it seemed blindingly obvious given what he had ascertained about her thus far.


    He had provided her the means to make her ship whole. To fly again.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 22: Erisen


    Earth Alliance Colony


    “It’s the same principle as the dampener field, except blocking signals from getting in rather than keeping them from getting out. We don’t need to reinvent the wheel, merely reapply the principles in a slightly adjusted manner.”


    The young engineer looked at her as though she had sprouted a second head. She checked, she hadn’t. “Well? I’m not forgetting some fundamental rule of chemistry, am I? Quantum physics? Electronics?”


    “Um, no ma’am, not as—”


    “Kennedy’s fine.” She smiled at him in the ghostly light. The prototype lab was of necessity windowless and dark, save for the scattered glow of dozens of screens and interfaces.


    “Yes, ma’am. Kennedy. Ma’am. It’s just the dampener field doesn’t block everything, even at its strongest. It only tamps down the strength of the waves. For reverse-shielding to work, it’ll have to be impermeable.”


    “True, but the energy the dampener field blocks is on the order of terajoules. The energy we want to block here is far smaller.”


    “Right. Good point.” He ran calculations on the screen in front of them. The blue and teal glyphs coating his arm pulsed brightly to splash color in the air. “It shouldn’t be too difficult to create a strong Faraday cage using a silver-based nonlinear metamat. We could—”


    “And we should do that—but not now. For this project to be successful it has to be easy to install and inexpensive, relatively speaking, not another costly lattice which has to be painted on.”


    He stared at her. “A cheap virtual shield blocking the entire spectrum?”


    “No, I’m not that crazy. It has to protect against directed signals, not space radiation or anything. I think it doesn’t need to be a Faraday cage at all. It simply has to disrupt specific signals, after all. We disrupt signals all the time.”


    His eyes widened and looked to the ceiling for inspiration. “We can certainly design a shield to diffuse or disrupt incoming waves. But it would disrupt the exanet as well, including messaging, and I, um…” he chuckled to himself, then blushed “…don’t think our customers would like that, right?”


    She patted him on the shoulder in encouragement. She loved nerdy engineers; they were so pure. In point of fact this was the root of the problem she had sought him out to solve. But she had wanted him to work through the variables and come to it on his own, because now he would feel he owned it, too.


    “You are absolutely correct, which is why I need you to figure out a way to allow exanet signals in without creating a hole big enough for the evil pirates to sneak through. What do you think? Can you do it?”


    His brow furrowed and his gaze bounced around the lab. “Well, it will have to be adaptive and semi-intelligent, so we’re looking at some manner of active ware in its core and—”


    She laughed and began backing away. “Just let me know when you have something.”


    He nodded distractedly, his mind already lost in a magical mathematical world.


    In truth she needed ‘something’ rather fast. The Board presentation had gone better than expected, and they had requested practical design plans as soon as possible. But the fastest route to those plans was to get a techie intrigued by the challenge then give them the room to be brilliant.


    *


    She stepped out the glass doors of IS Design’s offices onto the broad sidewalk, only to grin in delight. Light, fluffy snowflakes danced about in the air to become a luminous gold in the refracted evening rays.


    She pulled her hat snugly over her ears and started off, though not too quickly. Her apartment was eight blocks away in the heart of downtown, and she decided to enjoy the walk.


    Erisen had been her home for eleven years now, but having grown up in Houston and attended university in Pasadena, she still found herself a little enamored by snow. It made everything feel…softer. Gentler. Brighter. It was okay to be a child again when in the presence of snow.


    Halfway down the next block she lingered at the window of a shoe boutique, futilely as always. She was going to Houston for her parents’ anniversary in two days and required eye-catching attire to wear to the party. In her parents’ vernacular, ‘party’ meant gala extravaganza involving five hundred guests, a private orchestra and delicacies shipped in from half a dozen worlds. And while Erisen’s fashion offerings had matured to a point, retailers tended toward the practical attire required by a cold and snowy climate.


    Alas. Maybe she should head to Earth early and swing by Manhattan first. She wouldn’t want her parents’ friends thinking Erisen was some backwater hick world, because at a hundred seventy-two years old, it wasn’t. Much.


    Her eVi indicated an incoming message, and a frown tugged at her lips when it opened. Miles, the eco-dev executive, would like to take her to an art exhibit the next evening. She pondered it a moment while crossing the street, and abruptly stuck her tongue out to capture a falling snowflake.


    Once the initial thrill of a new romance had worn off, she was finding him increasingly high maintenance. He had turned out to be a horrific skier, which could have been cute if he hadn’t been so damn whiny about it. He prattled on about his work incessantly, which could have been interesting if his work didn’t consist mostly of lobbying. And while he was quite handsome, his mouth did this odd downturn thing in response to whatever you said; it made him look churlish.


    With an eye roll she sent back a decline and excuse. The excuse was easy, as she legitimately wasn’t available on account of needing to get ready for the trip home. Whether he interpreted it as a more permanent decline…well, she would worry about that on her return.


    Another one bites the dust. She laughed to herself, fully aware she had done it again, but opened a compose anyway.


    Alex,


    …or not. He’s entirely too needy, and on the verge of petulant. Oh well, tomorrow is another day.


    — Kennedy


    She sent the message as a gleam to her left caught her attention. The last moment of the sunset over the mountains tossed glittering beams into the snow-filled sky. It looked—


    Message unable to be delivered. Recipient is not connected to exanet infrastructure. Message will be queued until it can be delivered.


    What?


    The person behind her collided into her, and she barely caught her balance in time to prevent a tumble to the ground. She mumbled a “sorry” and moved out of the way.


    Distracted by troubling thoughts, she managed to wind through the busy pedestrian foot traffic to the low ledge marking the barrier between the sidewalk and a small sculpture park. She sank against the ledge.


    There were a few instances when one might be cut off from the ubiquitous exanet infrastructure. Spelunking beneath a couple of kilometers of solid heavy metals, for instance, or catching a front-row seat to a supernova explosion. Not much else…other than being dead, of course.


    The Siyane was equipped with the most robust radiation shielding available, but even it had limits.


    Oh Alex, what are you doing?

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 23: Siyane


    Metis Nebula: Uncharted Planet


    The Siyane skimmed fifteen meters above the ground, cutting through a harsh wind toward the only reading for kilometers which showed any signs of being artificial.


    Alex pointed at the screen taking up the uppermost-right quadrant of the cockpit display. She had given him view rights to the HUD, because it was simply practical to do so. “Keep an eye on this readout while I try not to crash into any sudden mountainous objects. Let me know when it spikes.”


    Caleb nodded from his position leaning against the half-wall separating the cockpit and the main cabin. “Gotcha.”


    They had spent the previous evening stretching the hull material as far as possible and called it an early, tired night. This morning they had set out in the direction of the region the navigation system identified as the likeliest crash site zone. They’d been flying for more than an hour to reach the edge of the region; for obvious reasons she flew conservatively.


    He had baked muffins after they had lifted off, then showed up in the cockpit and casually handed her two.


    Muffins. He had utterly confounded her with muffins. Banana nut multigrain muffins, to be precise. The man’s arsenal of weaponry was truly impressive.


    She found her mind wandering to what other weapons he might have in his—Jesus, Alex, get your mind out of the gutter. It’s far too early in the morning for those sorts of thoughts.


    “Hey, got a spike.”


    She blinked hard and glanced at the display. “Yep.” She arced toward the flashing signal. When they were in range she slowed to a crawl until they could see the wreckage among the blowing sand.


    He moaned and sagged against the wall in apparent despondence. “My baby….”


    “Look, I said I was sorry. There’s nothing else—”


    “She was a loaner. I’d had her all of a week.”


    “Unh!” She leaned over and punched him in the shoulder. “Very funny.”


    “Ow.” He rubbed his shoulder gingerly. “So what’s the plan?”


    She studied the hazy outline of the wreckage. “It looks promising. The wind is nasty strong though, so we’ll tether ourselves to the hull. I say we take turns slicing off a piece and bringing it to the airlock. I’d like to end up with at least three square meters, as solid and flat as possible.” She leaned in closer to the viewport. “Given the state of the wreck, it may mean a lot of small pieces.”


    “Works for me.”


    The ship’s landing gear settled to the ground, and she cut the engine. “Let’s get to it.”


    *


    She rejoined him after depositing a sheet in the airlock, her fourth such trip. They had accumulated a nice stack of material by this point, but she didn’t want to come up short and have to do this all over again. The wind made every step a challenge, and the swirling dust reduced visibility to a few meters. “Goddamn this planet sucks.”


    He chuckled over the vicinity comm. “You don’t have to tell me—I’m fairly certain I’ve been telling you. But that’s not even what bugs me the most about it.”


    “And what does bug you the most about it?”


    “How is it even here? What is it orbiting? We’re a long way from the pulsar, and there’s no indication of another star in the vicinity.”


    “Perhaps the answer’s in that unusual radiation. I don’t know. Regardless—”


    A powerful gust swept across them from out of nowhere; the crashed ship rocked precipitously, several loose sections tearing off to disappear into the sky.


    The punishing wind ripped the piece of hull he had just severed out of his hand. Its jagged edges sliced right through the line tethering her to her ship on its way to oblivion.


    The velocity of the wind increased yet more and began to push her relentlessly backward. She reached to grab onto the wreckage, and had succeeded in doing so when a fresh gust whipped in and her tenuous grip slipped on the metal surface.


    His voice was low and steady. “Hang on. I’m going to—”


    “I can’t!” The gust shifted direction, and she felt herself being blown sideways away from the wreck—


    —his arms wound around her waist and gripped her against him. She didn’t understand how he managed to reach her. Somehow he had.


    “It’s okay. I’ve got you.”


    Her pulse raced, pounding in her ears above the howling wind. A wave of dizziness crashed over her with the rapid flood of adrenaline. She gasped in a breath. “Don’t let go.”


    His faceplate dropped forward to rest on hers. “I won’t. I promise.”


    Her eyes rose to meet his. She was shocked at how frightened he looked. Those beautiful irises had darkened to a raging midnight blue surrounding pinpoint pupils. Rigid lines of clenched muscles cut beneath his cheekbones.


    But the tone of his voice remained calm and confident. It made her feel safe…as did the firm grasp of his arms around her. It seemed his deceptively lean build hid a great deal of strength. She sucked in several deep breaths until her pulse began to slow. “Thank you.”


    He grinned, if a little shakily. “Couldn’t lose my pilot, now could I?”


    “We should probably…head to the ship.”


    “You want me to carry you?”


    And the cocky wit returns. She glared at him through the faceplate, though any annoyance was contrived at best. “That’s quite all right. How about we just tie my line onto yours instead.”


    “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t offer.”


    “Noted.” She hoped the helmet hid the smile which insisted on pulling at her lips as she reached around him to secure the frayed end of her line to his. “Let’s each get a piece and head in. I think we have enough.” She jerked the knot tight and pulled back to face him.


    A second passed, then two. Her pulse decided to reverse direction once more. She swallowed. “You can let go now.”


    He laughed softly. “Right.” But he waited another full second before loosening his grip and taking a half-step away.


    She spun toward the wreck, only to grumble in frustration. “And my blade’s gone.”


    “S’ok. You can take…this one.” He finished cutting off a small piece and handed it to her, then went for the last one. Once he held the final slice in his hands, he paused to stare at the remnants of his ship.


    “What is it? Is there something else you wanted to try to find?”


    She saw his shoulders drop fractionally, though the sigh wasn’t audible. He looked back at her. “Nope. We’re good.”


    *


    She smiled to herself as the metal cooled to meld together into a nearly seamless sheet. The materials weren’t identical; as such, the hue underwent a noticeable shift at the…well, seam. Still, it would do. More than do, honestly. She had to admit, she was impressed by the Senecan-manufactured metamat. It wasn’t better than hers, merely different. But not bad different.


    She began heating the next section. After laying out the recovered material and matching the pieces to the remaining gaps, they had divided up the repairs to save time. His work the previous afternoon had more than convinced her he knew what he was doing. She trusted him to get it right, which was saying a fair amount.


    “So I was thinking. Once the repairs are finished, we should go check out those anomalous readings.”


    His torch froze above the hull. “You think so?”


    “We should consider it at least. At this point we’re practically there, we might as well drop by. I mean it’s why I’m here, it’s why you’re here. It won’t be much trouble to check it out.”


    Her torch created a bright glare, and beyond its halo she couldn’t see his expression at the opposite end of the hold. She could see him set his tools on the floor. A reply was several seconds in coming, however.


    “You’re right. It is why you’re here, and why I’m here. So what does that mean? If it turns out to be important, do I get a copy of the data?”


    She didn’t even hesitate. After all, ‘I’ve been thinking’ meant she had previously identified the parameters and analyzed all the branching considerations. “Yes.”


    His response was also quick, though she suspected for a different reason. “You mean it? Why?”


    She returned to the still-ragged edge of the salvaged material. “Because I don’t gain anything by keeping it from you. You’ll know what the phenomenon is, at least in general terms, because you’ll be there. I suspect unlike my typical clients, your bosses won’t demand detailed scientific analyses and spectrum charts before acting on the information, so you’ll already have everything you need. I won’t gain any advantage by being a bitch and I’ll lose….” Her hand paused two centimeters from the shard.


    “You’ll lose what?”


    Asshole, as if he didn’t know the answer. “Comity.”


    He choked back a laugh. “Comity?”


    She scowled at the torch. “Yes, comity. Goodwill. Friendly relations. You not trying to kill me. Call it whatever—” She yelped as the flame grazed her fingertip, and quickly extinguished it lest she set the ship on fire.


    “Alex, you have to know by now I’m not going to kill you.”


    She sucked on the scalded finger to buy a second or two. “Of course I do. I was trying to be humorous. Failing miserably apparently. Not a huge surprise, it was never one of my strong suits.” He didn’t comment further, and she flicked the torch back on and turned to the hull—


    —then realized he had come over and crouched on the balls of his feet against the wall beside her. Damn he could move quietly.


    She eyed him without actually looking at him; a corner of his mouth tweaked up in response. He was entirely too cute for his—or her—own good when he did that…. Surprised at her own reaction, she wondered when precisely it was his smirk had stopped being annoying and started being cute. The evening before? This morning with the muffins? Just now?


    “I don’t believe you.”


    She blew out a breath, flicked the torch off again and rolled onto her back. “You understand why, don’t you?”


    He nodded. “Because it’s my job to be a chameleon, to become whatever I need to be in a given situation in order to complete the mission—or at least get out alive, as the case may be. And I’m very good at my job, which I imagine you have surmised. Therefore, you have no way to be certain whether or not I’m simply acting the part of the easygoing, agreeable, helpful, funny, charming stowaway and will slit your throat the minute it benefits me to do so.”


    She shrugged, and didn’t bother to deny he was all of those things. “Kind of sums it up, yeah.”


    “And I don’t see how there’s any way for me to convince you otherwise…especially when I’m not even sure myself.”


    “Not helping.”


    He cringed visibly. “That came out wrong—I’m sure I’m not going to slit your throat. I meant…it’s been so long since I’ve truly been myself around someone else, I’m not sure I even remember how to do it anymore.”


    She frowned. “That’s kind of tragic.” The frown deepened. “Unless this is just another layer of the act, designed to win my trust when the easygoing, agreeable, helpful, funny, charming routine wasn’t getting the job done.”


    He groaned and sank the rest of the way down to the floor. “Totally valid point. It’s impossible for me to talk my way out of this.”


    “Yep. Sorry.” She shifted onto her stomach and activated the torch. Again. “Okay. Thought experiment. If you weren’t in dire straits, if this wasn’t a ‘situation,’ if it had nothing to do with a mission and instead you were on vacation, what would you be doing right now?”


    “Kissing you.”


    Fuck.


    His voice had dropped in pitch and volume, and its lilting tenor washed gently over her like a lover’s caress. She bit her lower lip hard enough to draw blood, but did her damnedest to not display any reaction. Her tone remained casual and nonchalant. “Oh, so the real you is a modern-day Casanova, traversing the galaxy and wooing a damsel in every port?”


    She glanced over to find his eyes twinkling devilishly and his mouth wearing a far too kiss-worthy smirk again. Fuck.


    “That’s not what I said.”


    She nodded and focused on the hull, the metallic tang of blood stinging her tongue. “My mistake. And what would the real you do when I said ‘in your dreams’ and shoved him on his ass?”


    He sighed loudly, doubtless for dramatic effect. “He’d return to his post and help you finish the repairs so we can go check out this anomaly….”


    She looked back at him, an eyebrow arched, and gestured toward the other end of the hold expectantly.


    He rolled his eyes and pushed off the floor. “I’m going, I’m going.”


    Fuck.


    *


    Caleb prepared dinner while she ran through the preflight checks—twice for good measure by the looks of it—then at last they departed what had been, all things considered, a rather unfriendly planet. The atmospheric traversal was rough, but on such a small planet it took only minutes.


    The ship held together, everything stayed in the green, and he saw a wave of tension leave her even in profile. Her posture relaxed and her jawline softened markedly as she spun the chair around to face the cabin.


    “I’ll engage the sLume in a few minutes once the impulse engine builds up some negative mass. We’ll run superluminal overnight, and when we drop out in the morning we should be close enough to the pulsar to get far more definitive readings. What’s for dinner?”


    “Seared salmon with wilted spinach and lemon rice. You genuinely do have a fine selection of food aboard.”


    “As much time as I spend out here, hell yes I do. Is it ready?”


    “Two seconds. Impatient much?”


    She smacked her lips and danced her toes along the floor, impatiently. But she seemed more at ease than he had ever seen her. And why not? She was flying again, which he suspected meant a great deal.


    The blatant flirtation earlier had been a gamble, though not necessarily a failed one. Time would tell. He had worried it may backfire and push her away, but it appeared not. Why had he done it? Because it felt…right. The situation was now quite a bit different from his initial assessment on his first day of freedom. Quite a bit.


    He positioned the salmon on the plates and served them up with great formality. “And now it’s ready. Oh Great Starship Captain, your dinner is served.”


    “Smart ass.” But she wore a smile as she came over, gestured to dim the lights and settled into the chair. Now the smile did reach her eyes, and the result took his breath away.


    “Well, yes.” He buried his reaction in a chuckle as he joined her. She had already dug into the spinach. “And how is it?”


    “Ymmmm.” Her eyes closed, a blissful expression spreading across her face, and he found himself wondering if she looked this way when she…. Wow. Best save those thoughts for when you’re alone behind the privacy screen.


    “It’s delicious, which I’m sure you know. I suppose being multi-talented is a job requirement for becoming a spy.”


    “I—” He paused, fork in midair, his brow furrowing up a little. “Not cooking skills necessarily, but yes, I suppose it is.”


    “How did you? Become a spy I mean.”


    Hmm. Test time was it? His instinct told him to spin a web of half-truths around the truths and lies; it was his modus operandi.


    He recalled their earlier conversation. He hadn’t been lying—much—when he said he wasn’t sure how to be himself around someone else, but he was fairly certain it didn’t involve lying when the truth would suffice. She knew what he did for a living. So long as he refrained from revealing state secrets, talking about it held no danger.


    He finished his bite of salmon and smiled the slightest bit. “They found me. I was about to graduate from university with degrees in history and engineering physics. I was going to build orbital communications arrays. See, I had this idea for a new kind of adaptive array which could intelligently shift its orbital distance depending on the signal load and transient needs. It would require coordination of—it’s not important. Anyway, a week before graduation a—” not that, not yet “—man representing the Intelligence Division approached me.”


    He shrugged mildly. “Something I had done, or maybe everything I had done, had attracted their attention. And I said yes.”


    “Why?” She was observing him rather intently, bright gray eyes dancing in the dim lights. It might have felt like an interrogation, except he wanted to tell her.


    “I didn’t want to end up stuck in a corporate job for the next eighty or a hundred thirty years. I enjoyed engineering well enough, but I also loved the outdoors and working with my hands. I had good people skills, and orbital hardware construction isn’t known for its vibrant social scene. This though, it offered adventure. New places, new goals, new challenges on every mission. I would never be bored.”


    He paused to take a bite of rice. “And before you ask, I don’t regret it. There are downsides I didn’t foresee at the time, but I’m not sorry I chose this life.”


    “Hold that thought.” She slipped away in the direction of the cockpit, he assumed to activate the sLume drive. It occurred to him he was busy spilling forth his life story to her…but he found he couldn’t summon up the urge to stop.


    A few seconds later he felt the almost imperceptible shift in the purr of the engine beneath them and the glow of the Nebula blurred outside the viewport. She didn’t return to the table immediately, and he sensed her move behind him to the corner of the kitchen area.


    It came as a pleasant surprise when she showed up at the table holding a bottle of wine and two glasses. “I think escaping that godforsaken planet is worth a little celebrating. Want some?”


    It was so easy to get lost in her eyes, and for a moment he let himself. “I’d love it.”


    She broke the gaze to sit the glasses down and pour the wine before returning to her chair. “What about your parents, your sister? It wasn’t difficult having to lie to them?”


    He took the time to enjoy the first sip of the wine. A chardonnay, chilled to the perfect temperature. Deep golden in color, it drew in the light until a glow emanated from within. Also, it tasted delicious. Then again it would.


    “We weren’t close—I mean my sister and I are fairly close now, but she was still a young teenager then. And my parents…well, they weren’t a consideration.” He sighed. “Probably sounds cold and heartless, doesn’t it?”


    She had finished her dinner and settled back in the chair, legs comfortably crossed and the glass of wine in her hand. Her hair, damp from her shower, cascaded messily across her shoulders. She grimaced at the glass; it didn’t appear to be vicariously directed at him.


    She took a long sip, then contemplated the wine as it swirled languidly in the glass. “Perhaps, but I understand how it can happen. My mother and I don’t exactly get along, and haven’t for years.”


    His head tilted a fraction. Curiously, but nonthreatening. “Why not? If you don’t mind me asking.”


    She glared at the ceiling. “What does it matter why not?”


    He flinched at the sudden sharpness in her tone. Goddamn but her parents were a touchy subject.


    “It matters to you.”


    He almost frowned, taken aback by the intimateness of the words coming out of his mouth, not to mention the sincerity of them. He had fallen so far off his game it was laughable. Except he wasn’t actually playing the game any longer, was he? Nope, apparently he was not.


    She didn’t seem to notice his mental gymnastics; her words dripped with bitterness, but again it didn’t appear to be directed at him. “It really doesn’t….”


    He nodded slowly and sipped his wine, letting the silence linger. Finally he sat the glass on the table and idly ran a fingertip along the rim. Already shared far more than you meant to, might as well go all in. What the hell. “My mother’s a nutcase.”


    “I thought your mother was an industrial architect?”


    “The two are mutually exclusive?”


    She merely shrugged in response.


    “She is—or was anyway. Had a decent career and several prominent buildings to her name. Then one night, out of the blue and after twenty-four years of marriage, my father walked out on her. Said he simply didn’t love her anymore and needed to find some happiness for himself.


    “She had always tended toward the emotional side, but so long as he was there she stayed stable and fully functional. But…I don’t know. I guess she viewed him as her whole world. When he left, she just…broke.”


    He stared at the bottle a moment, grabbed it, refilled his glass and took a lengthy sip. “She quit working, quit sketching, quit doing much of anything at all. Even now, she mostly sits in the house and waits for him to come back.”


    “Do you think he will?”


    “After twenty years? No.”


    “Well, what does he say?”


    “Don’t know. Haven’t spoken to him since the night he walked out.”


    Her eyes creased at the corners as she regarded him over the rim of her glass. “I’m sorry.”


    She sounded like she meant it, but he supposed he carried a bit of parental baggage himself. “I’m not. He showed his worth when he left.”


    Upon first being given the advice to ‘never have anything you can’t walk away from,’ he had been skeptical. After all, wasn’t it the very thing he hated his father for? He had resolved the matter by developing a corollary rule: Never let someone get close enough to depend on you. That way they don’t get hurt when you walk away.


    He didn’t share any of those thoughts aloud, of course, and they fell silent again. He watched her without watching her. It was evident she struggled with something. Her gaze drifted around but failed to focus on anything while she absently twirled the stem of her glass between two fingers. Her lips pursed together as if to prevent words from spilling forth without prior approval.


    He hoped she viewed his confession for what it was: an honest, unpremeditated sharing of a less-than-pleasant part of his life—because apparently he intended to spill forth his entire damn life story to her—rather than a manipulative feigning of vulnerability to get her to open up in return. He had done such on more than one occasion; this wasn’t one of them.


    She refilled her glass and appeared to come to a conclusion. Her gaze finally settled on him.


    “The answer to your question yesterday is yes. My father and I were very close. He taught me to fly, he taught me to love the stars. Work took him away a lot, but he always came home with some new adventure for us to embark on. He was….” Her voice drifted off, but then she blinked and straightened her posture.


    “After he died, my mother shut down emotionally. She had never been a particularly affectionate or doting mom, but she became a robot, a cold automaton throwing herself into her work for eighteen hours a day. At a minimum.”


    She took a deliberate sip of wine. “Looking back, I realize she was grieving and it was the only way she knew how to deal with the pain. But I was thirteen years old and I was grieving, too, and she wasn’t there to comfort me, to tell me it would be okay. She wasn’t even there to silently dry my tears. She wasn’t there at all.”


    Her shoulders raised in a half-hearted shrug. “I rebelled. She reacted harshly. I rebelled more. She tried to exert military-style control over my life, and did not succeed.


    “And that’s it. We tolerate one another, but we never really made up. We never talked about it. And we most certainly never talked about my father.”


    “Maybe it’s not too late.”


    The laugh she gave rippled with cynicism. “I tried once. Before I left for the job on Erisen, I took her to lunch one day. I apologized for some of my more…extreme behavior in the wake of Dad’s death. I told her I understood now she had been grieving as well. And though I was only a child, it had been selfish of me to act as I did, and I was sorry if I had made her life more difficult at an already difficult time.”


    She stared into her glass, but her gaze seemed focused on someplace very far away. “She responded by saying I was still a child—note, I was twenty-five at this point—and I should never presume to believe I was capable of understanding anything she had gone through or anything she had or had not felt.” A quick gulp of her wine. “And as for my behavior, while it was disappointing as she had expected better from me, it amounted to nothing of real consequence.”


    “No…” her head shook with an air of finality “…I’m afraid it is much, much too late. Whatever emotions the woman may have once possessed, they departed the premises long ago.”


    “I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve such a reaction.”


    “Maybe, maybe not. I was quite the recalcitrant teenager.” She took a deep breath and slid her chair out, leaving the nearly full glass of wine on the table. “And on that lovely downer, I’m going to call it a night. But….”


    Her eyes found his. “Thank you.”


    He met her gaze with his full attention. “For?”


    She gave him an almost wistful half-smile. “Being honest.”


    He had told her she probably couldn’t tell the difference, but perhaps she truly could. He didn’t know whether the possibility comforted or terrified him.


    He instinctively leaned forward, his hand moving toward hers. It paused halfway to its destination.


    She hesitated halfway to standing, her expression now completely unreadable to him. “What?”


    Stay.


    He withdrew his hand and eased back in the chair, though his attention didn’t leave her. “Nothing. Good night, Alex.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 24: Seneca


    Cavare: Intelligence Division Headquarters


    It was one-thirty in the morning when Michael, freshly showered and wearing pressed khakis and a crisp forest green shirt, walked in the incident command center at Division HQ. His wife was a saint, and as soon as this crisis passed—if it passed—he owed her a nice dinner out, if not a weekend getaway.


    He smiled at an agent who handed him a steaming mug of coffee and let his gaze run calmly across the room. Most of the Summit delegation had been brought directly here from the spaceport upon their arrival; a few lower-level staffers cleared of involvement or knowledge were allowed to go home for now.


    The agents tasked to Atlantis having exhausted their avenues of interrogation during the nineteen hour trip to Seneca, his best interrogators had taken over upon the delegation’s arrival. Several of the senior Trade Division officials were, shall we say, displeased about being detained. They shouldn’t have hired an assassin as an employee, then.


    Karin Pitrone, the team lead on Atlantis, spotted him and came over. Her stride appeared purposeful and her shoulders rigid, though she must have been awake for going on fifty hours now. He gave her a sympathetic smile, which she acknowledged only by a tight nod.


    “You asked to speak to Assistant Director Nythal, sir? He’s in Interview Room 3 whenever you’re ready.”


    “Thank you, Karin. No time like the present.” He was kept apprised of events via a constant stream of updates over the last two days and didn’t need further briefing.


    Jaron Nythal sat on the edge of his chair, his hands drumming a rapid rhythm on the table while his eyes darted around the empty room, then up to Michael as he entered. A half-empty cup of coffee sat to his right, a crumb-filled plate to his left. Dark irises almost masked the dilated pupils.


    Michael recognized it had been a long few days for everyone and would understand if the man was running on caffeine and adrenaline, but he just wasn’t sure it had been the best idea for him to take amps before the interview. He recalled Delavasi’s warning regarding Nythal; he already understood what Delavasi had been getting at.


    He made certain none of those thoughts tainted his expression as he smiled professionally. “Mr. Nythal, I’m Director Michael Volosk with the Division of Intelligence. Thank you for agreeing to meet with me. I realize the situation is far from ideal for everyone involved, so I appreciate it.”


    Nythal cracked his neck. “It’s fine…Volosk, is it? I’m still in shock over what happened. I can hardly believe it. We all had high hopes for the Summit, and it’s a shame it went down this way. It truly is.” He dragged a hand through sleek black hair. “So what do you need from me?”


    “Merely a bit of information.” Michael cleared his throat and sat down opposite his ‘guest.’ “I won’t take any more of your time than is necessary. What can you tell me about Christopher Candela?”


    Nythal shrugged. “I didn’t really know him.”


    “I understand if you didn’t know him socially, but he served as a staffer in your department, and you oversaw administration and coordination for the Summit. You approved his attendance, correct?”


    “Well, yes. But you must realize, there were thirty-seven people in the delegation. I can’t be expected to know each of them individually. I can tell you Mr. Candela’s record was clean. He wouldn’t have been permitted to go were it not.”


    “I’m sure.” He really wished the man hadn’t doped himself up, as it made it difficult to judge and interpret his body language. He considered putting the man on ice until he’d returned to a baseline state…but there was a lot to do and little time to do it in. “Do you have any personal impressions of him you can share?”


    Another shrug. “He was…young. Eager to please. Seemed intelligent enough, but we hadn’t asked anything of him yet. My impression of him is he didn’t make much of an impression.”


    “What about during the Summit? Any out-of-character behavior?”


    Nythal leaned into the table and clasped his hands together. His thumbs continued to dance erratically. “Look, Mr. Volosk. I stayed busy two ways from Sunday during the Summit. I barely noticed what my personal secretary did, much less some no-name lackey.”


    Michael maintained perfect composure, offering no hint of annoyance. “Of course you did. Do you remember the last time you saw him?”


    Nythal blew out an exaggerated breath and crashed back in the chair. “Uh, I think I saw him at the dinner Tuesday night. Wednesday though? I attended meetings all day.”


    “And around the time of the incident?”


    His gaze drifted around the small room as if deep in thought. “No, I don’t think so. I mean I was in the ballroom, so I suppose my eyes might have drifted across him, but….”


    Now Michael did show annoyance, with deliberate intent. He’d let the man play out his routine. Now to remind him he wasn’t actually in control of his situation. Nythal was a government official of moderate stature, certainly, but one didn’t get far in the intelligence business without learning to disregard political niceties. Granted, once you rose to a department directorship you needed to begin to practice them again, but not in this particular circumstance.


    “Fine. Did he have a reason to be in the receiving line? He doesn’t sound like the type of person who would want to glad-hand dignitaries.”


    “Maybe it was a secret dream of his. I don’t even know if he’d ever met Kouris—”


    “What was his job at the Summit? It doesn’t appear as though he did much of anything.”


    “He was an attaché, he…got shit for us. Ran errands. Made notes, whatever.”


    “How many attachés did you have serving you?”


    “Um, four, five? I don’t…remember….” The lines had begun to deepen around his sagging eyelids. The amps were wearing off.


    “Seems like a little too much bureaucratic padding to me—this isn’t the Alliance. What about the following individuals: Alice Terre, Gerald Michaels, Treyson Rivers, Brandon Chao?”


    “Wha—what’s special about them?”


    “They also participated in the receiving line and greeted Minister Santiagar prior to his collapse. We’ll need to review their files and activities as well.”


    *


    Michael sat at his desk, the door closed. A few moments’ respite. His hands rested at his chin in a thoughtful pose. And he was thoughtful.


    He’d conducted half a dozen interviews at the request of his agents, spent hours reviewing summaries of three dozen more interviews and viewed the footage of the incident from every angle and the cams of the pursuing agents. He’d confirmed the logs of every exit and patrol on Atlantis.


    The man in the receiving line was Chris Candela. Scans of both Kouris’ and Santiagar’s hands minutes after the incident recovered trace DNA. Yet the man pursued into the service corridors displayed evasion and subterfuge skills which nothing in Candela’s life history indicated he should possess.


    Worse, he was gone. Despite an ironclad lockdown on the facility in under two minutes—due as much to quick-moving Alliance security as anyone else’s actions—and a meter-level grid search, no trace could be found of the man.


    The exit logs stared back at him from the screen above his desk. Eventually they had been forced to allow the uninvolved guests and bystanders to depart. The official Summit attendees were accounted for, save Candela. The nine attendees not present at the final dinner—an Alliance staffer, three reporters and five corporate executives—were interviewed on-scene and provided viable reasons for their absence. After follow-up they had been cleared and allowed to depart as well.


    He exhaled softly, feeling every gram of the weight though it didn’t show in his posture or the bearing of his shoulders. Diplomatic relations with the Alliance hung by a dangling strand of a thread. If they could provide hard evidence of this being the act of a lone crazy, they stood a chance of at least regaining an uneasy détente. Otherwise, their claims of non-involvement came off as weak and impotent. But damned if he could find any such evidence.


    He traded the exit logs for the rapidly growing file on the life and times of Chris Candela.


    He had seen many criminals in his years in Division. Dangerous men and even more dangerous women. Small-time hucksters and savvy crime lords. Spies, gangsters, assassins, insurgents and wannabe-revolutionaries. True believers and soulless mercs willing to kill children for the right price.


    Candela was none of these things. While the possibility continued that something in the man’s past, some event they had yet to uncover would open a Pandora’s box of secrets, it became increasingly unlikely with each passing hour. Even if—


    His eVi blinked red, and a second later a brief message flashed into his vision.


    We found him.


    *


    The body had floated onto a beach filled with frolicking children mid-morning Atlantis time. Once the children were corralled for counseling and the scene secured, a thorough forensic investigation was conducted onsite before moving the body to a medical facility.


    The examination indicated a time of death between late afternoon on Wednesday and mid-morning Thursday; two-plus days in the water made a more precise TOD impossible. The cause of death was determined to be drowning. All evidence indicated that upon escaping the convention facility, however he accomplished it, he had simply dived off a walkway and let himself drown.


    Oceans did not constitute a significant feature of Senecan topology. They existed of course, but were shallow and unexceptional, and generally far too cold to frolic in. It was conceivable Candela didn’t know how to swim. Unlikely, but conceivable.


    It remained a mystery how he escaped the lockdown. But he clearly had—after which, by all indications, he committed suicide.


    The evidence at this point was near to irrefutable. And despite herculean efforts and their most earnest protestations, they had nothing they would be able to show to the Alliance government to prove the assassination was anything other than a premeditated act on behalf of the Senecan Federation.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 25: Palluda


    Senecan Federation Colony


    Thad Yue led the fighters into Senecan Federation space. He had swung down a bit to the south so should they be tracked, they would appear to be approaching from the nearest Alliance military base on Arcadia. They were unlikely to be picked up until they reached Palluda however, as other than one tiny Alliance colony the region to the south of western Federation space was a desolate wasteland devoid of life.


    At 0.2 AU out from Palluda they dropped out of superluminal. He signaled the other fighters to move into a tight standard Alliance approach formation, one they had practiced several times in the last week in the skies above Cosenti.


    From here on out, everything needed to proceed according to the script.


    “Activate transponders.”


    Acknowledged.


    “Switching to Alliance encrypted communications protocol. Confirm.”


    Confirmed.


    He consciously added a crisp abruptness to his tone. “This is Vengeance Alpha. Operation Vengeance is a go. Initiate jamming of orbital sensors on my mark. And…mark.”


    Palluda became visible in the viewport moments later. It was a smallish planet, two-thirds the size of Mars, and the lone habitable world in the system. Nevertheless with a location solidly in the goldilocks zone and a stable orbit, it was a bountiful if ordinary garden world.


    The colony had been founded ten years earlier as an agricultural outpost. It supported a population of under thirty thousand, for bots did most of the work tending the vast kilometers of farmland. A single town sat in the center of the cultivated land. Thankfully the first atmosphere corridors had begun operation six months earlier—corridors which helpfully included transponder monitoring, though no connected security measures.


    “Bravo, Charlie, Delta, on me. Prepare for corridor transit.”


    The corridor ended to the southwest of and outside town. Only the most basic defense system protected the colony, consisting of two surface-to-air turret lasers and a single patrol drone. He planned to knock out the drone immediately, and custom jamming ware would disrupt the STA turrets.


    His ship emerged from the corridor and the distant outline of the town came into view. The other three fighters followed him out as he banked east.


    “Vengeance, you have your targets. We are weapons heavy.”


    *


    Thomas Harnal was deeply engrossed in watching Ava Loumas saunter across the street. As such, he didn’t see the patrol drone until it crashed to the ground three meters in front of him.


    “Ah shit!” His arms cartwheeled in the air as he was thrown backward to land on his ass on the sidewalk. He looked up to discover Ava staring wide-eyed at the scattered wreckage of the drone and the deep crater it had created.


    He laughed gamely and climbed to his feet. “Well, there’s my brush with death for the day, eh?”


    She glanced over at him, a perplexed frown animating her pretty features. “Oh…Norm…Tom? That’s your name, right? Are you okay?”


    She didn’t even know his name. His shoulders sagged. “Yeah, I’m fine.” He looked back at the crater marring the park grass. “I wonder what happened to make it fail? Maybe the—”


    A sonic boom reverberated, so close the ground trembled beneath him. His eyes jerked up to see two fighter jets zoom overhead. The distinctive navy Earth Alliance emblem was clearly discernable—they were flying that low.


    He hated the Alliance. Alliance soldiers killed his grandfather in the Crux War. He had never met his grandfather, but his mom said he had been a great man, which was good enough for him.


    A fireball plumed into the sky from the vicinity of the spaceport. Three seconds later the sound of the explosion reached them, a low rumble vibrating along his skin as it built to a malicious growl.


    In a burst of adrenaline-fueled bravery, he grabbed Ava’s hand and started sprinting in the direction of the town hall. His dad worked for the Agriculture Bureau; he should be there if he wasn’t on his lunch break.


    “Come on! We have to warn them the Alliance is attacking!”


    *


    Gerald Harnal sat at his desk, picking at a sandwich while he reviewed the quarterly production reports. The whole-grain hybrid fields were doing really well, which was fortunate since the food corps on Krysk were requesting an increase in shipments next quarter.


    No matter how smart, how fast or how resilient humanity grew, they still needed food to survive. Sure, using adaptive cybernetic subroutines most people could now survive longer without food, so long as they had water. But the limit had only been stretched to four months at the outside, and no one wanted to live in such a state for any length of time, much less months.


    So the seeds to feed humanity continued to be planted, nourished, reaped and transported across the galaxy.


    He knew he was a small cog in a very large machine, but he liked to think he did his part. His great-great-great-grandparents had been farmers on the Oklahoma plains, and in his own way he carried on their proud tradition.


    Nevertheless, it—


    —his eVi flashed red and pushed an emergency pulse into his vision.


    Dad Alliance ships are attack—


    He never saw the missile, nor the ship which fired it.


    *


    The town hall appeared to implode from within, then expel an enormous red-gold wave of fire to consume all in its wake. The heat rolled over them like a blast furnace.


    “Dad!” Thomas fell to his knees in horror. “No, Dad….”


    Ava was pulling on his arm, trying to drag him back up. “Come on, we should get somewhere safe.”


    “But my dad…he might still be alive and need our help….”


    She glanced at the collapsed, destroyed building at the end of the square. It bowed in to the center, where jagged pieces of synthetic stone piled twenty meters high. Black smoke billowed out of every surface, licked by bright yellow flames.


    “I don’t think so, Tom. I’m sorry. We need to move!”


    He gazed at her, eyes wide and desperate. It felt like a dream, everything hazy and sluggish. Ava was talking to him…and his father was dead. Slowly he nodded and struggled up.


    She tugged him around the rubble. “Come on, let’s go to the school—they’ve got a storm shelter!”


    They stumbled through huge chunks of debris and upended vehicles and veered left toward the school. People were running in every direction, some panting, others screaming. A few merely huddled on their knees beside bodies.


    Behind them the jets could be heard approaching again—or maybe it was different ships, more ships. The beam of one of the defense turrets chased them as they passed overhead.


    He saw the beam trail off in the air to the right. Why didn’t the lasers hit the ships? The government had promised they were state of the art.


    Someone crashed into him from behind, and he remembered to start running again.


    Ava’s hand felt sweaty and clammy in his. Not at all like he had imagined it would feel. But she was probably scared, right? That was why it wasn’t soft and warm and gentle.


    To their left the community center smoldered in ruins. A gust of wind blew a cloud of ash and smoke onto them; he accidentally inhaled some of it and doubled over in a coughing fit.


    “Tom, please, we have to keep going!”


    Ava was crying now. Her tears cut wet streaks into the ash coating her face, but her gorgeous green eyes, stark with terror, shone through the smoke.


    He tried to stand, but another coughing fit crippled him.


    She stared at him, panic bubbling forth. “I’m sorry, Tom, I don’t want to die. I have to go!” She let go of his hand and took off running.


    “Ava, wait….” His voice was hoarse and cracking and there was no way she heard him above the cries and screams and thunder of collapsing buildings.


    He crawled to his feet and stumbled after her. She seemed far ahead of him now. He saw her join a group of people scrambling up the stairs and fighting to squeeze through the doors all at once—


    —the front of the school erupted in a pillar of fire.


    His steps slackened to a halt. It was a dream. It had to be. Only in a dream would Ava finally talk to him, then have the life stolen from her.


    “Ava?”


    A column of thick black smoke flowed down the street toward where he stood. He let it wash over him, no longer caring if he could breathe.


    *


    New Babel: Independent Colony


    Olivia observed the feeds from the jets on a large screen above her desk as their fourth and final run began. The perfectly manicured nail of her left index finger tapped a slow, measured beat on the surface of the desk; it was the only sign of tension in an otherwise calm and poised demeanor.


    She waited until the first of the final two missiles had been loosed by each ship. Twenty-eight high-powered precision Alliance missiles had done quite sufficient damage to a nascent village of thirty thousand. She entered a code on the control panel beneath her right hand. The custom ware installed on the jets to jam the defense turrets ceased to function.


    Five seconds later Charlie fighter exploded. Confused chatter burst forth in the other three cockpits.


    “Wha—? How’d that laser hit?”


    “Jamming is down. I repeat jamming is down! Evasive maneuv—” Bravo took a missile to a wing and spun out of control to disintegrate on impact with the ground.


    “Abort! Delta, abort!”


    But they were too close to the town and its meager little defense systems.


    “Eject!”


    She checked, concerned for a moment at least one team member had somehow managed to eject. The eject mechanisms were supposed to be disabled, but mistakes did happen—and would be paid for if they did. Area scans identified no chutes, however.


    She listened as Thad Yue grumbled in the final seconds before his fighter caught a laser from one of the turrets and exploded as he pulled ineffectually on the eject lever. “Qu si, gāisĭ biăo zi.”


    Her eVi helpfully provided the translation: Go to Hell, you fucking whore.


    A wry smile grew on her lips as she shut off the screen. “You first.”


    She had told Marcus traceability wouldn’t be an issue and she had meant it. Yue had been the sole team member who knew the operation was under her direction, but they all knew they weren’t working for the Alliance. Modern interrogation techniques were quite effective, no matter the will of the captive. She simply could not risk the slightest chance of any information being revealed to either Alliance or Senecan agents.


    Therefore none were allowed to survive.


    She sent a brief pulse to Marcus, one whose meaning would never be construed as incriminating.


    As requested.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 26: Siyane


    Metis Nebula: Center


    The Siyane dropped out of superluminal into an ocean of light.


    Like most plerions, Metis grew brighter as one neared the center despite the lack of visible light from the pulsar itself. Alex had been prepared for it, and spectrum filters were in place over the viewports above and beyond the strengthened radiation shielding. Even so, she had to blink away halos while her eyes adjusted to the increased brightness and her ocular implant adapted to the new range of signals it now received.


    The wispy, amorphous nebular dust of before was gone, replaced by sweeping, dramatic cloud formations in vibrant shades ranging from crisp gold to rich cornflower blue. They towered in thick pillars, resembling the storm wall of a galactic hurricane and spilling forth as crashing waves upon a shore.


    It was magnificent. A stunning tableau of brilliant color and radiant luminance.


    “Well that’s not something you see every day.”


    She tore her attention away from the scene to look over her shoulder. Caleb stood behind her chair, hands perched on the headrest. His attention was directed out the viewport, but sensing her gaze he looked down.


    He wore a spirited grin, one which only broadened when he saw her own expression of delight. Dear lord when it was genuine his smile could illuminate a world.


    Things had been different between them this morning…more comfortable, more naturally at ease. It was as if giving full voice to the unresolvable conundrum of their circumstance enabled them to, if not break through it, at least put it aside for the time being.


    She returned his smile before returning to the vista. Silently she framed and captured a number of visuals using the external cameras, including several excellent candidates for future additions to the wall in her loft. Satisfied, she leaned forward and rested her chin on her palms to simply stare out and soak it all in.


    Moments such as this made everything else worth it. The difficult choices, the judgmental frowns and even scorn of others, the fading away of friends and lovers, the isolation and solitude and, every now and again, perhaps loneliness…


    …of course she wasn’t alone right now, was she? She found—somewhat to her surprise—she was okay with that.


    After a soft exhale she sat up and straightened her posture. “Time to get to work.” She glanced back and found him watching her instead of the view. Huh. “All the sensors are wide open. We can monitor the readings along the top of the HUD, though not to the level of detail we can analyze later at the data center.”


    “The pulsar resides about half an AU in that direction.” She gestured to an area fifteen degrees port. “Physically it’s quite tiny, only a few kilometers wide, yet obviously the pulse is very strong.”


    The top far right screen showed the rapid, spiking frequency of the gamma flare. “We won’t be able to get any closer than 0.15 AU or the radiation shield will be overwhelmed. But we don’t have to. We can see everything we need to from here.”


    She leaned back in the chair and kicked her feet up on the small dash lip, crossed her arms against her chest and watched as the screens lit up to display new readings. Thirty seconds, a minute passed in silence, her focus wholly on the screens.


    Finally she looked over at him. He had taken up a position beside the half-wall of the cockpit. “See anything interesting?”


    He huffed a laugh. “If you’re seeking an opportunity to put me in my place, now would be a fairly good one.”


    She merely shrugged, and he sucked in a deep breath. “Well, for the most part the readings match the earlier ones you took. The TLF radiation is definitely stronger now, but…it seems a little off-kilter. I can’t put my finger on why.”


    Her lips smacked together, though she was impressed he picked up on the oddity. “Yep. Sure does.” She swiveled to contemplate the far left screen for a moment, then stood and went to the data center. In a few seconds she had redirected the feeds to the table. She pulled up a large physical map of the region and began superimposing the various electromagnetic waves.


    The gamma flare, not surprisingly, lined up directly on the location of the pulsar. The synchrotron radiation also originated at the pulsar to spread in all directions. Same for the pulsar wind. The visible light was diffuse throughout the region, having no clear origin point—consistent with a late-stage supernova remnant. The minor infrared and microwave readings were a bit haphazard, clumping around the pulsar but peaking at several other locations as well.


    The TLF radiation…. “It’s not coming from the pulsar.”


    He had joined her at the table, and stood near enough if she shifted her weight their shoulders would brush against one another. Yet for the moment the unsettling effect of his rather close physical proximity was outweighed by the sheer magnitude of the impossibility in front of her.


    “Impossible. It lines up perfectly on the gamma flare.”


    “I know. But it’s not coming from the pulsar.” She zoomed the map in. “It intersects the pulsar, but it’s coming from…there.” There was a region of thick nebular clouds 0.2 AU to the right and behind the pulsar. “And…” a thought and the entire table updated with new data “…I think the pulsar’s orbiting that location.”


    He ran a hand through his hair in consternation. In its wake loose curls spilled down across his forehead, sending her pulse subito accelerando, to put it in polite terms. She willfully blinked the sensation away.


    He seemed completely unaware of the effect he was having on her. “Which would mean it’s a binary system, just as you suspected. Can you detect a companion in here anywhere?”


    “Nope. I mean it’s possible it’s one of these infrared or microwave markers. Still, they don’t really line up correctly for it.”


    “Well if the companion’s a white dwarf—given the age of the Nebula it would make sense—it might be difficult to pick up, right?”


    He continued to impress her with his knowledge of astrophysics concepts; it was layman’s knowledge, but very well informed layman’s knowledge. He was certainly turning out to be quite a bit more than simply a black ops agent.


    “Sure, but from this position it should be detectable. Hmm…the pulsar’s in a tight orbit. If I had to predict, I’d expect the companion—”


    She pivoted and headed to the cockpit. But instead of resuming her seat, she stood so close to the viewport her nose almost pressed to it. Her eyes roved across the scene, pupils dilating and contracting as she repeatedly adjusted the focus of her ocular implant.


    “Come on you little star, shine for me….”


    Abruptly she spun back around. “Let’s go over there.”


    He was leaning on the edge of the data center, ankles and arms crossed loosely as he regarded her with a look of…she couldn’t classify it. But his eyes sparkled and one corner of his mouth was curled up the tiniest bit, causing a flutter in her chest beyond the excitement of the discovery.


    One of his eyebrows arched in question. “Over…where, exactly?”


    She laughed as she settled into the chair. “Sorry, guess I didn’t actually finish that sentence. Not used to having company.” She gestured about ten degrees starboard. “Over thereish.”


    *


    It took them more than an hour to find the companion, despite the fact it was in the end precisely where Alex had thought it would be. It took so long partly because the companion traveled in a bright, dense mass of nebular dust which masked any visual cues, partly because it was smaller than it should have been—roughly the size of Europa—and partly because it was impossibly cool.


    The Siyane hovered 1.5 megameters above the white dwarf. Deep red in color (despite the name), it pulsed at a leisurely period of thirty-six seconds. Seven different ways of measurement told her it radiated a temperature of 910 K.


    “That’s not possible.”


    “And that’s the fourth time you’ve said so.”


    She shot him a glare. “It’s the fourth time it’s been true. The coolest white dwarf ever measured is 2440 K, and it is a helluva lot closer to the center of the damn universe than this is. A temperature so low means it’s almost as old as the Big Bang—and that is impossible.”


    “Excellent.” He shrugged. “So…we go back home and win the Nobel Prize in Astrophysics?”


    She burst out laughing, and felt the tension which had been building within her, and thus in the cabin as well, since locating the dwarf melt away. “Maybe, yes.”


    She dragged a hand down her face and blew out a long breath. “Okay, fuck it. I’ve measured and recorded everything. Floating here staring at it isn’t going solve any mysteries. On to the next questions: what are they orbiting and why?”


    He frowned a little…in concentration, she thought. When he frowned the bridge of his nose drew together until his eyebrows were virtually horizontal. Two fierce streaks of discontentment.


    After a second he glanced over and caught her watching him. The frown curled upward into a half-grin. “Yes?”


    She looked as innocent as she could manage. “Nothing. You have thoughts?”


    “If I remember correctly, nobody ever gets worked up about whatever binary stars are orbiting. It’s usually some arbitrary center of mass they happened to be drawn around.”


    “All true. But you forgot one thing—the TLF radiation. There’s nothing arbitrary about it.”


    “Consider me chastised. So we go check it out?”


    “We go check it out.” She swiveled the chair to the viewport and began pulling away from the strange, impossible dwarf star. “We’re likely half an hour out from any visuals.” She gazed at him wearing a hopeful, imploring expression. “Make me a sandwich?”


    *


    She had taken a mere two bites of the quite tasty penzine and Swiss cheese sandwich when it dropped forgotten to the plate in her lap. “What the…?”


    The nebular clouds had thickened precipitously as they neared the epicenter of the binary orbit, until it was like traveling through fog in a muggy swamp. Flying by instrumentation was a skill of necessity, so it wasn’t a problem as such. It had become disturbingly eerie, though.


    The cause of her outburst however was not the fog, but rather the spectrum analyzer output. Two minutes into the dense clouds it had begun displaying new frequencies, at first in the background then strengthening until they dominated the noise of the Nebula and even the pulsar.


    She sensed him at her shoulder and pointed at the screen.


    “What the hell?”


    “Indeed.”


    She had tuned the analyzer as broad as practicable to capture any unusual readings across the spectrum. Now it was capturing exactly that.


    The primary spectrum display updated every two seconds with a measurement of amplitude over frequencies ranging from 0.01 Hz to 1030 Hz. It showed a deeply concave shape, featuring strong peaks at both extremes and a severe dip along the middle, except for a narrow but massive spike in the upper terahertz range. Every update saw the peaks grow in power.


    Below the primary a smaller display mapped the measurements over time. It showed a continual series of deep red, light orange and purple spikes—precise, well-defined and increasing in a perfect linear function as they drew closer.


    He dropped his hands to the headrest and leaned into her chair. “Okay. The two extremes are the signals we already knew about, right?”


    “The lowest band is in fact our mystery TLF. But I filtered out the gamma flare and synchrotron radiation on account of them being so noisy. I wanted to be able to spot new anomalies. And it seems I have.”


    “The gamma wave really isn’t from the pulsar?”


    “Nope. And it’s a harmonic partial of the TLF wave.”


    “What’s the source of the terahertz?”


    “No idea.”


    His voice dropped low and acquired a carefully measured tenor. “Alex, slow down.”


    “Why, you want to see if the rate of increase slows?”


    “No, I’m sure it will. I want you to slow down because I think we should approach more cautiously.”


    “Right….” She decelerated to half speed. To neither of their surprise, the sequential graph increases slowed proportionally.


    “You think the signals are artificial.”


    “I do.”


    “You know a number of astronomical phenomena produce very exact, fixed waves, including pulsars.” As she spoke, she sent the terahertz and gamma bands to new screens of their own. At the greater detail the level of fidelity was astonishing.


    “Uh-huh. Is the dampener field on?”


    “It is. But I can probably kick the power up a bit.”


    “Strikes me as a good idea.”


    She glanced up at him. He had again moved to lean nonchalantly against the half-wall to the cockpit, one ankle thrown over the other, the picture of casual interest. But the rapid twitching of the muscles in his now rigid jaw and the steady flexing of his left hand told another story.


    For the first time in days, he radiated dangerous. She didn’t feel threatened, not by him—which was interesting. Yet he clearly felt threatened by whatever lurked in front of them.


    She shifted her attention back to the viewport. Her direct line of sight was free of HUD screens so she would have an unobstructed visual of their course. “The clouds look to be thinning out. We may get a glimpse of something interesting soon.”


    Three minutes later the nebular clouds didn’t just thin out, they effectively evaporated away—


    “Holy mother of god….”


    She threw the ship in full reverse to slide backward into some measure of cover while diverting all non-critical power not being used by the radiation shielding to the dampener field. The lights in the cabin dimmed and the temperature control could be heard shutting off.


    Then she sank into the chair, instinctively reaching up to grasp Caleb’s hand as it landed on her shoulder. He didn’t let go; neither did she.


    A halo of thick clouds—similar in color to the gold and blue of the Nebula but of a distinct form and illuminated from within—roiled like a thunderstorm billowing forth out of…nothing.


    The halo framed a ring of seamlessly smooth metal the color of lustrous tungsten-carbide and perhaps a hundred meters in width. The ring itself spanned more than a kilometer in diameter. Its interior was filled by a luminescent, rippling pool of pale gold plasma.


    Emerging from the pool was a ship. It was approximately halfway through—which they could tell because it was plainly evident the vessel was identical to the other seventy plus ships filling the space beyond the ring.


    Each ship was twice again as large as any human-made dreadnought. Made of an inky black material and laced with bright red fluorescents, they resembled nothing so much as mythological titans of the underworld.


    Behind the columns of dreadnoughts were a dozen ships of a different style. Less angular yet still unmistakably synthetic, these ships were long and cylindrical and were woven through with pulsing yellow-to-red filaments. One end expanded to become a claw-like structure, out of which hundreds…no, thousands of small craft streamed.


    The small ships were almost insectile in form. Multiple—at least eight or nine—spindly arms appeared to be comprised of a material similar to the dreadnoughts. Yet this material was pliable, for the arms twisted and writhed around a glowing red core. The craft poured out of the birthing ships then flew to the dreadnoughts and docked into their hulls in tight lines.


    It was a caricature of the most extreme ‘space monster’ horror films popular in the early days of space exploration. Vids had made millions capitalizing on worries of what fearsome and powerful aliens may be encountered in the void of space. As humanity continued to expand, they never encountered such aliens—or any aliens at all—and in time the fad had passed.


    But now they were here.


    Her voice trembled at a whisper; she didn’t seem to have enough breath for proper speech. “What is this?”


    His was lower and darker, though not much stronger. “It’s an invasion.”


    The dreadnought finished emerging from the pool of light and began moving toward the end of the flawless columned formation as the nose of yet another ship broke through the plasma.


    She swallowed hard to dislodge the lump in her throat. “Where are they coming from? The ring’s obviously artificial, but the interior doesn’t look like a black hole, or a white one. It looks…no, that would be impossible.”


    He squeezed her hand; she wasn’t sure he even realized he was doing it. “I think we’ve fairly well redefined ‘impossible’ today already.”


    “Ha. Yeah. Okay. It reminds me of conceptual drawings of a brane intersection—a dimensional border.”


    “Wow. And I thought I’d learned to expect anything.”


    She worried at her lower lip. “Regardless, it’s clearly a portal of some kind. I wonder what’s on the other side.”


    “If I had to guess, I’d say they are. You’re recording all this, right?”


    She spared him a smirk. “Visual and every band since we arrived.”


    He spared her a smile. “Of course you are.”


    She stared at the mouth of one of the birthing vessels, watching in fascinated horror as the spidery ships spewed forth. Extrapolating from the apparent number docking on each dreadnought, there must be at least half a million of them—and their generation showed no sign of slowing. A quick scale overlay confirmed while they appeared tiny against the dreadnoughts, each one was nearly the size of the Siyane.


    His grip on her shoulder tightened. “We need to go, before they notice we’re here. We have to warn someone.”


    “We have to warn everyone.”

  


  



  
     


    PART III: RECURSION


    “I do not believe in a fate that falls on men however they act;

    but I do believe in a fate that falls on them unless they act.”


    — G. K. Chesterton


    


    

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 27: Seneca


    Cavare: Senecan Federation Headquarters


    “So it’s war, then.”


    Chairman Vranas didn’t scan the room to search for confirmation. Or if he did, it wasn’t with sufficient flair as to be noticeable. From his seat at one end of the long oak table taking up most of the room, he likely could assess the inclinations of the others without so much as a shift of his gaze.


    The Senecan Federation government prided itself on being efficient, utilitarian, tasteful and modest—quite deliberately everything the Earth Alliance bureaucracy was not. As such, the conference room was large enough to hold the conference table at which conferences took place. No more, no less. Its walls were lined with sophisticated EM shields and assorted flourishes, but as they were hidden away they didn’t spoil the image of minimalistic functionality.


    Vranas notched his chin upward in a show of confidence. “We can’t allow the Alliance to paint us as weak—not when we are stronger than ever. Twenty-two years ago we matched them on the field of battle and won our freedom. Today we are far more capable. Today we possess the capability to achieve unconditional victory. Field Marshal Gianno?”


    The head of the Military Council nodded brusquely; she also wasn’t one to waste effort on unnecessary motions, albeit for different reasons. “The presumed source of the Palluda attack force is the Alliance base on Arcadia. We’ve finalized a plan to destroy the base and cripple their short-range incursion capabilities. Authorize the operation, and we can engage within twelve hours.”


    “Arcadia is a large, established colony. It will be heavily defended, won’t it?”


    Gianno gave a condescending glance in the direction of the Parliament Minority Leader while not actually turning her head. The Senator had a reputation as an alarmist, typically with little justification to back up the accompanying histrionics.


    “Of course it will be, which is why we’re dispatching the entire 3rd Wing of the Southern Fleet. The offensive will be swift, massive and overwhelming. It will immediately weaken their ability to launch attacks into Federation territory, as their next closest base is another kiloparsec away—and it borders far more fortified space.” Her tone broadcast not annoyance, but rather disappointment at having to explain what she meant by ‘crippling their short-range incursion capabilities.’ The Senator remained oblivious to the implied insult.


    The Chairman smiled, the corners of his mouth so nearly reaching his ears he could be accused of preening. “A clear show of force will send an unmistakable message that the Senecan Federation is not to be trifled with.”


    “They’ll declare war on us for certain after an attack of such magnitude!” The Minority Leader’s voice had already risen to a keening level.


    “Certainly. But they will be the ones who do so. We are merely responding to an incursion and assault upon one of our colonies. It will be the Alliance who starts the war—a fact we will not allow anyone to forget. Marshal, the operation is authorized.”


    Graham Delavasi cringed and didn’t bother to hide it. “So…what is our ultimate objective? Say we kick their asses all the way back to Earth—what then? We take over? Is that what we want? Because I was under the impression we wanted to minimally govern a loose association of worlds by mandating a core set of democratic principles and capitalistic standards—or was it just me?”


    “Don’t be ridiculous. We have no intention to take over ruling the Alliance. We shall simply defeat them convincingly enough to cow them into not committing aggression against us again.”


    “Oh, I see.” He ran a hand through too-bushy hair; he had found it was uniquely suited for such tics. “Well, not as if anyone cares at this point, but my assets within the Alliance report the highest levels of the bureaucracy are in a state of confusion. No one can figure out who authorized the Palluda attack, and no one is stepping up to take responsibility. They’re trying to keep the discord under wraps lest the government appear weak—but it seems all is not well in the Brennon administration.”


    The Chairman shrugged. “It hardly matters. Alliance forces came onto our soil and attacked a peaceful colony, and that cannot stand. All the better if their leadership is squabbling amongst itself. We may be able to win this war in short order.”


    He bit back an annoyed sigh. Vranas had been a mid-ranking senator during the Crux War and spent his time serving on commerce committees and the like. A week ago he had been championing the virtues of peace; now he was rattling sabers. Though an assertive, confident leader, the man knew almost nothing of the military, and like many politicians had a case of selective amnesia when it came to the ugly realities of war.


    Graham had fought in the war, spending two years leading stealth tactical interdiction squads behind enemy lines. It was an experience which had led him to jump on the intelligence post offered at the war’s conclusion. Combat was messy, violent, terrifying, costly and tragic—truths few people at the table appreciated.


    These days much of the ‘fighting’ occurred between ships at a distance of megameters from their targets, making it even easier for noncombatants to lose sight of the underlying reality. Especially politicians. They viewed war as a sterile and clean affair, a remote non-sensory circus performance holding little in the way of real consequences.


    Nevertheless, he held his tongue. His post earned him some influence and his blunt manner was common knowledge—but he was far from the most powerful person in a room filled with powerful people. Instead he watched as the Chairman straightened up in his chair and nodded perfunctorily, a signal the Cabinet meeting was drawing to a close.


    “We will not issue a statement until the operation on Arcadia is complete, at which point I plan to address the media and explain the necessity of removing this blatant threat to Federation security. If as expected the Alliance subsequently issues a declaration of war, then—and only then—will we reciprocate. Senators, I assume the Parliament will be in a position to pass a counter-declaration swiftly when the time comes?”


    The Majority and Minority Leaders each indicated agreement.


    “Thank you everyone for coming. Dismissed.”


    *


    Earth: Vancouver, EASC Headquarters


    Miriam found Alamatto sitting placidly at his desk, shoulders squared and head high as he performed a stellar imitation of reviewing materials on said desk. Her entry had doubtless been announced sufficiently in advance for him to compose himself.


    “Admiral, what can I do—”


    “Close the door.”


    If he took offense at what was clearly an order, he gave no indication. It wasn’t insubordination, strictly speaking; he may be her boss but he did not outrank her. The door slid shut in a faint whirr.


    She motioned him silent with a terse slash of her hand. “You and I have our differences, but I’ve consistently respected your military judgment. If anything I’ve found it too conservative. But this is beyond the pale. How could you authorize such an action?”


    “I di—”


    “We killed children, Price! I recognize why you saw fit not to inform me of your intentions, as I would have objected in the most strenuous terms—”


    “Miriam, I didn’t authorize the strike.”


    “I am not gullible, Price. Neither am I a fool.”


    All the air left his lungs in a laborious breath; with it his shoulders sagged and carefully fabricated expression collapsed. Stripped of the poise, he appeared a beaten man, small in the oversized chair. “I swear to you—I did not authorize the strike.”


    Her head tilted a mere fraction. “There is no one else who could authorize such an action.”


    He forced out a jittery laugh and gazed up at her. She had not availed herself of any of the chairs opposite his desk, and the height advantage added to the impression she was now in charge here. It was not an inaccurate impression.


    “The Prime Minister can. Arguably. At least he retains a Statement of Position from his Attorney General saying he can.”


    Her mouth descended into a small frown at that. “Brennon? He has no military experience—why would he keep you out of the loop?”


    “Maybe because he knows, like you, I would object. He’s denying responsibility, though he doesn’t need to. But who else is there?”


    “Defense Minister Mori might counsel Brennon to take this sort an action, but he wouldn’t stick his neck out so far as to attempt it himself.” She paced along the front of his desk, hands clasped behind her back. “Have you considered the possibility we’re dealing with renegade officers further down the chain of command?”


    He sank lower into the chair. “Oh, Miriam….”


    “You know there are segments of the officer corps who continue to harbor significant animosity toward the Federation.”


    “I’ve always counted you among them.”


    She made it a point to keep her personal feelings separate from her professional judgment, to project an impression of objectivity. She liked to think she was in fact objective. Still, the world expected her to harbor a degree of animosity toward the Federation, and it had not been difficult to oblige them.


    “In some respects I am. But I am also a realist. I’ve seen the costs of war and do not desire to repeat them. And I would never provoke a war by blowing up a school full of children, thereby painting us as the evildoer from the start.”


    “Technically they provoked it with the assassination.”


    A dismissive wave landed in his general direction. “An assassination of a mid-level diplomat is hardly reason enough to start a galactic war. Sanctions for certain, perhaps a blockade—but not war. However, others may have seen it as an opportunity to right old wrongs. Others who are more hot-headed than rational.” Unlike me went unsaid. “It is possible the assassination spurred such individuals to take matters into their own hands.”


    “Rogue officers—even entire units—committing offensive operations without authorization because they’re angry? What a disaster….”


    He went over to his cabinet, poured a glass of water and gulped down half of it, then scowled at the glass as if he had expected it to provide something far stronger. “It will look like I can’t control my own officers, like I’m unable to command discipline and obedience from the rank and file. Brennon will have my head.”


    And he should, because you cannot. Price had invariably proven a weak leader, too eager to foster harmony and accord and unwilling to make the difficult decisions or stand behind them on the rare occasions when he did. It was a management style which had served him well enough in a time of peace, yet was wholly unsuitable for the discord which marched in lockstep with armed conflict.


    Whether at Brennon’s ‘request’ or due to his own implosion, the prospect of him lasting the year in his current post was low and decreasing by the hour. She began making plans to distance herself from him, quietly and without fanfare. She would not actively work to bring him down, but she owed him no duty to fall upon her own sword on his behalf.


    “I believe the Prime Minister has more pressing concerns at the moment than your head. Most notably, the fact that we appear to be on the verge of another war. The Senecan Chairman is consulting his senior advisors as we speak—and I don’t believe we should expect a peaceful outcome.”


    He stared at her, bleak desperation in his eyes…and she realized any self-assurance which resulted from his position, family heritage or even experience had abandoned him with the advent of the crisis. He looked as frightened as an FNG on his first orbital drop.


    “I’m meeting Brennon and the cabinet in six hours. What do I tell them? What do I say?”


    She smiled thinly. “Only you can decide your best course of action. If you are asking my advice, I suggest you tell them the truth.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 28: Siyane


    Metis Nebula: Inner Bands


    “Would you shut up for two seconds and listen to me?”


    Alex cringed at the frayed edges and shrill pitch of her voice. She sounded hysterical. Hell, she felt hysterical. If it weren’t for the fact she’d never been hysterical in her life—other than on the day her father died—odds are she would be hysterical.


    They had run. They were still running.


    She hadn’t wanted to engage the sLume drive at first, worried the notable expansion and contraction of the fabric of space might be detected, and god only knew how fast those alien ships were capable of flying. But she’d thrown so much power at the dampener field on their retreat the field’s module had overloaded and fried out. Thankfully the silica-sapphire matrix filter caught the backflow and prevented any damage to the LEN reactor.


    Figuring an unmasked full-power impulse engine was likely to attract at least as much attention as initiating a warp bubble, she had relented and switched over to vanish at superluminal velocity. Thus far no alien ships had trailed her to blow her out of space.


    Beyond its designated requirements, feeding more power to the sLume drive did not result in greater speed. The limit to how rapidly it propelled her and her ship through space was built into the design of the drive, and no amount of power in creation could make it go any faster. So she’d also turned the heat and lights back on.


    She would lessen the frequency she dropped out of superluminal. Two days in between particle dumps should be fine, so long as she did so far outside any outpost of civilization. She’d run the sLume at 100% instead of the 95% she typically did to minimize wear and tear. Together with high-tailing it out of Metis at full speed from the start rather than meandering around on impulse as she’d done coming in—and the fact she intended to acquire herself a goddamn superluminal travel waiver for inside the Main Asteroid Belt—and she should be able to trim nearly a day and a half off the trip home.


    Three and a half days had never seemed so long.


    But it wasn’t three and a half days. As soon as she escaped Metis communications would return. She could warn people. She could get the information to her mother, who could get it to those who mattered, and they could…deal with it.


    The Earth Alliance armed forces were very capable. Certainly they were very large. Not state of the art, but reasonably advanced. Were they strong enough? She imagined it depended on how many ships were still to come through the portal. Perhaps if the Alliance cooperated with Senecan forces—she cut a glance over to evaluate the state of her Senecan companion.


    His jaw had locked in place, and his eyes were flaring as hot as the bright blue core of Messier 32. But his expression was one of…of pained patience, which only made her want to strangle him more. At least he had acquiesced in one respect—he shut up. She should probably start talking before her two seconds ran out.


    “I am not trying to allow genocide to be committed upon your ‘people.’ I am not leaving them to the wolves, to those…things, okay? I realize Seneca and its friends lie directly in the way of any path to Earth and are located substantially closer to Metis.”


    She forced herself not to pace in a manner which might be interpreted as hysterical. “The instant communications return, you can comm your boss or your President or Chairman or whatever it is you call him or her. Comm whoever the hell you desire. Send the visuals—send the entire fucking data set. Talk to them for hours. Whatever you feel you need to do to prepare them is fine by me. I want you to warn them.


    “All I am saying is I’m going to Earth, and I’m not taking a two-day detour to Seneca on the way.”


    He sank back with a sharp sigh against the wall behind the data center, where she had been pulling in the information captured and trying to begin to organize and categorize it while they raced at maximum speed away from the center of Metis and its otherworldly portal and army of monster ships.


    That was earlier though. Before the argument.


    He had assumed they would be heading to Seneca forthwith to warn his government of the danger in person. A logical enough assumption she supposed, given Senecan space extended practically to the outskirts of the Metis Nebula and thus its inhabitants may be in a wee bit of clear and present danger.


    She wasn’t going to Seneca. She didn’t care to go there when things were peachy, much less when aliens were knocking on the door. For one, on Seneca she’d be dependent on him and not even remotely in control of her situation. For another, she possessed a direct line to the highest ranks of the Alliance military; she needed to get to Earth and if necessary yell and scream at her mother and her mother’s bosses and anyone and everyone else required until they understood the magnitude of the fucking problem. And she had no time to waste.


    The shock of witnessing an invading army of unimaginably powerful aliens emerging through an unfathomably advanced portal had left them both on edge and not exactly at their best. When he had expressed his assumption regarding their destination, she had protested. He had misinterpreted. Words had ensued.


    After seeming to search her face for a moment, as if for reassurance of the truth of her statements, his chin dropped to his chest. It was followed several seconds later by a weak nod. “Okay. I hear you. And I’m…sorry I accused you of being insensitive.”


    “I believe the term you used was ‘soulless’?”


    “Right.” A desperate-sounding breath escaped his lips. “All of those ideas sound reasonable, and I’ll likely do most of them. But what then?” He looked up at her from beneath long lashes, his gaze less hard but no less troubled. “Where does that leave me?”


    She dropped her hands to the rim of the table and leaned into it, allowing her eyes to drift down rather than hold his. “Look, if you want I can drop you off on Gaiae. I know it’s small and the residents are kind of creepy, but it has a spaceport and regular transports. You can get home from there. It’ll cost me four hours or so, but I’ll compensate somehow.”


    Unable to resist any longer the pull of his stare boring into her, she raised her head to again meet his gaze. “I’m sorry, but we have no time. It’s the best I can do.”


    “Thank you. I—Gaiae will be fine.”


    The corners of his mouth twitched but exhibited no definitive direction, forcing his jaw to relinquish its clench of death. His Adam’s apple bobbed a heavy swallow. “You said ‘if I want.’ Is there an alternative? Are you asking me to go to Earth with you?”


    She opened her mouth to respond…and let it close. That was precisely what she was doing, wasn’t it? Well.


    “Yes, I suppose I am.”


    “Why?” A few hours earlier the tenor of his voice would’ve been playful, even teasing, when uttering such a question. Now it was somber and dark, weighed down by responsibility and the dread which came with terrible knowledge.


    Why, indeed. Her eyes slid away from the intensity of his stare, and she made a show of inspecting the checkerboard of data sets spread out above the table. “Two voices are better than one. I stand a better chance of not being deemed crazy if you back me up. Yes, I recognize I have hard data to back me up. Still, you’d be shocked at how little bureaucrats respect hard data.”


    “Is that all?”


    Stop. Please. This was a conversation she was so far from ready to have. “Don’t be an ass.”


    “I’m not being an ass. I’m simply asking if there’s another reason why you want me to go with you.”


    She ignored him and expanded the set containing the visible light images. “I need to get this data into some semblance of order so we can send it along as soon as we’re clear of the Nebula. It’s still in raw form and a jumbled mess right now.”


    After a moment’s pause—she didn’t know what he may have done or what expressions he may have displayed during the moment, because she didn’t look at him—he joined her at the table.


    “We need to do a lot more than organize it. I barely comprehend half of this, and most people won’t understand any of it. Presentation matters. We need to structure the data so it tells a story, one which is compelling and easy to understand in a couple of minutes.”


    Her eyes cut over at him. “We?”


    For the briefest second the trademark smirk returned. “Don’t be an ass.”


    “Touché.”


    He sighed and squeezed the bridge of his nose, then pulled her gaze in once again. “Listen. I would…I would like to go to Earth with you. I don’t know if I will be able to do so. There’s a good chance once my superiors see this information they’re going to ask me to come in. And while I enjoy a significant amount of freedom in my job, in this situation I won’t be able to say no.”


    She nodded, possibly too quickly. It felt too quick. “Of course. We’ll play it by ear. If it takes them a while to decide I’ll need to drop you on New Orient instead, but I can make it work. It’s fine.”


    It wasn’t fine at all, but she told herself she had far more important problems to worry about right now. Like how to break the news to the world—or at least its rulers—that the elusive aliens everyone had been searching for had at last been found, and they most decidedly did not appear friendly.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 29: Arcadia


    Earth Alliance Colony


    Arcadia’s orbital defense array detected the approaching ships at a distance of 0.2 AU beyond its outer atmosphere.


    The detection was expected. The commander of the 3rd Wing made no attempt to hide the force’s arrival, as it was futile to try. A flight of stealth electronic warfare ships deployed in an advance position and began scrambling the array sensors, introducing errors into their targeting mechanics. A number of bolts from the enormous plasma weapons nevertheless reached the frigates forming the bulk of the Wing.


    Long, dark and sleek, Senecan Federation frigates stretched for one hundred forty meters. They were constructed of a lustrous amodiamond metamaterial which absorbed and reflected the steel blue glow of their powerful twin impulse engines. Plasma shielding and reinforced layered p-graphene lattices deflected and dispersed the majority of the high-energy plasma, though in the opening seconds two frigates suffered critical damage from direct hits and were forced to disengage. The remaining frigates targeted the orbital weapons infrastructure and drew its fire while three fighter squadrons launched from the Wing’s carrier ship.


    The Arcadia Earth Alliance Forward Naval Base went on full alert the moment the defense array picked up the approaching ships. Fighters were scrambled to guard the mouths of the nearby atmosphere corridors and patrol the surrounding airspace. Eight SAL turrets ringing the facility activated and began searching for targets.


    The Senecan squadrons didn’t take the corridors however, for to do so would have been to fly directly into a massacre. Instead they battled the punishing atmosphere in nine flights of four, each flight closing in on the base from different directions and altitude.


    Arcadia’s topography was mountainous and lush, and the base lay nestled in a vale at the northern end of a long valley. The valley entrance was heavily guarded by automated systems, and four of the eight SAL turrets were positioned along the gap in the mountains. Drones dispatched with the 2nd flight broke off to engage the turrets, while the accompanying fighters followed three seconds behind to eliminate the automated defenses.


    Senecan fighter jets possessed exceptional maneuverability, even in-atmosphere. Constructed of a hyper-light honeycombed metamaterial and sculpted into sharp edges and acute lines, they sacrificed non-electronic defenses for speed and agility. The jets raced over the mountains bounding three sides of the base, braked to a near stop at the crests and dropped into the vale, pulse laser weapons firing in long arcs through the surface facilities.


    The offensive did not go unchallenged; in fact it was met with considerable resistance. Alliance fighters engaged the attackers in the sky above the base. Ships on both sides suffered catastrophic damage, the fiery wreckage often causing yet more damage to the facilities upon impact with the ground.


    Alliance fighter jets featured considerably sturdier hulls than their Senecan counterparts. This meant, though more difficult to destroy, they were also slower and less agile. Several attempts to chase down the Senecan ships led to mountainside collisions when an Alliance fighter was unable to execute the hairpin maneuver its quarry performed to clear the treacherous terrain.


    Over 8,300 troops were stationed at the Forward Naval Base. Most of them were noncombat servicemen—ship and equipment technicians, engineers, administrative officers—and the remainder were troops who rotated through in tours on the frigates and supply and patrol ships which called the base home. Thus for fully ninety percent of the base personnel, there was simply nothing they could do to repel the attack.


    Many of the personnel present realized this and bunkered down in the most fortified area of the facility, an underground storage warehouse. In the end this kept the loss of life disproportionately low when measured against the destruction inflicted.


    Nevertheless a few soldiers, caught in the throes of battle-rage, charged onto the field of battle wielding shoulder-fired SALs. But even ocular implant-aided human eyesight could not hope to track the movements of a Senecan jet. One hundred percent of the shoulder SALs missed their targets; seventy percent of the wielders—exposed and in the open—perished.


    With the automated turrets eliminated, the sixteen Alliance fighters were relentlessly whittled down by the superior Senecan numbers. When the last one fell, twenty-six Senecan fighters remained to wreak havoc on the base facilities unimpeded. In thirteen minutes the attackers disabled or destroyed every structure more than forty square meters in size, save the massive headquarters building. They settled for blowing out all its windows and leaving two thirty-meter craters in its core.


    Mission parameters successfully completed, the Senecans bugged out, taking the easier corridor routes on departure. The orbital array weapons had by this point been obliterated by the frigates and they faced no resistance as they exited Arcadia’s atmosphere and docked with their carrier.


    All told, the 3rd Wing of the Senecan Federation Southern Fleet lost two of twelve frigates and ten of thirty-six fighter jets. Though the Arcadia base was not a Regional Command Center, as the closest military facility to Federation space it constituted a strategically and politically important location. In twenty-seven minutes it had been, for all intents and purposes, eradicated.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 30: Siyane


    Space: Northeast Quadrant


    By mid-afternoon the Siyane finally left the Nebula behind for the comparatively empty void of space. They had worked late into the previous night, a visceral, slow-burn panic driving her and him both forward.


    Alex had wanted to study the data captured, to try to understand what these aliens—or at least their ships—truly were and what they might be facing. Caleb, being the practical sort, had pushed her to first catalog, organize and summarize the data, so if nothing else they would be able to send the information out to others as soon as the ability to do so returned.


    Being still more practical, he had also forced her to sleep for a few hours—even if ‘sleep’ meant crawl in bed and proceed to toss and turn for the bulk of those hours. She couldn’t say whether he had taken his own advice and gotten any sleep himself.


    Breakfast had been fruit and warmed-up bread consumed at the data center; lunch, neglected. They slowly pieced together a coherent package which could be delivered alongside a brief summary and nightmare-inducing visuals, and waited for their connection to the rest of the galaxy to reappear.


    She raised a somewhat erratic eyebrow across the table at him. “So do you think we should lead with the panoramic shot of the seventy-eight superdreadnoughts or the enormous close-up of the synthetic tentacle creature from Gehenna?”


    He chuckled in response; it came out half-strained, half-weary and half-genuine. “When I was six years old, my dad called himself taking me camping in the mountains outside Cavare. I woke up in the middle of the night to find this kartinga—you’ve probably never seen one, but it’s sort of a cross between a tarantula and…an enormous locust—hanging in the air a few centimeters from my face. I say we lead with the tentacles. It’ll make a stronger impress—” He broke off mid-sentence. “We’re coming back online.”


    A second later her eVi lit up in a deluge of comms and data deliveries. Far more than usual came in marked ‘urgent’ or ‘priority’ or ‘important,’ and she had to override the force-loading mechanism before she got blinded by pop-ups.


    She picked out a recent message from Kennedy, because why not.


    Alex,


    Well, this is going to bollocks up all our fun, isn’t it? Whatever it is you’re doing that has you off the grid, stay clear of this mess, will you?


    — Kennedy


    What? With some reluctance she selected the most recent communication from her mother. It was marked ‘priority,’ but hers were always marked ‘priority.’


    Alexis,


    Wherever you are, you must realize it’s best if you come home now, for your own safety.


    — Miriam


    “Okay, what the hell is happening?”


    He held up a finger to silence her, irises jerking across an unseen whisper. She ignored her remaining forty-seven messages to watch him.


    Finally his eyes focused on her. They looked…complicated. “I think you’d better turn on a news feed.”


    “What is going on?”


    “I don’t even…just turn on the news, okay?”


    “Right.” She gestured toward the embedded screen on the opposite wall and tuned it to a generic Alliance news feed channel.


    “Again, we are reporting that in response to what they say is confirmation the Earth Alliance was responsible for the attack on Palluda, the Senecan Federation military has retaliated by destroying the Alliance Forward Naval Base on Arcadia.”


    “They did what?”


    “A spokesperson continues to deny the Alliance was involved in the Palluda incident or that it was in retaliation for the assassination of Trade Minister Mangele Santiagar last week. However, they—hold on, we’re getting word the Prime Minister is about to speak. Let’s go live to Earth Alliance Headquarters.”


    She sank back onto the edge of the data center as dread pooled in her gut, already sensing whatever followed was, in fact, going to bollocks everything up.


    “Ladies and gentlemen, citizens across Alliance space. As announced yesterday, we have irrefutable evidence one or more Senecan Federation officials perpetrated the tragic assassination of Minister Santiagar at the Trade Summit on Atlantis.


    “Likely anticipating our reaction, today the Federation has opted to falsely accuse the Alliance of attacking one of their colonies and use it as a pretext to launch a violent and destructive incursion against strategic Alliance assets. I am saddened to report over six hundred men and women lost their lives on Arcadia, a number which is likely to increase.


    “Let me assure everyone the Alliance was not responsible for the unfortunate incident on Palluda. Nevertheless, at this point it is obvious Seneca intends to provoke us into renewed war by any means necessary. We must and will defend all our citizens from aggression. Therefore, moments ago the General Assembly approved a formal Declaration of War against the Senecan Federation. We will begin mobilizing forces immediately. I will speak further as events warrant. In the meantime, follow the »SFWar feed for the latest information. Thank you.”


    “You have got to be kidding me. We disappear for five days and the galaxy goes insane? Now there’s an armada of alien ships at our doorstep and we’ve decided to start a war against each other?”


    He was pacing in agitation around the cabin, but didn’t respond. In fairness though, she hadn’t technically asked him a question yet. “Why would the Federation assassinate our Trade Minister?”


    “They didn’t. Why would the Alliance respond to a minor assassination by blowing up an entire colony?”


    “What do you mean, they didn’t? And weren’t you listening? I don’t know what happened on Palluda, but the Alliance isn’t to blame.”


    He stopped pacing long enough to glare at her. “Alex, I’ve got classified reports coming in which state it was Alliance fighter jets bearing Alliance transponder codes and using Alliance communication protocols firing Alliance missiles on Palluda. Politicians lie.”


    “Of course they do. But Earth doesn’t want war with Seneca. I mean some people do, but the politicians can barely keep track of the colonies they do govern. And they’d never take such drastic action before spending three months debating it and forming four commissions to study it first. The real question is why Seneca so badly wants war with Earth.”


    “They don’t. We got everything we needed in the armistice: to be left alone to go our own way.”


    She arched an eyebrow in challenge and pushed off the table to meet him at eye level. “Maybe you’re no longer content with your little corner of the galaxy. Maybe you desire more influence and power.”


    Frustration crept into the creases of his eyes. A muscle beneath his left cheekbone twitched. “I don’t desire anything. If my government desired more influence it would start by persuading the nearby independents to join the Federation. Think about this logically, please.”


    “Oh, now we’re applying logic to government practices? Tell me then, logically, why would your government assassinate our Trade Minister?”


    “They wouldn’t. They didn’t. There’s always some nutcase championing a cause he’s willing to die for, but all the information crashing into my head indicates it was absolutely not officially sanctioned.”


    “Well it’s not like they’d own up to it once the Alliance has called their bluff.”


    “By destroying a farming colony? That’s low, even for them.”


    “So you say. Regardless, attacking Arcadia makes it quite clear Seneca does want war with Earth. They sent half their damn fleet to destroy one base—hardly a defensive action, wouldn’t you agree?”


    “Not when it’s to disable the military facility posing a proximate threat to Senecan worlds and the presumed source of the Palluda offensive.” His brow drew into a tight knot above eyes squeezed shut. “My god, for being one of the most intelligent people I’ve ever met, you can be blindingly stupid!”


    Her mouth fell open in shock. Or outrage. Possibly both. “How dare you—”


    Both hands rose in surrender. “You’re right. My bad. I’m sorry I said it.” His expression said he was sorry for saying it, but little else.


    He took a long, deep breath and seemed to forcefully will a portion of the tension out of his limbs, the pose of his shoulders and the set of his jaw. “Perhaps we should not fight our respective governments’ war for them here on the deck of your ship, and instead remember the real threat we’re facing.”


    For a few brief moments, she had forgotten. Now the crushing weight of what they had seen descended on her anew. She could feel her posture falter from it. “The invading army of giant alien monster ships.”


    “Yeah, those.”


    “Dammit, Caleb. How are we supposed to get anyone to listen when they’re busy blowing each other up?”


    His mouth opened, only to snap shut as he resumed pacing. He lapped the cabin once, twice before slowing to run fingertips along the top of the couch.


    She watched his lips quirk around as his eyes darkened, a shadow passing across them and refusing to leave. It occurred to her she watched him a lot. Watched him move; watched his lips move. She needed—


    “Stupid….”


    “Oh you are not seriously calling—”


    His focus jerked over to her, sparks of light dancing behind the shadow. “Not you. I…I really am sorry. You’re not stupid—in fact you’re kind of brilliant. You said it: there’s an armada of alien ships at our doorstep, and we’ve decided to start a war against each other? That’s not merely stupid, it’s improbable beyond all reason.”


    She frowned. “I agree it does seem rather ridiculous. But I’ve learned not to underestimate the sheer idiocy of government bureaucrats.”


    “Exactly. Politicians can be counted on to make rash, short-sighted decisions.” His pace regained speed, purpose now animating his steps between the kitchen table and the couch.


    Curious, she watched—again—and waited, until his gaze returned to her. “Look, the information I see is as close to the raw, unvarnished truth as you can get. It is not propaganda and it is not sugar-coated and it says my government did not assassinate the Trade Minister.”


    She blew out a harsh breath. She wasn’t eager to rehash the earlier argument, but she also didn’t intend to give in. “Well one of your government officials did.”


    “Yes. Granted. And maybe he was simply a lone crazy and that’s all there is to it. But then the Alliance blows up a farming colony, except they say they didn’t—and you’re right, it is out of character for them. And now in a matter of days—far too quickly for cooler heads to prevail—we’ve gone from improving relations to all-out war. And I have to wonder if anyone has stopped reacting long enough to ask why.”


    The world had flipped upside down upon the sight of the invading alien army, and once more at the revelation of this nascent war. Did that make things right-side up again? For a moment she couldn’t decide if he was a genius or delusional—or whether she even remained capable of telling the difference. “You think someone is manipulating events in order to provoke a war? You might be a tiny bit paranoid.”


    “I know. I’m just suggesting that coming into this from the outside it appears damn suspicious. Which brings us back around to the question, why now?”


    She suddenly felt an intense desire to get off the crazy train and return to reality, such as it was. “It’s possible the Trade Summit provided the first real opportunity. Or perhaps the answer to ‘why now’ is the Summit. There are plenty of people in the Alliance, and I imagine plenty on your side, too, who don’t want better relations between Earth and Seneca.”


    He seemed to still, as if all the energy of his movements came to rest within him. “You’re one of them, aren’t you?”


    The sharpness of his gaze speared into her. It left her feeling naked and exposed, but she refused to look away. “I didn’t say that. I only…Caleb, I don’t want war. I never did.” She swallowed. “Well not for a long time now anyway.”


    He smiled with unexpected softness. His eyes softened to match, transforming his expression to one of gentleness. “Okay.”


    His shoulders rose in a weak shrug. “And you’re probably right. It makes more sense for the Summit to be the trigger, and not anything to do with the aliens. It nonetheless means something’s fishy. We’re walking into an even bigger mess than we thought—and we’re about to toss a bomb into the middle of it.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 31: Seneca


    Cavare


    Michael pulled the collar of his jacket up to his ears as he exited the restaurant. A cold front had moved in over the course of the afternoon, and the night air now carried a stinging chill.


    Nonetheless, he chose to walk the dozen blocks back to Division HQ. He needed the brief solitude—if one considered being surrounded by hundreds of pedestrians going about their business solitude—to get his head focused in the right direction. The dinner had been a brief but necessary departure from work, if only to make sure his father was doing well. Which he was. His father perpetually insisted Michael didn’t need to worry over him; it never stopped him from doing so.


    With the arrival of hostilities—a full-on war as of this evening—his teams were being pulled off the Summit investigation and re-tasked toward Alliance missions. Pretty much everything about the assassination still struck him as wrong, but he tried to convince himself it hardly mattered now. Events were moving fast; before long the assassination would be merely a footnote as the incident which kicked off a series of incidents which kicked off another war.


    Though he had a few people embedded in the Alliance infrastructure and its periphery, for the most part such long-term espionage missions fell under the purview of other sections of Division. Special Operations tended to undertake focused, directed actions in lieu of passive spying. Going forward those actions were to be targeted at Alliance interests. He bore no particular ill will toward the Alliance or its citizens as a rule, but war was war—and the visuals of Palluda were certainly disturbing enough to stir up a case of righteous indignation.


    He wove through the crowd materializing when a levtram arrived and its passengers disembarked. For the moment, life continued on as normal in Cavare, and the streets thrummed with citizens working, playing and transitioning between—


    His eVi signaled an incoming livecomm request from Caleb Marano. Huh. In the chaos which had been the last week he’d had no chance to wonder about the Metis Nebula mission. He started to put the agent off…but once he got to the office he expected to again be overwhelmed for many hours.


    “Agent Marano, it’s good to hear from you. As soon as you can get back to Seneca, your services will definitely be in demand.”


    “The war, of course. We’ll talk about it in a bit, but I’m afraid there’s a larger problem.”


    His pace slowed. “Larger than a war? You found something in Metis?”


    “You could say so. I found an army.”


    “An army? I’m going to need you to be more specific.”


    “A sizeable army of alien warships gathering. I’m sending a few visuals.”


    “Now is not the time for—” An image of a tentacled ship of obsidian metal with a red glowing core appeared on his whisper. It was followed by one showing an uncountable number of identical such vessels docked in rows along the hull of a massive—there was no scale reference, but he sensed it was massive—carrier ship. A final image pulled out to reveal dozens of such carrier ships.


    He came to an abrupt stop in the middle of the sidewalk, hardly noticing as pedestrians jostled against him then continued on their way. “I sincerely hope you are joking.”


    “Would that I were. I—”


    “Are you seriously telling me an alien civilization is hiding in the Metis Nebula, and we’ve somehow missed this fact until now?”


    “Not exactly. There’s no signs of an actual civilization. You can see a large portal ring behind the ships in the last image—they’re coming through it.”


    “From where?”


    “No idea. Perhaps from some other region of the galaxy, or another galaxy. Perhaps from somewhere else. For obvious reasons it wasn’t feasible to approach close enough to determine much with respect to the portal.”


    He exhaled, long and slow. Things were never simple, were they? His job often required him to adapt quickly to rapidly changing circumstances, but damn. “Do you have any hard data on the ships or their inhabitants? These visuals are powerful, but as you can imagine our superiors are currently rather preoccupied. I could use some additional data to attract their attention.”


    “I do. I’m sending a full report detailing all the findings to your account.”


    “Excellent.” He resumed walking, albeit at a reduced pace. “What kind of numbers are we talking about? Does the last image constitute the entire force?”


    “The larger ships were still emerging through the portal when I left. I didn’t want to risk detection before getting this information out—hmm. The report bounced. It’s being blocked.”


    “Really? We’ve strengthened the defense grid on account of the conflict, but your ship’s authorized so transmissions from it should be allowed.”


    “Well…I’m not on my ship.”


    “Where are you?”


    “On a civilian vessel.”


    “Agent Marano, did you blow up another ship?”


    A notable pause. “Not intentionally.”


    He groaned. The man’s reputation was unmatched in Division; he had a fifteen-year-plus record of successful missions, including several no one should have been able to pull off. But he was proving to be a tad expensive. “Division’s resources are not unlimited. You realize this.”


    “I do, sir. It was unavoidable.”


    “I’m sure it was. You said you were on a civilian ship?”


    “Yes. It is registered under an Alliance designation though.”


    “I imagine there’s quite a story—” He frowned as an unwelcome possibility occurred to him. “You’re not being held under any coercion, are you?”


    “No, it’s nothing like…no, sir.” He thought he detected a trace of amusement in the response.


    “Well civilian or not, chances are it’ll still be blocked. We can’t risk remote electronic attacks so the defenses are casting a wide net.” He paused. While not officially sanctioned, the use of comm scramblers was at times a necessity in their line of work. “You don’t have any method of sending from a different designation?”


    There was a longer pause this time, as if the matter was under discussion. “No, sir. Not at this time. Can you obtain a waiver? I can provide the ship’s serial number designation if necessary.”


    “I can, but I’ll need to certify it Level IV. Is it worth it?”


    There was no hesitation in this response. It is.


    “Okay. Send me the ship ID and I’ll put in the request right away.”


    “Sent. Sir, regarding the war? It seems as though—”


    He drew to a stop once again as the ship ID came in. “Caleb, are you certain you’re not being held under any coercion?”


    “Quite certain. Why do you ask?”


    “Because you’re on a ship belonging to the daughter of a very powerful Alliance Admiral—were you not aware of this?”


    “Ah, that. Yes, I’m aware. It’s a long story, but she’s not acting on behalf of the Alliance military. She’s a civilian.”


    “Is she now. Nevertheless, I’m sure you will utilize any opening which may occur as a result of your current situation, yes?”


    “Absolutely. It’s just…yes, of course.”


    “I’ve filed the request. It shouldn’t take longer than an hour. If this report is as serious as you indicate, I’ll advance it up the chain with all due speed.” He sighed, his shoulders sagging briefly from the placement of yet more existential weight upon them. “Aliens, truly? As if everything hadn’t already gone to clusterfained Hell and back….”


    “I had noticed. Is this war supposed to make any sense? Because from here it simply doesn’t.”


    “Not so far as I can tell, but no one’s asked my opinion on the subject.”


    “We can talk about it further when—do you need me to come in, sir? Provide perspective or an eyewitness account to go with the report?”


    “Normally I would say yes, but your, um, rather unique situation complicates the issue. It’s an opportunity I’d hate for you to lose. I tell you what—hold tight until we have a chance to review your report. This alien threat is likely to fall to the military to handle, in which case they may want you to consult, or you may be able to turn your attention to other matters. I’ll get back to you as soon as I know something.”


    “Understood. I would implore you to treat the contents of the report with the utmost urgency, but I suspect the report will accomplish that for itself.”


    The connection ended, and he paused at the side entrance to HQ. The visuals Marano had sent were horrifying, almost incomprehensibly so. They were otherworldly, as if out of a nightmare….


    A nightmare which now made the real horrors of the actual war waiting for him inside those doors seem almost welcome by comparison.


    *


    “Graham, the eve of war is not the appropriate setting for your brand of humor.”


    Delavasi leaned back in the chair and crossed his arms against his chest. “Chairman, even I wouldn’t attempt such a joke tonight of all nights.”


    Vranas stared at him, skepticism ranking high in his expression. “Aliens.”


    “And not the fluffy bunny kind. It’s best if I just show you.” He sent the report to the screen above Vranas’ desk. “These images came in from one of our SpecOps agents three hours ago, but they’re over a day old. Apparently communications into or out of the Metis Nebula are difficult, as in impossible.”


    The Chairman sank into his chair as most of the color drained from his face. “Those are…what’s the scale?”


    “The dreadnoughts measure approximately 2.4 kilometers in length and 410 meters in width. There are seventy-eight of them in the visuals, but they were apparently still emerging from that ring structure when our agent departed the scene so he could get the report to us. As for the smaller ships, there are easily hundreds of thousands.”


    “And this is in Metis? But there’s nothing in Metis.”


    “Agreed. Clearly the portal originates elsewhere. Where that might be is anyone’s guess.”


    Vranas guzzled his bottle of water and activated a holo. “Field Marshal Gianno. Apologies, but I need your immediate attention.”


    The leader of the Military Council and Commander of the Armed Forces crystalized into view. She stood at a bank of screens bright with data, but turned to face them. “Chairman. Director Delavasi. What can I do for you?”


    “I’m sending you a file. Take a moment to review it then we’ll discuss the matter.”


    Graham stood to pace along the rug in front of Vranas’ desk while they waited. It didn’t take long.


    Unlike Vranas or even Graham himself when Michael had initially shown him the report, Gianno’s expression remained as neutral as when she had answered the holo. The woman gave new meaning to the word ‘unflappable.’


    “Well this represents a complication. I don’t relish fighting a war on two fronts. Am I looking at the most up to date information we have?”


    “You are.”


    “Is the Alliance aware of this development?”


    Graham nodded. “If they aren’t yet, I believe they soon will be.” Vranas’ eyes shot over to him in question; he gave a weak shrug. “It’s complicated.”


    Gianno opened a new screen and scrolled through data too detailed to be read over the holo. “The 2nd GOI Platoon on New Riga can be inside Metis in a day and a half. They’re heavily armed, fast and very covert—and should it be necessary they’re unmatched in a fight. We need updated intel and a location on these ships.”


    The Chairman raised an incredulous eyebrow. “They can stand up against those dreadnoughts?”


    She gave the tiniest little smile. “Well, as much as anyone can. Perhaps more relevantly, they can bug out faster than anyone can. The report states communications aren’t working in Metis?”


    “Correct. I’ve set one of my Tech groups working on it, but it’s not looking like an easy fix.”


    The tiny smile had already faded to a tiny frown. “The lack of real-time intel is going to be problematic. I’ll instruct the team to send back drones with updates for the time being, until we devise a better solution. Chairman, on your order I’ll initiate the operation now.”


    Vranas let out a long, heavy exhale and stared at the foreboding images, then nodded. “Authorized.”


    “Very well. Director, is this Agent Marano available to accompany the team? His experience in Metis and observing the ships firsthand would be valuable.”


    Graham rubbed at his forehead then ran the hand through his hair. “I don’t believe he’s in the region at the moment, but I’ll request he report to New Riga promptly.”


    “Thank you. It will take around twelve hours to ready the mission. If he can’t be there in sixteen, we go without him.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 32: Siyane


    Space: Northeast Quadrant


    Caleb was leaning against the back of the couch when she came upstairs. The expression on his face was as weighty as when they’d discovered the portal and its travelers. She paused at the top of the stairwell. “What is it?”


    “I heard back from Volosk.”


    “And?”


    His eyes closed with a slow exhale that screamed weariness. He looked tired in a way she had never seen. Of course, she probably did, too.


    “Alex, I need to get back home.”


    “Why, so you can join the war effort?” Damn that sounded snippy. She hadn’t meant it. Unless it was true.


    “So I can do my job. Listen, I don’t want this war any more than you do—almost certainly less—but they didn’t ask me.”


    “And the army of invading aliens?”


    “My top priority—my only priority. They want me to join a team heading into Metis for a more extensive investigation. Which is a good thing—it means they’re paying attention to the threat.”


    She flinched and spun away, toward the kitchen. Tea. She needed tea. It kept her mother absurdly calm, no reason it shouldn’t do the same for her, right? Her pulse pounded in her ears, causing his voice to sound distant, all echo-y and muffled. Why did she feel as though she was about to panic?


    “No.” Her voice was so soft she hardly heard it above the pounding.


    Silence lingered for aeons.


    “No…what?”


    “No, you can’t go home right now. We passed New Orient hours ago and are well into Alliance space.” She half-turned to him, leaving herself the option to retreat again. “At this point I can’t afford to turn around. I’m sorry, you’ll have to come with me.”


    He blinked at her. His jaw solidified into a chiseled line. His lips pursed together. He blinked again. She could see his eyes darken, until they were the color of the Pacific under a moonless night sky. “So I’m still your prisoner after all.”


    “There’s no reason to look at it that way….”


    “Not really seeing another way to look at it.”


    “I told you before, I need you with me when we get to Earth.”


    “You need me. Tell me Alex, how exactly do you need me—and don’t even try the ‘two voices are better than one’ line, because that is bullshit.”


    She wished then she were the recipient of an expression of pained patience, as it beat being the recipient of the expression he wore right now by several parsecs. But she had no answer for him. She couldn’t have an answer for him.


    “I guess you’re still my prisoner then.”


    “Well. That’s…outstanding.” The tight muscles along the line of his jaw flexed. Abruptly he pushed off the couch and started down the stairs.


    “Where are you going?”


    “To take a shower. A long one.”


    “But you already—”


    He paused mid-step, but didn’t even glance up at her. “I. Don’t. Care.”


    She watched him disappear down the stairwell. Terrific move, Alex. Top notch.


    She walked slowly to the cockpit, tea forgotten. She sat and toed the chair in aimless circles and tried to puzzle out precisely why she had done it and what she had expected the result to be. But she hadn’t expected any result, because she hadn’t thought. Instead she had panicked and reacted instinctively.


    Which wasn’t like her at all. She felt…detached, untethered. Like the firmament of the world had been yanked out from beneath her, leaving her adrift without an anchor. It was odd, since she usually felt more grounded in space, on her ship, sailing amongst the stars. Now though, her beloved stars had become the enemy. And she was on the verge of turning an ally into another one.


    But when he reappeared upstairs half an hour later, she couldn’t bring herself to retract her declaration. She told herself once he cooled off it would be fine. “Listen—”


    “Don’t.”


    “I only—”


    “And I said don’t.”


    Okay, not quite cooled off just yet.


    He practically stalked over to the data center. “Give me access to the raw data. I’m going to search for anything else to help the team heading in.”


    When she didn’t respond, his gaze rose to find her. Her brow had furrowed in uncertainty at him.


    “Alex, give me access to the raw data.”


    The tone of his voice brokered no argument, permitted no resistance. She found she was standing and walking over.


    She entered a sequence in the holo control panel then reached across and activated the interface in front of him. Their shoulders touched, and she looked up at him; he didn’t look down at her.


    She swallowed and backed away. “You can access whatever you need from there. I’ll be over here working…if you have any questions.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 33: Earth


    Houston


    The ballroom gleamed from a ceiling adorned in thousands of fiber-optic icicles. The orchestra occupied a circular raised dais in the center of the room so their dulcet strains could be heard throughout the space without overpowering any portion of it. The bar and buffet lined the left wall, split in the middle by the cake—an enormous affair which spelled out ‘Happy 50th Anniversary.’ It should provide sufficient pieces for the 640 guests. She had underestimated.


    War may have been declared the day before, but it had not yet hit the radar of this social scene. That much was certain.


    Kennedy entered the room fashionably late, having just arrived on the suborbital from Manhattan where she had picked up her dress, her shoes and her date. The dress was sea foam lace, the shoes translucent strappy heels and the date the CEO of a startup solar-power satellite firm. He also happened to be an old friend from university, and more than happy to entertain her when she came to town…or Earth for that matter. It was a shame she had never managed to fall in love with him, because he genuinely was quite a good time and a good friend on top of it.


    She leaned in close on his arm. “Oh my. I haven’t lived here in twenty years, I don’t recognize any of these people—except the famous ones, obviously. You run in these circles, help me out, Gabe.”


    He chuckled. “Well, to the left is your brother, alongside his dashing husband. And there toward the middle near the orchestra are your mother and father. If I’m not mistaken, they’re talking to the Alliance Attorney General and the District Governor.”


    “They are such ass-kissers. And you’re a smart ass.” She sighed and rolled her shoulders gamely. “I suppose we should go speak to them. But I see Tara Singleton over there eyeing the cake—we’re escaping to her at the soonest available opportunity. Oh, and drinks first.”


    He gestured for her to lead the way. “You know, if you dislike your parents so much, why did you travel over three hundred parsecs to be here?”


    “Because it is expected. Because I deplore making a scene, even by my absence. And because I don’t dislike them—I’m merely bored by them.”


    Her parents were intelligent enough people. Capable and shrewd. In their years together they had served as excellent stewards of the family fortune, growing it by over forty percent while investing handsomely in the economic and environmental improvement of the Texas coast and Louisiana delta.


    But they didn’t do anything. They didn’t make anything. The family fortune existed solely due to the genius and sheer determination of her great-great-grandmother, whose design of a commercially viable Woodward-Mach impulse engine opened the solar system to colonization and development. Sixty years later the sLume drive opened the galaxy to the same and rendered the impulse engine a commodity, but those were a very lucrative sixty years.


    Though her great-great-grandmother had died in a construction accident during the early days of the Jupiter orbital habitats, her devoted husband had ensured her legacy endured. Yet each generation since had been less impressive. Her great-grandfather helped improve the radiation shielding necessary for interstellar travel, while her grandmother and granduncle contented themselves with managing—but not improving—deep core oil drilling in the Gulf. Her uncle was a representative in the Earth Alliance Assembly and served on several environmental committees. Her father…he simply married well.


    “Dad, how are you?” She smiled broadly as she hugged him, careful not to spill a drop of her drink in the process. As she pulled back the smile remained firmly in place. “Mom, you look ravishing, as usual.”


    “Oh, but you put me to shame, Kennedy dear. What a stunning gown, truly. And Mr. Hamilton, isn’t it? I believe I saw you on the cover of Galactic Entrepreneur Weekly recently, yes?”


    He bowed at the waist to kiss her hand, ever the gentleman. “It was an honor to be mentioned.”


    As he rose, Kennedy extended a hand to her parents’ companions in turn. “Governor Samus, it is so good to see you again. We met once, at the party my parents gave for my university graduation—I don’t presume you would remember, of course.”


    “And of course I do.” The woman accepted her hand with refined elegance. As a politician, it presumably was her job to remember everyone she met lest they later prove relevant. “You had a bright future then, and it is my understanding you are not disappointing. Your father and mother both have been bragging on you nonstop.”


    Her smile grew into genuineness. Just when her parents threatened to annoy her beyond reproach, they went and reminded her they loved her. She gave her mother a small, heartfelt nod in appreciation and turned to the distinguished-looking man standing beside them.


    “Forgive me, I spend my time these days slaving over ship schematics on Erisen, far from the center of power….”


    The man tilted his head in respect, then met her gaze. Sharp, piercing eyes which almost matched her dress but sparkled far more intensely met hers. “I would not expect you to know me even were you to frequent the Earth social scene, for I am only a humble public servant. Marcus Aguirre, Ms. Rossi. It is a pleasure.”


    “The pleasure’s mine, I’m sure.” She directed her most diplomatic smile at him, though she found his gaze a tad unnerving. “What brings you to my parents’ little celebration? Given current events, I must say I’m surprised your presence isn’t required in Washington or London.”


    She ignored Gabe’s subtle elbow to her side. She wasn’t insulting the man; she was curious. No, that was a lie. She wasn’t remotely curious, but rather making conversation until she found an opportunity for escape.


    Aguirre’s mouth curled into a dark sneer for the briefest second; it was gone before she could be sure it had even been there, replaced by a grim frown. “Such unfortunate circumstances we find ourselves in. I had hoped we had at last moved beyond the need for war, but alas. When I leave here I will be traveling up to the EAO Orbital to join the Prime Minister in meeting with the governors of the colonies closest to Federation space. It will be a late night, I’m afraid—but I didn’t want to miss the occasion.”


    “How do you know the family? Are you from the area?”


    “Kennedy dear, I’m sure the Attorney General doesn’t—”


    He gestured her mother silent. “In a manner of speaking. My family benefited from your parents’ Gulf rehabilitation initiatives in the second half of the 23rd, enough to pay my way through university until I earned a scholarship. I am showing my appreciation in the smallest possible way.”


    “Well…” she paused to sip on her drink “…I imagine that is a very good story. I would love to hear it—but I must excuse myself for a moment first to speak to my brother. It was a pleasure seeing you again Governor, and meeting you, Mr. Aguirre. Mom, Dad, enjoy your party.”


    She grasped Gabe’s hand firmly in hers and delicately yanked him away. Once they had put a safe distance between them and her parents she leaned in to whisper in his ear. “While I speak to Ian, you get us fresh drinks. And use your powers of persuasion to ensure they’re strong, please.”


    *


    Pandora: Independent Colony


    The Promenade was not the wealthiest district on Pandora, but it was close. The entertainment engaged in here included no less depraved activities than what occurred on The Boulevard; it was merely engaged in via far more refined surroundings by guests in far more refined clothing.


    Gleaming mid-towers rose alongside the walkway, all constructed of a brushed chromium and all lit in in a soft blue-white glow. The walkway appeared suspended twenty meters in the air, but in reality an invisible membrane extended out beyond it, ready to catch anyone who fell off the side due to clumsiness or intoxication. A small sign of the men behind the curtain.


    Noah didn’t feel much more comfortable here than he did on The Boulevard, but his father had at least made sure he knew how to act, and dress, in places such as this. He straightened his blazer and joined the fashionable denizens strolling toward their evening’s entertainment.


    His destination was a club not far into the core of The Promenade. Distraire was a mid-range establishment striving to become something greater. As such, it tended to attract clientele seeking the same thing.


    Mia Requelme fit the bill perfectly: a feisty young entrepreneur striving for more rarified heights. He admitted to being a bit surprised she’d agreed to come to Pandora…but he supposed any ghosts she harbored were by now either dead or long vacated.


    Over a decade ago she had been a street rat here—a hacker and thief working for Eli, a lieutenant in the Triene cartel. Noah had looked out for her when he could, though his resources were pretty meager back then. Then one day she had simply vanished. He’d feared she was dead, especially since most of Eli’s operation got taken out around the same time.


    But two years later she contacted him out of the blue, searching for some specialized items. Come to find out she had gotten away, gotten out from under Eli—somehow—and was running a home tech supply business on Romane. She ran a good deal more than that now.


    He found her at the bar, slender legs crossed beneath a midnight black dress and significantly exposed by the slit which cut up it. A mane of even darker razor-straight hair fell across a toffee-hued shoulder. She sipped on a martini and scanned the crowd for him. Her mouth curled up ever so slightly when she spotted him.


    He slid in beside her and dipped his chin in appreciation. “You are looking most stunning this evening, Mia.”


    Her tongue ran lightly along subtly glossed lips. “What can I say, I clean up well.” Her gaze ran over him appraisingly. “As do you. I must admit, you are cutting quite a striking figure yourself these days.”


    His grin sported a wicked flair as he accepted the drink the bartender placed in front of him with a nod. “I do try. So how is business on Romane?”


    “Profitable. How is business on Pandora?”


    “…entertaining.”


    She laughed, but her eyes were serious; then again, he remembered, they almost always had been. “I guess we’ve both gotten what we wanted.”


    “I guess so.” He slipped the interface, secured in a small case, out of his jacket pocket and into her hand. She’d paid him upfront so there was no need for an exchange of credits. It disappeared into a small black bag made of the same shimmery material as her dress. “Dare I ask what you intend to use this for?”


    “I have an Artificial. I imagine it’s clear what I intend to use it for.”


    “Hmm. Is it registered?”


    She regarded him over the top of her martini in a manner indicating she questioned either his intelligence or his sanity.


    He gave her a mild chuckle. “Right. Silly of me to ask.” His own eyes grew serious—briefly. “Just be careful, okay?”


    She signaled the bartender for another drink. “Noah, darling, I am always careful. I value the life I have now quite highly.” After the bartender departed she shifted to face him. “So, what do we do now?” The glimmer in her eye suggested she had something in mind.


    Though she was only a year or two younger than him, back when she had lived on Pandora he’d thought of her as a little sister; someone to be protected. The times he had seen her in the years since had been friendly but businesslike, and brief. Now, though…she clearly no longer needed protecting, and appeared more than his equal. And my god but she was a stunner.


    He smiled, this time with a wicked flair of another sort, and leaned into the bar and closer to her. “I tell you what. First, I’d like to buy you dinner. Then, perhaps a little dancing. And later, if all goes well, I’ll show you a side of Pandora you never got to see when you were living on the streets.”


    She arched an eyebrow, but her lips curved gracefully upward. “Oh? And where might that be?”


    “My apartment, of course.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 34: Siyane


    Space: North-Central Quadrant


    Caleb lay on the cot and stared up at the ceiling, barely visible in the dim light. He wanted to hit something. Anything. Instead he stared at the ceiling.


    For one, hitting anything—the wall for instance, or one of the tables—would result in a loud noise sure to bring her running. And he did not want to bring her running. It had been late into the evening when, scarcely able to keep her eyes open, she had finally retired downstairs and given him the solitude, the space to think, he desperately craved. For another…well, that was plenty reason enough.


    A portion of his brain busily formulated a plan to get to Seneca. Despite the dramatic nature of the report, he worried his government didn’t truly understand the seriousness of what they were facing. He had discussed the situation with the leader of the investigation team heading to Metis, a Major Fergusson. The guy seemed sharp enough, if a typical special forces type. Still, he needed to be there, else they were liable to get everyone killed. Or worse, with no one reminding them to keep their eye on the ball, get distracted again by the bloody war and lose sight of the real threat.


    He groaned to himself. He was a patriot, as far as it went, but it wasn’t as though he cared for politicians, bureaucrats or military leaders. The war was idiotic, a fool’s errand likely to end in tragedy for far too many involved. Or worse—again—a trap they had all been ensnared in, one certain to leave them easy pickings for the aliens when they showed up to feast on humanity.


    He felt like a traitor, relaxing here on this ship while others ventured out to confront an unimaginable threat. Granted, he was the one who had alerted them to it. But he should be doing more.


    After six days on the ship he was familiar with the functions of the vast majority of the controls and screens. He at most required her very minimal input to fly wherever he desired. He had no doubt he would be able to force her into providing him access to the controls, and without even harming her—assuming she didn’t fight him like a possessed hyena.


    Which she would.


    Thus, in order to take control of the ship and get himself to Seneca or even an independent world, he’d probably need to hurt her.


    And he didn’t think he could do that.


    No matter how angry at her he was right now—which happened to be quite angry—he didn’t wish to cause her harm. He understood she had legitimate reasons for acting as she did. And though she clearly bore personal animosity toward the Senecan government if not its people specifically, he doubted she actively wished them ill. She was doing what she thought was necessary. It simply happened to conflict rather directly with what he thought was necessary.


    He definitely didn’t want to hurt her. But more to the point, he wasn’t at all sure he was even capable of doing so…


    …because he was emotionally compromised. Badly.


    His training, his rules of engagement, his experience and the teachings of his superiors and his mentor all told him he should take control of this vessel and use it to get wherever he needed to go. Only he wasn’t going to do it.


    Another in an already fairly long line of rules discarded in the face of Alex Solovy.


    *


    Two hours later he still lay awake. He pondered the nonsensical, suspicious events leading to this new war and how they might have occurred; he considered his options going forward. But mostly he brooded about the alien ships at their portal and the dark feeling of dread which had taken up permanent residence in his gut since witnessing them.


    He heard her come up the stairs, her steps slow and a bit uneven. She didn’t come over right away; it took a minute before her faint outline appeared on the other side of the privacy screen.


    “Caleb, are you awake?”


    He considered whether to let his muscles tense, to confront her again or to hide behind feigned sleep. But the situation would be no better come morning.


    “No.”


    There was no breath of amusement in response. “I’ll drop you on Romane tomorrow.” Her voice sounded flat and toneless, belying the significance of her words. “It’s the last independent world still somewhat nearby. I’ve shifted our route and input the new destination.”


    “I’ll have to backtrack a bit, but…it’s fine. I’ve been able to put the report in front of some ‘important’ people on Earth, so they can wait another day for me. We should be at Romane by late morning. Of course you can take a hardcopy of the data and the report when you go.”


    He pulled the screen back, leaned against the wall beyond the edge of the cot and attempted to meet her gaze. Her eyes were so sleepy and unfocused it was difficult. Her hair was a tangled mess, tumbling to cover half her face and down over bare shoulders. She wore a white tank and navy shorts; the dark material was wrinkled and hung unevenly above her frankly remarkable legs.


    He wanted very much to hug her. Instead he softened his expression. “Why did you change your mind?”


    She gave him a tired, half-hearted smile. “Turns out I’m not very good at keeping prisoners.” She couldn’t keep up the smile, and it faded away. “I understand why you feel you need to go home—I understand you need to help protect your people. And you don’t owe me anything so….”


    “Only my life.”


    She made a valiant effort at rolling her eyes. “True, but I did try to kill you before I saved you, so it’s likely a wash.” She started toward the stairwell, but not before a sad, almost desperate shadow passed across her expression. “I’ll let you get some sleep. I just…thought you’d like to know.”


    “Alex, why did you really want me to go to Earth with you?”


    The words had spilled forth unbidden…and the answer suddenly seemed the most important words in the universe.


    In her weariness she revealed a series of pained, frustrated emotions in her eyes and the quirking of her lips. Finally her shoulders dropped, as though she had given up. On what, he couldn’t say.


    “Because what we saw terrifies me, and I didn’t want to face what it might mean alone. With you here, it all somehow seems a little less daunting. You…you make me believe maybe we have a chance. Intellectually I know you can’t do any more than I can to stop what’s coming but…but still you make me feel…safe.”


    She squared her shoulders and stood up straight. Proud. Defiant. “But it’s fine. I’m a big girl, and I’ve spent twenty-three years facing challenges alone. I’ve got it covered.” She nodded sharply to emphasize the statement and started down the stairs.


    “I’ll go.”


    She froze, one foot hovering above the second step, and whipped her head over to him. “What?”


    What, indeed. “I’ll go to Earth with you.”


    “Are you serious? We went through all this drama and angst—enough to fill a smeshnoy soap opera vid—and now you’re just—”


    He raised an eyebrow in challenge. “Do you want me to go with you or not?”


    “Well yes, but—”


    “Then quit bitching.” He gave her the smirk he had already figured out drove her nuts.


    She stared at him for a second—and burst out laughing. It was uncontrolled, weary and beautifully genuine.


    When she had minimally composed herself she gestured to the cockpit. “I’m going to go revert our route back real quick….” Halfway there, she paused. The dim light faded to darkness near the cockpit, and her profile was a shadow against blurred stars.


    “Thank you.”


    He merely nodded in response. After a breath he drew the privacy screen closed, lay back on the cot and closed his eyes.


    What was he doing?


    Following her, apparently.


    When he had stood there and watched her, hair all tousled and tangled, gaze sleepy and unfocused, defenses worn away, defeated and near to broken but standing proud nonetheless…he had realized he simply wasn’t ready to let her walk out of his life.


    Okay. Going to Earth, then. To Earth Alliance Strategic Command, in point of fact—


    His eyes flew open.


    He had an idea.


    *


    “Sorry if I disturbed you, sir. I realize it’s very late there—or very early, I suppose.”


    “It’s fine, Agent Marano. None of us are getting much sleep at the moment. Has there been a change in your circumstances?”


    “Of a sort. I’d like to propose a new option.”


    “I’m listening.”


    “First I have a question, and I’d appreciate your honesty when answering. Did our government authorize the assassination of the Alliance Trade Minister?”


    “To my knowledge it did not. As far as I’m concerned everything about the assassination is wrong…but events have moved beyond it now.”


    “Perhaps not. One more question. Does the government desire war with the Alliance?”


    “They do after Palluda. That kind of slaughter can’t go unanswered. But before the attack? No.”


    “This war—I believe it’s a trap, one which will leave us weakened and defenseless when the aliens attack.”


    “What are you implying?”


    “I suspect we didn’t assassinate the Trade Minister and I suspect the Alliance didn’t attack Palluda. I suspect everyone has been tricked into going to war against one another. And I hope to find us a way out of the trap.”


    “Okay, now I really am listening.”


    “Thank you. I want to act as an unofficial, off-the-record envoy to Alliance military leadership. If I can prove to them we didn’t start this war, perhaps we can end it.”


    “Well, that’s a problem, because I don’t have any proof—beyond the word of politicians—we didn’t start the war. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve tried like Hell to find it. But all the evidence points to Chris Candela as the assassin, which makes it damn hard to deny it was our doing with a straight face.”


    “You think he’s not responsible for the hit?”


    “I think I can’t prove he’s not responsible because the Minister’s body became an Alliance state secret approximately two minutes after he ceased breathing.”


    “What if you could?”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 35: Deucali


    Earth Alliance SW Regional Military Headquarters


    The QEC room always made Liam feel as though he was suffocating. It wasn’t so much the size—while hardly what he would consider spacious, it included a desk, a full-sized chair, a long wall for holo projections and plenty of space to maneuver around. But the three layers of six-centimeter thick sound-absorbing nanomaterial together with the active phase cancellation waves reverberating in the gaps between each layer created a hyper-silence in the air which was both unnerving and stifling.


    Still, it was a required accommodation for EASC Board meetings, and these days it may even be necessary.


    A large holo projection filled the back half of the room, creating a near-real representation of the view from his ‘chair,’ were he to be sitting in Vancouver. If he turned his head the holo followed his eyes, in a complete 360-degree circle should he desire to see if anyone stood behind his virtual presence.


    As it had been for the last several meetings, the scene was rather chaotic. Aides bustled about and mini-conferences were underway scattered around the room. In the past it might have made him feel like an outsider, cut off from the real power. Today though, he simply couldn’t get worked up over it; he was in too good a mood.


    After all, he had his war.


    He made an effort to tamp down the smile he realized was growing on his lips as Alamatto called the meeting to order.


    “Good morning. By now I assume everyone has transitioned to wartime protocols and procedures within their organizations. It’s still early yet, but we need to stay in front of developments. General Foster, if you would update us on the Arcadia situation?”


    The Northwestern Regional Commander nodded solemnly. In Liam’s opinion, he should be handing in his resignation and crawling off in shame after allowing such a humiliating defeat to occur on his watch.


    “Yes, sir. The casualties have risen to 763, but I don’t expect them to rise appreciably further. The damage assessment has been completed, and it is not good. We lost all the fighters stationed at the base and two of the four frigates which were groundside—the other two sustained significant but repairable damage. Seventy-two percent of the physical structures are a total loss. Temporary plasma shields have been placed around the headquarters building to enable it to retain some functionality. Most of the electronic systems were underground and are undamaged, thankfully.”


    “What’s the status of the orbital arrays?”


    “Sixty-four percent of the sensors suffered damage and are functioning at reduced capacity. Six of the fourteen plasma weapons—those facing the region the attackers approached from—were destroyed.”


    “It’ll take months to replace those—and hundreds of millions!”


    Liam rolled his eyes in the direction of the EASC Logistics Director. If ever there was a more whiny, pansy little bitch, he hadn’t met them.


    Alamatto acknowledged the Director but kept his attention on Foster. “In the short term, the diminished planetary defenses are our largest concern. It’s my understanding a squadron is inbound from Fionava to provide active patrols in the system for now.”


    “Obviously this initial setback is unfortunate. However, given no declarations of war had been issued at the time, we must not view it as a defeat. But we are at war now, and the important thing is to focus on winning it, as quickly and bloodlessly as possible.”


    Liam leaned forward expectantly. “What’s our first front? We should have already moved by now, in my opinion. The 2nd and 3rd Brigades attached to the Southwestern Command are at full strength and on alert, ready to engage against any target identified.”


    Solovy exhaled in the annoying, holier-than-thou way she had. “General, it would take a week for your ships to reach Senecan space. If you will send a squadron to Fionava to compensate for the one dispatched to Arcadia, that will be sufficient for now.”


    “Well what are we doing, then? Sitting around with our thumbs stuck up our asses?” Dammit, now that his war was here, he needed to be in it. He had lobbied for one of the northern regional commands several times in the last few years, but had been unsuccessful. Maybe with Foster in a weakened position….


    Solovy looked positively smug. “Far from it. While Admiral Rychen’s forces maneuver into position for strikes on Senecan targets—forgive me, General, perhaps you’d like to brief everyone?”


    Alamatto smiled weakly. He seemed nervous and uncertain, even for him, and practically bowed in deference to Solovy. Liam briefly wondered what power plays may be at work in Vancouver.


    “For several years Senecan Intelligence has maintained long-range passive hyperspectral scanners near significant Alliance assets, including Scythia, Messium, Erisen, Fionava, August and New Cornwall. They haven’t succeeded at placing any in range of Earth, but nonetheless, this has been one area in which their technology is superior to ours. We haven’t been able to do anything about the scanners, beyond obscuring signals where we can, for fear of provoking further hostilities. Obviously that is no longer a concern. Within the next two hours they will find every one of their scanners destroyed and their ability to eavesdrop on any strategic discussions or monitor troop movements effectively nulled.”


    Liam sighed. He had to admit it was a smart tactic. A little too sneaky and clever for his taste, but arguably necessary. “And after that?”


    “Here are the plans for the next four days.” A screen superimposed itself over the holo of the conference room. “For obvious reasons, this information will not be transmitted over the exanet, even secure channels, so please study it now.”


    Alamatto gestured to one of the ‘guests,’ EASC Special Projects Director Brigadier Jules Hervé. “Brigadier, thank you for coming. Would you brief us on the status of Project ANNIE?”


    Goddamn Artificial. Mere mortals should not be playing at creating life.


    “Certainly, General. ANNIE was not scheduled to go live for another four months, but given the current circumstances we are working to accelerate the timetable—” the woman glanced around the table to head off premature objections “—while maintaining strict safety protocols.”


    “During our testing, we’ve begun feeding it our existing data on the Senecan military—fortifications, assets, leadership, numbers—as well as historical data, and plan to compare its analyses with our existing tactical forecasts. We expect it to produce a number of refinements and likely valuable new insights. This will allow us to utilize some of its capabilities before formally bringing it online.”


    Rychen spoke up. “And what does ‘bringing it online’ mean, precisely? I assume we’re not handing over the codes to the missiles, but what are we planning to do?”


    Hervé adopted a more confident posture in her chair. She was an attractive woman, with piercing, intelligent blue eyes and rich mahogany hair wound back in a conservative braid. It was a shame she was a warenut.


    “Certainly we will not be handing over the codes to anything bearing lethal capability. Once ANNIE is live it will receive real-time feeds of all military, war-related and surveillance data. It will also monitor news feeds and exanet traffic.


    “To put it simply, it will look for patterns in the chaos. It will see what we cannot. We anticipate it to be able to alert us to impending attacks, secret troop movements and exploitable weaknesses in the enemy. For starters.”


    Rychen nodded. “That does in fact sound useful—and safe. Might we be overdoing the safety precautions a bit?”


    “Well, Admiral, the thing about synthetic neural nets is they display a habit of developing a mind of their own, so to speak. It’s best to keep them securely inside a high fence, because even if the core programming is perfect—which is a very big ‘if’—synthetics have been known to rewrite their internal code on occasion.”


    Alamatto gave her an appreciative smile. “Thank you, Brigadier. It goes without saying we need ANNIE’s capabilities as soon as feasible, but of course we can’t sacrifice safety and security.”


    Once Hervé had excused herself from the room, Alamatto turned to Solovy. “Admiral, when is your daughter projected to arrive?”


    “She should be planet-side midday tomorrow.”


    What?


    “Good. We’ll tentatively schedule an audience for day after tomorrow, say 1500. Needless to say, if her claims prove to be accurate they are a significant concern we must take into account.”


    “General, my daughter is many things, but fanciful is not one of them. I expect they will be exceedingly accurate. Unfortunately.”


    Alamatto appeared to wilt into his chair. “Aliens, on top of everything else…but let’s not rush to any conclusions for now.”


    Liam pushed aside the strategic plans screen he had been reviewing with half an eye—but before he could interrupt, the Logistics Director had.


    “Excuse me, did you say ‘aliens’? Is there something we haven’t been informed of?”


    Alamatto hurriedly straightened up; the expression on his face made it clear he hadn’t intended to let that slip out. “Our scientists are still examining the initial data, and I don’t want to send it to the larger group until they’ve evaluated it. It’s not an immediate concern.”


    Liam jumped in this time. “Perhaps we would be a better judge of how immediate a concern it is.”


    “You will be fully informed before we make any decisions on the matter. We’ll discuss it when the data is ready, and not before.”


    He scoffed but settled back in his chair. Aliens? Two hundred years of extra-solar exploration, and no extraterrestrial life with intelligence greater than that of a canine had been discovered. No ruins, no artifacts, no trace of sentient life. If ‘evidence’ of aliens had suddenly materialized now, it had to be an attempt at distraction on the part of the Senecans. The timing was too fishy for anything else.


    And who the Hell was Solovy’s daughter, anyway?

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 36: Siyane


    Space: Central Quadrant


    “Ebanatyi pidaraz, u etogo pridurka poehala krisha!”


    Caleb heard the outburst from the lower deck and hastily finished dressing after his shower.


    The morning had been a little awkward for them both as they tried to figure out what these new circumstances, this new phase of their…relationship, he supposed, meant for them. That and he struggled with what and how much to reveal regarding his new mission.


    He was relieved to have devised a way to get in the game, to be able to act to avert disaster. Volosk was on board with the plan, which essentially involved him walking into enemy territory, straight into their seat of military power—and asking for their help. It was risky, daring, highly likely to fail and reasonably likely to get him arrested or shot.


    But he didn’t make a habit of failing. Or getting shot. Getting arrested had occurred a few times, and once or twice it hadn’t even been on purpose.


    The plan stood a better chance of succeeding with her help; in truth he had no reason to keep it from her. Yet he was no longer merely the prisoner-turned-stowaway-turned-traveling companion, but again the intelligence agent. This was his job, and in his job secrecy and subterfuge were the order of the day.


    Reveal only what you must; lie if you can.


    Still, the current situation constituted an exception, right?


    The argument continued unabated in his head as he went upstairs and found her pacing in considerable agitation between the data center and the couch. “What’s wrong?”


    “This. This is what’s wrong.” He didn’t think an aural was capable of displaying anger in its generation—but if it could, this one would’ve done so. He crossed the deck to her side to read the message she had projected.


    Ms. Solovy,


    Thank you for your report on possible anomalous activity in the Metis Nebula. As you are no doubt aware, all reports must be submitted via physical data disk in order to be officially accepted. Once we receive a physical copy from you, the Astronomical and Space Science Department will review the scientific findings and contact you should we need further information.


    However, as a courtesy to the EASC Director of Operations, I have briefly looked over the report. While startling and rather disturbing, according to Earth Alliance Assembly Regulation AAS 41767.239.0655k, any claims of alien discovery must be validated by an official envoy of the Earth Alliance government using approved protocols.


    After receipt of a physical copy of the report and analysis of its claims, if the Astronomical and Space Science Department finds them worthy of investigation, we will request authorization to assemble a survey team and deploy it to the Metis Nebula. Given the severity of the claims, we look forward to receiving the materials in a timely manner.


    Regards,


    Dr. Aaron LaRose


    Director, Astronomical and Space Science Department


    Science Advisor to the Office of the Prime Minister


    “Well—”


    “This is why I hate politicians. This is why I hate bureaucrats. This is why I refuse to have anything to do with the government or the military or anything which remotely looks like it might be connected to the government. Stupid, bloated, overwrought bureaucracy has lost the capacity for even rudimentary independent thought. Ugh!” With a visceral groan she threw herself onto the couch and dropped her head into her hands.


    It took him a minute to get past his own stunned reaction and circle around to sit beside her. “Perhaps he didn’t actually review the report—I have to believe if he did his reaction would be a bit more alarmed.”


    “Oh, I’d believe he reviewed it.” Her voice was muffled against her hands. “But he’s a government lackey. What else is he expected to do? He has a checklist full of procedures and every fucking thing which crosses his fucking desk must be corralled through that fucking checklist. It’s the only thing which exists in his world—without it there would be chaos! And he’s probably got a fucking checklist for that, too….”


    She groaned into her hands. “I swear, I should just let them all die.”


    “Hey….” He reached over and gently pulled the closest hand away from her face, then lifted her chin so she was forced to look at him. “Possibly. But you won’t, because you’re a better person than they are.”


    “I’m really not. I can count on one hand the number of people in the universe I truly like or even particularly care about…well, maybe plus the other pinky if I have to add you.”


    “Do you?” It came out far more serious in tenor than he had intended.


    She shifted her attention away, but her mouth curved up in what closely resembled a smile. “I suppose.” He suspected it might have come out far more affectionate in tenor than she had intended.


    Then she sighed, and the moment passed. “I can already see how it will all play out. I’ll yell and scream and make an ass out of myself, and the bureaucrats will frown and hem and haw and suggest calm and caution, and I’ll end up flipping off the EASC Chairman or the Defense Minister or, hell, the Prime Minister himself. And getting kicked out of the building isn’t going to help the situation, but it’ll hardly matter at that point….”


    Abruptly her hands fell to her lap; she nodded sharply. “Okay. Pity-party over.” She leapt up and strode over to the data center.


    “I am responding to let Dr. LaRose know he will have his precious hardcopy by tomorrow evening. I am checking to make sure my mother is arranging me an audience with the EASC Board, because if anything is a matter for the military, this damn sure is.”


    She worried at her lower lip. “And I think I need to make the visuals of the scary tentacle ships bigger.”


    *


    She eyed him over her fork piled high with pasta. He had managed to pull her away from the data long enough to sit down and eat something for dinner, though not until after he had whipped up the angel hair pasta with Campari tomatoes and spinach and the tempting aroma filled the cabin.


    “What.”


    He chuckled, a little chagrined at having been caught. Her ability to read him was approaching uncanny levels. “You do realize you’re bringing an enemy spy into Alliance military headquarters, right?”


    She rolled her eyes in mild amusement. “You won’t be recognized, will you?”


    “I highly doubt it. No more than two dozen people in the galaxy are aware of what I do for a living—and I’m fairly certain none of them are on Earth. My official record shows me as an assembly manager for Terrestrial Avionics, as you discovered, but even it’s a very old image.”


    “You’ve got fake identities, right? Can you use one of them? Samuel maybe?”


    “Samuel isn’t one, but yeah, absolutely. I can—”


    “It isn’t? Why did you use it with me, then?”


    “It’s just somebody I knew and was the first name to pop in my head.”


    “Hmm.” She frowned. “Can we say you’re a scout for a corp and we bumped into each other while investigating the Nebula?”


    “I happen to have a ready-made identity for such an occasion. I can be Cameron Roark, minerals scout for Advent Materials out of Romane.”


    “How many fake identities do you have?”


    “More than two, fewer than ten….” At her widening eyes he shrugged. “What? I’m a versatile chameleon.”


    Her expression darkened as she busied herself twirling more pasta around her fork. When she spoke, her voice had lowered noticeably in tenor and volume. “So we’re once again back to the fact that I wouldn’t know if you were lying to me.”


    He exhaled through pursed lips. “Normally I’d say no, you wouldn’t…but you appear to have my number, don’t you?”


    She regarded him with such intensity he felt stripped, bare. “Do I?”


    Still, he struggled past the instinct to mask himself behind a façade and forced himself to meet her gaze honestly. “A minute ago, I wasn’t entirely truthful as to where the name ‘Samuel’ came from—and you knew it, didn’t you?” Her mouth merely twitched in response, which was response enough.


    “The truth is he wasn’t just somebody I knew. He was the person who recruited me into SpecOps. He was my mentor and my friend for seventeen years, and he was murdered four months ago by anti-synthetic terrorists. The funny thing is, he wasn’t even especially pro-synthetic. He was simply doing his job. I didn’t mention it because…well, because I’m not ready to talk about it.”


    “I’m sorry, Caleb.”


    “So am I…but that’s a tale for another day. Alex, I’m not lying to you—about anything. And if I try you catch me, so I may as well not try. But I can’t prove it, I can only say it. And you can take it for…whatever you think it’s worth.”


    It seemed as if her eyes were searching his very soul for traces of deception, and he wondered why he had ever thought he could lie to her. He straightened up in the chair. “Which is why we need to discuss something.”


    Her gaze didn’t budge or falter. “Okay.”


    “You’re right, I do need a false identity to get inside EASC, because there’s no way they’re going to let a Senecan intelligence agent walk in the front door. But I have an idea, one which stands a chance of bringing an early end to this war and uniting us against the alien threat. And I’d like your help.”


    *


    “Good news. Richard’s available to meet us tomorrow as well.”


    He stowed the last of the dishes and raised an eyebrow at her over his shoulder. She had responded enthusiastically to the plan, jumping at the prospect of being able to diffuse the ‘stupid khrenovuyu war.’ She had proceeded to strategize and improve upon the plan and now had increased its odds of success considerably by bringing to the table someone who might actually possess the information he needed.


    She continued to surprise him in the most unexpected ways, and he had been an idiot to think he should—or even could—do it without her.


    “So, Naval Intelligence Liaison to Strategic Command, huh? Sure he won’t shoot me on sight?”


    “It’ll be fine. He’s a teddy bear.”


    “Alex, no one in intelligence is a teddy bear.” The man was a necessary and arguably welcome player—but he would be an adversary, at least to start.


    “Well he is.” She turned to him when he joined her at the data center. “Listen. I’ve known him my entire life, and he is one of the few genuinely good people I’ve ever met.”


    “Okay. My life is in your hands, but okay.”


    “Whatever. Besides, he’ll have no reason to doubt you because you’ll be with me. I’ll be talking about alien superdreadnoughts, and you’ll simply be….”


    “Alex’s boy-toy?”


    She laughed. “Um….”


    “How many times have you visited Strategic Command wearing a random man on your arm?”


    Her brow furrowed in a farce of deep thought. “Almost nev…once, maybe twice…three times at most. Definitely.”


    His jaw dropped open in mock indignation. “Then I shall be Alex’s boy-toy. Now that I will enjoy.”


    She grinned playfully at him, and he found himself yet again drawn into her eyes. They reflected the light from the visuals above the table, transforming her irises to an incredible luminous platinum. Mirth danced in them like fireworks against a star-soaked sky.


    Seconds passed before she tore her gaze away and focused back on the data. After a moment she flipped the position of two of the images, frowned, and flipped them again.


    “The second way was better.”


    She didn’t question his opinion and immediately flipped them back while chewing on her lower lip. “It’s not as though the fate of the galaxy rests on the order of a couple of visuals. I only hope it’s enough. Maybe when decorated by some high theatrics on my part….”


    He grasped her shoulder and shifted her to face him. “I have no doubt you’ll make them listen. You have a way of refusing to accept any alternative to getting what you want, and everyone else will find they’ve no choice but to fall in line.”


    A corner of his mouth curled up. “I mean, you got me here.”


    Her voice dropped to a murmur. “I did, didn’t I?”


    They were already standing so close. His hand, still resting on her shoulder, drifted up and slowly, carefully tucked her hair behind her ear…then lingered along the curve of her jaw. She didn’t pull away, and the ticking by of endless seconds faded to insignificance.


    The pad of his thumb drew softly over the hollow beneath her extraordinary cheekbone. With a breath she began turning into his hand, as if to place a kiss on his wrist—


    —when a chime pealed through the cabin.


    Her eyes were a little wide as she stepped back, but he couldn’t be certain if he heard regret or relief in her voice. “And that would be the Gould Belt monitoring system…with the tightened security I’m guessing I need to check in.”


    He somehow managed to wait until she moved toward the cockpit before dragging a hand roughly over his mouth to stifle a groan, followed by a curse or two. He sucked a deep breath into his oddly constricted chest. Jesus.


    She spent several minutes in the cockpit. He leaned against the wall, ankles and arms crossed loosely in a stellar imitation of casual relaxation, and waited.


    When she finally returned to the table she was grimacing a bit and managed to avoid his gaze while not looking like she was avoiding it. “Security’s even tighter than I expected—we’ll need to check in half a dozen times before we get to Earth, but I set up the next few to be automated so I can get some sleep. Which….”


    She glanced at the Metis report a final time, then shut it and the other data on the table down. “I should do. Busy day tomorrow, so I’m going to call it a night.”


    He didn’t bother to hide anything in his eyes or his expression. His voice was soft but its tone unmistakable. “Are you sure?”


    She huffed a breath that came out a ragged laugh and at last met his gaze, irises swirling liquid silver filled with unknowable thoughts. She almost smiled.


    “Not in the slightest…” a retreat toward the stairwell “…which is why I really should.”


    He bit his lower lip, blinked and forced a smile. “Understood. Good night, Alex.”


    Her eyes closed for a moment. She nodded, seemingly to herself, and started down the stairs. “Good night, Caleb.”


    *


    Alex lay on the bed, still dressed, the bed still made, and stared at the ceiling.


    What was she doing?


    She ached to leap off the bed, vault up the stairs and claim the kiss stolen from her by the alarm. And whatever followed.


    She wouldn’t have stopped him; she had been moving into him, welcoming the embrace and its consequences.


    She had no particular problem with casual sex. Though she’d never give Ken a run for her money, she had engaged in it from time to time. And given all the stress and tumult of the last week, god knows she could use some about now….


    So why not follow through now? Why not leap off the bed, vault up the stairs and give in to the undeniable attraction and sexual tension which had been building for days—hell, since about five seconds after they met?


    Because she was afraid.


    It wasn’t easy for someone like her, to admit even to herself she was afraid. Unless it was of an army of massive alien ships—and that hadn’t been easy to admit.


    But she was afraid.


    She was afraid it wouldn’t be casual at all. She was afraid if she fell into the ocean of those devastating blue eyes, she might drown. His easygoing demeanor belied an intensity simmering just beneath the surface, one constantly threatening to overwhelm her even from afar.


    She was afraid if she allowed him in, if she opened up, if she shed the multiple layers of emotional armor in which she wrapped herself, she risked losing the very control over herself and her life she so treasured. Control she had cultivated for years, decades.


    And when he inevitably left, she was afraid she would have lost her way.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 37: Metis Nebula


    Inner Bands


    Major Donel Fergusson stood at the wide viewport of the SFS Aegea and gazed out at nothing.


    It wasn’t actually nothing, of course. It was nebular gas and dust and particles. It glowed the color of lemonade with dashes of periwinkle.


    It was a tactical nightmare. There were no distinguishing features, no points of reference and no shadowy recesses in which to hide.


    In addition to the Aegea, the 2nd GOI Platoon consisted of four electronic warfare and two reconnaissance vessels. All the ships were well-equipped both offensively and defensively, but the majority of the firepower was concentrated in the Aegea. It also sported a suite of VI-driven probes and wideband passive sensors.


    And though every ship possessed the finest in multilayer dampeners, the Aegea provided further protection in the form of an adaptive field. Dynamically generated and powered by a dedicated LEN reactor, it extended out in a five kilometer radius from the hull and blended all emissions within it into the surrounding cosmic radiation. ‘The Bubble,’ as the team referred to it, encompassed the entirety of the Platoon during normal impulse travel. In the absence of shadowy recesses in which to hide, it would have to suffice.


    “Rather beautiful, wouldn’t you say?”


    He glanced over at Lieutenant Udine, who had joined him at the viewport. “Just looks like gas and dust to me.”


    The young man laughed. “My mother’s a cosmologist. She’d faint on the spot if she heard you say that. I guess a bit of her perspective wore off on me.”


    “I didn’t know we let dreamers into the special forces these days.”


    “Only on the sly.”


    “Well, I won’t spill your secret, but you might want to keep it to yourself. Some of these soldiers may be inclined to break your spine if they catch you waxing poetic.”


    “I welcome them to try, sir.”


    “Ha! Good to hear.” His gaze drifted around the bridge. The Aegea was thinly staffed, and everyone on board doubled as a commando, sniper, EMT or half a dozen other roles along with running the frigate. “Scans?”


    “Expected EM signatures continue steady from the core region of the Nebula, sir. No deviations and no additional readings.”


    He activated the platoon-wide comm. “Re-engage sLume drives on my mark, destination 0.4 AU out from the portal, heading 22.4° NE. This will be our final superluminal traversal before reaching the target zone. Ready state on arrival. Two…one…mark.”


    The gas clouds blurred and faded, though it hardly looked any different to him. As they had already been deep in the Metis interior, the journey took minutes.


    The ‘scenery’ which snapped back into focus shone considerably brighter than before and had organized itself into pillars of thick, nearly solid cloud formations.


    “Status report.”


    “EM signatures match those provided, sir. TLF signal originating N 297.41° W, distance 0.39 AU. No anomalies detected.”


    “Recon 1, Recon 2: fan and approach TLF origin, full stealth. Slow and easy, boys.”


    Acknowledged.


    He waited. Civilians imagined special forces missions were all gunfire and explosions—but whether in an urban incursion or deep space, eighty percent of any mission involved waiting.


    Somewhere beyond the towering golden clouds sat an army of alien vessels. Once located, the team would take measurements and visuals from maximum safe distance. They would send a drone back out of the nebula to report contact. Then they would remain here, hidden in The Bubble, ready to track the alien force if or when it departed.


    Unless the aliens were already gone, a far worse scenario. If they had departed the portal they could now be, quite literally, anywhere—in which case in order to track them, the team would first have to find them. Hopefully before the aliens massacred a world or did whatever it was they were planning to do.


    He fully understood the size and scope of the enemy force which awaited. The power of the force he couldn’t say, as the type or size of their weaponry remained unknown. But one thing he had learned over the years was every adversary had a weakness. Fortified ships were slow and unwieldy; small ones were fragile. Bombs could be disarmed, EM attacks shielded. In this case, enormous ships simply made for enormous targets—not that he intended on shooting at them. Not this mission anyway.


    “Recon 1, Recon 2, report. See anything yet?”


    He was met by silence. Sometimes their shielding was a little too good. “Comms, can you establish a connection with either of the recon units or their pilots?”


    “Negative, Major. Recon units are not responding, nor are they showing up on scans.”


    Well, they wouldn’t. “Keep trying. All ships, prepare to advance at 0.5 impulse. Stay inside The Bubble. I repeat, stay inside The Bubble.”


    Acknowledged.


    The Aegea and its complement of electronic warfare ships flew silently into the pillar of nebular clouds. The viewport revealed only a bright yellow haze, thick as the fog rolling through Cove Bay when he was a child visiting his grandparents on the Scottish coast. He hadn’t been to Earth since the First Crux War. If galactic events continued on their current path, he may never see Cove Bay again…which seemed a shame.


    A bank of screens filled with broad-spectrum sensor readings created the illusion of sight as they advanced. The screens displayed the positions of the other ships (minus the Recon units), the locations of the pulsar, its companion white dwarf and the location of the portal, as well as a plethora of scientific data beyond his expertise.


    “Major, we should clear the densest clouds in another thirty seconds or so.”


    “All ships, slow to 0.2 impulse. Again, stay inside The Bubble.”


    Acknowl—


    “Sir, I’m picking up a—”


    The last thought Major Fergusson had as the blazing white pulse incinerated the Aegea and the rest of the 2nd GOI Platoon was that the viewport’s spectrum filters really needed to be upgraded, because this was just too damn bright.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 38: Siyane


    Space: Sol System


    Alex spun the cockpit chair around when she heard him come up the stairs. He wore a smile; she returned it in full. If he had taken her retreat the night before as a snub, he wasn’t showing it. They had quickly fallen back into a comfortable, easy, mildly flirtatious routine this morning. She was glad for it.


    It wasn’t the only reason she felt rather relaxed, all things considered. While normally she retained at most a vague, mild attachment to Earth as ‘home,’ in the current circumstances she had been relieved to enter the Sol System. Yes, it was home, but it was also the best defended stellar system in existence. If Earth’s defenses weren’t enough to keep it safe, nowhere would be safe.


    “Final clearance granted. Looks like your alter ego ID held up. Ready to see the homeland?”


    “I’ve seen Earth, Alex.”


    “In vids.”


    “In full-sensory overlay.”


    “Still not the same.” She shrugged teasingly. “You’ll see.”


    When they exited the Northeast 1 Pacific Corridor they were above the Gulf of Alaska. She veered south-southeast and slowed the angle of descent to run slightly off the coast.


    The waters began a deep cerulean, but shifted to a paler cyan as they approached land. It being late fall, the massive glaciers had already begun descending from the mountain peaks toward the shore. Two icebergs were mid-calving from a glacier and the water was sprinkled with free-floating chunks of ice.


    She watched him out of the corner of her eye as discreetly as she could manage. He had doubtless seen many worlds and more than a few wonders. He wouldn’t be easy to impress…but it didn’t hurt to try.


    His gaze was riveted out the viewport, but his expression in profile appeared scrupulously neutral except for the faintest hint of a smile tugging at his lips—


    —he sucked in a gasp, and the formerly neutral expression lit up in delight. She followed where his gaze led. A school of five orcas had broken the surface in dramatic fashion as they pushed through the ice slush and into the open waters. They danced and dove—then the largest one leapt out of the water, spinning through the air to land on its dorsal fin and send a cascade of frothing water over its companions.


    She gave up watching him discreetly and grinned. “They were once nearly extinct. It took a lot of work to bring them back into the wild.” She paused, simply enjoying his delight for a moment. “Seneca doesn’t have oceanic wildlife?”


    He shook his head. “What we call oceans are…well, not like this. Only about forty percent of Seneca is covered in water. It’s a young planet, rich in metals due to the active stellar cluster, but indigenous species are limited and tend to be small. This is amazing.”


    Her attention drifted to the view once more. “I’ve always thought so.”


    The terrain soon gave way to tundra followed by the coastal forests of the numerous islands dotting the coastline. In minutes the northern edge of Vancouver Island came into sight; beyond it the midday sun reflected brilliantly off the first of the skyscrapers which stretched from North Vancouver to Portland. It was a beautiful fall day in the Pacific Northwest.


    She swung to the east, dropped into an airlane and headed down the Straight toward the spaceport. He leaned against the half-wall and draped his arms across his chest. “Nice city you’ve got here.”


    “This?” She scoffed with feigned nonchalance. “This is nothing. The Northeastern Seaboard Metropolis stretches for over 1,000 kilometers along the east coast. But it is the largest metropolitan area in settled space, so it would.”


    “Uh-huh. You done showing off now?”


    “You’ll just have to stick around and find out.” Oops, that might have come out a little differently than she had intended….


    His voice became both softer and deeper in tenor. “Okay.” Yep, sure did.


    She chose to ignore it while slowing and banking toward the rooftop docking platform.


    EACV-7A492X to ORSC: Arrival sequence initiation requested Bay L-19


    ORSC to EACV-7A492X: Arrival sequence initiated Bay L-19


    ORSC to EACV-7A492X: Arrival clearance window 14 seconds Docking Lane 27


    She eased in and lowered the ship to the roof. The clamps grasped the ship with a gentle clang.


    The process was all automated for the next few moments as the lift descended to the L level and rotated to her private hangar bay. The force field shimmered as they passed through it, re-solidifying once they were on the other side. A small jolt and the clamps locked into place in the hangar floor.


    She shut off the engine and toed around to face him. “Shall we—” A blinking red light flashed in the corner of her eVi; she frowned but accepted the livecomm.


    “Alexis, dear, I’m afraid the Defense Minister has arrived and requested a personal briefing. We’ll need to push your meeting until 1430.”


    “Oh, for fucks sake, Mom.”


    “Now, I—”


    “Was there something about ‘urgent’ and ‘vital importance’ and ‘grave threat’ and ‘alien yebanyy superdreadnoughts’ that you didn’t understand?”


    “Of course not. But I have many responsibilities which impact the safety and security of the entire Alliance, and we are at war, and some—”


    “You mean you have a Very Important Job? I hadn’t noticed.”


    “There’s no reason for you to take such a tone with me. I can’t exactly keep the Defense Minister waiting.”


    “I’d keep the Defense Minister waiting, if it was important enough. Probably even if it wasn’t.”


    “Alexis.”


    “Fine. 1430. Don’t postpone it any further.” She cut the link and pursed her lips, grimacing at the effort of not punching the wall or spewing forth a tirade of expletives. She realized Caleb was looking her expectantly, an eyebrow raised in question. Unsurprisingly, as he would have only heard one side of the conversation.


    She glared at him, though not at him. “There’s been a small delay. Let’s get some lunch.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 39: New Babel


    Independent Colony


    “Yes, I understand we need a larger production facility. But these things take time to build. Besides, I’m not happy with the chosen location. I don’t enjoy the thought of flying halfway across the planet should I decide to pay a visit.”


    Olivia regarded the holos above her desk. “It will be cheaper and faster to simply seize an existing facility for ourselves.”


    The man in the left holo frowned. “It would mean bloodshed to do so….”


    “Obviously it would mean bloodshed—inevitably everything always means bloodshed, it’s merely a question of timing. If this war generates the level of chaos I expect it to, we need to position ourselves quickly. Hence, bloodshed now rather than bloodshed later.”


    Her nod foreclosed any further discussion. “It’s decided. John, I need a list of the top four candidates in two hours. I’ll arrange a team and the post-op additional security. That’s all for now.”


    Not waiting for their sign off, she gestured away the holos, stood and stretched. She needed—


    Her eVi indicated a priority incoming message. It was encrypted and coded, but Marcus wanted to speak, now if possible.


    She scowled at nothing in particular. She didn’t care to create an impression with him that she was at his beck and call, lest it set a dangerous precedent. On the other hand, events were moving rapidly and significant wealth was at stake. With a roll of her eyes she went over to the QEC room.


    She had met Marcus almost fifty years earlier—though that hadn’t been his name at the time—when she ran Zelones operations in South America. He had risen to the top of an upstart gang on the streets of Rio, one which had begun to impinge upon clearly demarcated Zelones interests. After a series of escalating threats did nothing to stop the encroachments, she had sent a squad of her best enforcers to wipe them out.


    Marcus and his lieutenants killed the entire squad. He sent her a message to let her know of this—despite the fact he shouldn’t possess her contact information. He then proceeded to come to her headquarters, kill, incapacitate or evade the entire building’s security detail and her personal guards, and stroll into her office.


    For one of the few times in her life, she had been genuinely surprised when he walked in. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen years old, scrawny and gangly in secondhand threads. But the sharp, dynamic sea-green irises regarding her shone bright with intelligence, cunning and most of all confidence.


    Her personal weaponry had not been so advanced then as it was now, but she pointed a quite lethal customized Daemon at him while she calmly inquired what she could do for him.


    



    “I want out.”


    “Done. You’ve proven your point. Walk out the door, and no one will stop you. Keep walking, and no one will come after you. You have my word.”


    “You misunderstand, Ms. Montegreu. I want a new life—a new identity and a new background, one which is gold-plated and foolproof. I want fifty thousand credits and a ticket to Miami and your vow you will never speak a word of this conversation to another soul.”


    She arched an eyebrow and rested against the front of her desk, though the gun remained in her hand. “And why ever should I agree to do such favors for you?”


    A smile crept across his face, more chilling than any she had seen on the cruelest, most malicious killers. A shiver ran down her spine…but at least now she knew what she was negotiating with.


    “Because then I will be in your debt. And at some time in the future, I expect that will be worth a great deal.”


    



    She had conceded to the transaction, arranged everything he had asked for and not seen a trace of him for more than thirty years. Then one day his face showed up on the news feed. It seemed he was being named the youngest ever Deputy Minister of the Justice Department for the North American Region.


    She wouldn’t have recognized him, so transformed was his appearance, but for the memorable sea-green eyes—and the name she had given him.


    It was another fifteen years before he reached out to her and, in due course, offered her the opportunity to collect on an old debt.


    *


    He was turning around as he shimmered into existence on the QEC holo, a charming smile well in place when he faced her. “Olivia. My apologies for the short notice. Are the materials on their way to Earth yet?”


    She likely looked far less charming, and didn’t especially care. “Are you trying to micromanage my end of the operation, Marcus?”


    “Not at all, Olivia dear. I do have a good reason for asking.”


    “I certainly hope so. The answer is no. The ‘materials’ aren’t exactly the kind of items you leave sitting around on Earth for too long.”


    “Good. An opportunity has presented itself—to kill two birds with one stone, as the old saying goes.”


    “An opportunity?”


    “A fortuitous coincidence. I need you to route at least a portion of the materials through a specific individual if possible. Ideally, have him be the one to deliver them to the necessary party on Earth. He’s a smuggler and tech dealer on Pandora.”


    She glanced at the information he sent. “He doesn’t work for me, not even indirectly. It’ll take some doing. This is last minute, Marcus, and I don’t care for surprises. Again I ask—are you trying to micromanage my end of the operation?”


    “Again, no. This is a unique opportunity which has only just arisen.”


    “Fine. Dare I venture to ask why?”


    “The details aren’t important from your perspective and would require far too long to explain—but it will help ensure the blame is placed appropriately and the war continues unabated. That is what you want, Olivia, is it not?”


    Of course it was what she wanted. The greatest threat to her business was and had always been order. Crime flourished in the friction generated by conflict, and the First Crux War had carved a landscape rife with fractures. While the Alliance and Senecan governments jockeyed for leverage, independent worlds were able to grow and thrive in the spaces in between, like weeds in sidewalk cracks.


    Prior to a week ago, relations between Earth and Seneca had been steadily thawing. Left unaltered, mere inertia would eventually lead to true peace. The independent worlds would be ‘persuaded’ to return under the umbrella of a benevolent government. The spaces in between would vanish.


    It would take decades, perhaps even half a century. But she would live for another hundred fifty years; decades mattered quite a lot to her. So yes, she wanted to alter the field of play.


    She gave him a miniscule nod. “Very well. I’ll see what I can make happen, but time is short. No promises.”


    “I understand. Do what you can.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 40: Earth


    Vancouver: EASC Headquarters


    Earth Alliance Strategic Command was not nearly so pompous and decadent as Senecan propaganda painted it. Oh, it was certainly shiny and polished and self-important, yet there were no spotlights sweeping across the sky or garish colors decorating the walls or waterfalls spilling champagne. At its core it remained a military installation. The walls and floors gleamed brighter and the artwork appeared showier than what was found in Senecan government facilities; he imagined the cafeteria and break rooms stocked posher amenities as well. Still, the difference was one of degrees…and not so many degrees at that.


    It wasn’t as though Caleb was shocked or even particularly surprised. No childhood illusions were being shattered as they paused at the security scanner and Alex authorized for him—which he did have to stifle a chuckle at.


    Technically speaking, she had just committed high treason against the Earth Alliance government. But she didn’t view the world in such a way. To her, there were good people and bad people, and most of the rest weren’t worth classifying. He had—he hoped—qualified for the ‘good people’ side of the equation, and that was the end of it. Government intrigue and games of espionage simply didn’t impress her, something he found both amazing and delightful.


    And while his training, rules of engagement, experience and the teachings of his superiors and his mentor all told him he should take full advantage of this opportunity and record, image and hack every item he could find or see…he didn’t intend on abusing her trust. He remained observant, but observation would be the extent of his espionage. Besides, he had a mission.


    “Capt—Ms—Solovy. Ma’am. The Admiral is expecting you. I’ll inform Colonel Navick you’ve arrived.”


    “Thank you, Lieutenant.”


    Alex moved away from the reception desk to roll her eyes at him then grasp his hand and pull him toward a fish tank along one wall of the lobby. He instinctively sucked in a breath at the sensation of her hand in his. They had still only touched skin-to-skin a few times, the last one being the intimate moment the night before. Her palm was cooler than his, but not cold. It felt natural and confident—much like her, here.


    She believed she didn’t belong in this environment, saw herself as an outsider. Yet she strode through the halls as though she owned the place, and so unaffectedly so that he had no doubt she didn’t know it. It merely reflected her inherent self-assurance and sense of worth, which oozed out of her every pore. It was impressive to witness.


    “Richard….” Her hand left his, and he immediately felt the sting of its absence. He turned to see her embrace a man in BDUs save for an officer insignia on his shoulder. The embrace was warm and friendly to a degree he’d never seen her be. Until now he hadn’t realized she was to some extent still always on edge around him. Seeing her this relaxed and at ease jarred him.


    The man appeared in perhaps his sixties and was handsome in an average, unassuming way. He did have kind eyes.


    “This is Cameron Roark, a professional colleague. He works for Advent Materials.” The lie rolled off her tongue with impressive ease, but her eyes twinkled as she gazed at him. And like that he was back on the inside. It made him far happier than it should.


    The plan, as finalized by them on the way over, was for him to maintain the fictitious identity to start. The alien threat constituted an even higher priority than diffusing the war, and they agreed she needed to focus first and foremost on the Metis report. Once they had been assured the Alliance was moving ahead with a clear action plan—and her mother and Navick had become somewhat comfortable in his presence—she would ease into a discussion of the war and his true identity and purpose. And if things didn’t go according to plan…he’d improvise.


    He grasped the outstretched hand of Colonel Navick with the slightly awkward formality a mid-level corporate scout might exhibit toward a relatively high-ranking military official. “Good to meet you, sir.”


    Navick regarded him appraisingly, his gaze not harsh but definitely sharp. A tiny twitch of his mouth was the sole sign he gave of any reaction at all. Teddy bear, my ass.


    “And you, Mr. Roark. Have you known Alex long?”


    “Not long, sir. We bumped into one another while scouting the Metis Nebula and, well, found more than we bargained for I’m afraid.”


    “So I understand.” A smile sprung to life on his features as he looked at Alex. It was evident he held great affection for her, regardless of his position or profession. “It must be serious indeed for Alex to willingly grace us here at EASC by her presence.”


    She began to smile in return, but it faltered away. “You’re right, and it is.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Lieutenant? Are we allowed to enter now?”


    “Um….” The man behind the desk looked down then up again. “Yes, Capt—Ms—Ma’am. And Colonel. And, uh, sir.”


    Caleb swallowed a laugh and wondered what in the hell he had gotten himself into as he fell in two steps behind them.


    The office was well-appointed but spartan and rather sterile. The woman who rounded the desk to greet them wore a dress admiral’s uniform, and other than the color of her hair bore almost no resemblance to Alex. She held herself with the stiff, rigid bearing common among high-ranking military officers. Her expression only briefly deviated from the bearing as she faced but did not approach Alex.


    “I am sorry for the delay. It was unavoidable, but I know you made efforts to arrive here with due speed and I do appreciate it.” Her gaze shifted to fall on him, and deep, dusky hazel eyes penetrated straight into him. He decided—though for reasons he did comprehend—Alex seriously underestimated her mother.


    “Mr. Roark, is it?”


    “Yes, ma’am. A pleasure to meet you, though I wish it were under better circumstances.” He shook her hand warmly but couldn’t shake the feeling she had instantly deduced everything about him, and them, and the last week.


    “Okay, pleasantries done.” With a word Alex somehow dominated the room. “Now about the aliens preparing to invade. You’ve had the report for three days—what are you doing about it?”


    Navick had retreated toward the rear of the office; the brief glance he managed told him the man was involved in a private interaction of some sort. It made him nervous having the man at his back, but he didn’t dare show it as a simple corporate space scout. Here in this room, he was submissive and in awe and totally out of his element. Yessiree.


    “General Alamatto has tasked his advisors with reviewing the data to verify its credibility and plausibility and—”


    “Oh you have got to be—”


    “Alexis, do not start with this. You know I have absolute faith in your abilities and competence. But—”


    “My competence? I don’t—”


    “Yes. That was a compliment, in case you didn’t notice. I have no doubt as to the accuracy of your report, I truly don’t. But mine is not the only opinion which matters.”


    Damn, this was fascinating. He had surmised Alex’s relationship with her mother was complicated at best and knew it was informed by decades of conflict, but…damn.


    He was so enthralled by the interchange that for half a second he missed the rigid tension abruptly manifesting in Navick’s stance behind and a little to the left of him. When he did sense it he recognized what it meant, even if he didn’t know precisely what it meant.


    He tried to get Alex’s attention, but she was fully engaged in antagonizing her mother, who he had already discerned very clearly loved her daughter and just as clearly had no idea how to talk to her. He made a mental note to try to find a way to diplomatically point it out to Alex at a more opportune time.


    Navick stepped in front of him and produced a military-issue Daemon. He displayed no reaction to the gun pointed at his chest and remained calm as his wrists were grabbed from behind. “Sir, if you will let me explain, you will find I am not your enemy.”


    Alex finally turned around. Her jaw dropped in considerable surprise to see two MPs handcuffing him and her oldest friend holding a gun on him. Her brow furrowed, eyes searching his for guidance. He gave her a small shrug…plans rarely survived contact with the enemy, after all.


    “What the hell is going on?”


    “I’m sorry, Alex, but Mr. Roark is not who he represented himself to be. His name is actually Caleb Marano and he’s an intelligence operative for the Senecan Federation government.”


    Her face screwed up at Navick. “I know that. We were going to get around to telling you. Why the fuck are you handcuffing him?”


    “You know? Alexis, you brought a Senecan operative into Headquarters? How could you!”


    She whipped back to her mother. “Because he’s not a threat to—”


    “Not a threat? How gullible must you—”


    He ignored their yelling to meet Navick’s stare directly. “I apologize for the subterfuge, but I am not here to harm the Alliance in any way. I beg you, give me two minutes of your time. I am—”


    “I’m gullible? You’re the one who fell for this stupid farce of a war. We are trying to save your asses, and everyone else’s in the process—”


    “You know nothing of the military situat—”


    “—here to ask for your help.”


    The man’s glare faltered and uncertainty flashed in his eyes, so quickly it was gone almost before it had appeared.


    “Richard, get him out of my office now.”


    Navick looked to Alex’s mother before returning to him. “Then you shall have to ask the judge for help. You won’t find it here.” He motioned to the guards. “Take him to the detention facility.”


    He didn’t put up a fight as they manhandled him out the door. He could have fought and very possibly have won—this fight at least—but it didn’t seem a good long gamble.


    “Richard, what are you doing? Would you listen to me for one goddamn second? He’s not—”


    The door closed behind him, muting the remainder of Alex’s plea. A moment later a pulse flashed into his vision.


    I’ll come for you as soon as I can


    Though knowing what he did about where he presumed he was being taken, it should be impossible for her to do so, he had learned not to underestimate her.


    Instead he chose to believe her.


    *


    “Why did you do that! I asked him to come here with me. We want to put a stop to this stupid khrenovuyu war and—”


    Her mother glared at her with a cold hostility she hadn’t seen in…oh, twenty years or so. “Do you have any idea what you have done? By all rights you should be arrested and tried as an accessory—as a traitor. If you were anyone else but my daughter you would be.”


    She refused to be intimidated; she was too fucking angry to be anyway. “I am not a traitor and neither is he. We are trying to stop you from ruining our best chance at defeating these aliens.”


    Richard cleared his throat. “Miriam, maybe we ought—”


    Her mother’s hand slammed down on her desk. “We are at war. I realize you lack a proper concept of what that means, but it most certainly means you do not bring a spy for the enemy into my office!”


    The woman may be difficult to provoke, but it seemed Alex had located her breaking point. She searched around for a more sympathetic audience. “Richard, how did you know?”


    A puzzled expression came over his face. “A copy of his internal Senecan Intelligence Division personnel file arrived in my comms a few minutes ago. Anonymous source.”


    “Seriously? Isn’t that a little odd?” Who knew Caleb was here? His boss Volosk, perhaps? She wasn’t sure how much Caleb had revealed to him. And how did anyone know to send the information to Richard? Also, why?


    He shrugged. “Sure, but does it matter where it came from?”


    “Yes it matters, because there are a lot of suspicious things going on around this ‘war.’” She pinched the bridge of her nose in a futile attempt to stave off the encroaching headache. “Listen, we were planning to tell you. I wanted to get a few items regarding the aliens covered first is all.” Her gaze flitted to one then the other. “I’m sorry we deceived you, but it was necessary to get in the door.”


    Richard gave her a small smile. Miriam did not, but her glare did soften from somewhere around absolute zero to a mere icy chill. “I believe you thought you were doing the right thing. You’re not a professional. You were taken in by a handsome, manipulative man—you always did have a weakness for the roguish ones—and made a mista—”


    “Don’t you dare.”


    “I’m merely—”


    “If you use that condescending tone with me one more time, I swear I will walk out of here right now and you will never see me again.”


    Cast-iron bitch mode faltered. Miriam’s eyes darted to Richard, then the window. Finally she nodded almost imperceptibly. Almost.


    Alex smiled thinly, her voice tight under the strain of forcing it to remain even. “Putting aside Caleb’s status for a moment, let’s get back to the alien army. We can at least do something about it, I hope. Do I need to review my report with the Board? With someone else?”


    “The science advisors to the Board are still studying the report—” her mother held up a hand to forestall the interruption “—but they should be finished by this evening. I’m certain they will sign off on its veracity, at which point it will be forwarded to the Board members. General Alamatto would like you to present your findings tomorrow afternoon.”


    “Tomorrow. Afternoon.”


    “Yes. A meeting is scheduled for 1500. Its primary business will be the war of course, but you’re tentatively scheduled to present as well.”


    “You do understand I raced here at practically reckless speed, not getting any sleep working on the damn report, all so I could get this information in front of people who mattered immediately?”


    “Yes I understand it. If it were up to me, we would be meeting now. Difficult decisions lie ahead and the sooner we get started on them the better.”


    “Fine. Tomorrow. What can I do now? Can I talk to these ‘advisors’? I imagine they’re quite educated and whatnot, but forgive me if I’m skeptical of their sense. Who is—”


    “There’s nothing you need to do. The matter is well in hand.”


    She thought about Caleb, locked up overnight in…she had to find out where the MPs took him. “Then if the Board has ‘science advisors’ and everyone’s getting the report, do I need to present at all? I made sure the summary could be understood by laymen, and hell, even bureaucrats. I’m not certain what my presence really adds.”


    “It transforms a sterile data file into something real. Your passion can convince them when visuals cannot—but not too much passion, please? It will be counterproductive for you to cause a scene. And don’t even think about bringing up your wild ideas concerning the war or you are likely to find yourself forcibly removed from the meeting.”


    “I’ll take it under advisement.” She tried to pulse Caleb to warn him she might be a little while, but it bounced. She sent a message…which bounced. Terrific.


    “Well if there’s nothing for me to do, I should get out of your way. I imagine you have a nonsensical, moronic war to run or some such. Richard, walk me out?”


    He nodded, though he seemed distracted. “Sure.”


    “Alexis?”


    She looked back at her mother, an eyebrow raised in question.


    “I am glad you made it back safe.”


    You have no idea. She left without responding and waited for Richard on the other side of the door.


    He was grimacing as the door closed behind him. “Alex, I’m sor—”


    “Let’s wait until we get outside.” He frowned but complied. He probably hadn’t been intending on joining her the entire way to her vehicle, but she indicated for him to enter the lift ahead of her. Once it was underway she stepped closer to him, her voice low.


    “You’re an intelligent, rational, reasonable man. I need you to hear me out with an open mind, okay?” He didn’t protest, so she continued. “You know I feel no particular love for Seneca, and why. But we—I—believe they did not intend to assassinate the Trade Minister, and they absolutely did not intend to start a war. Now—” she motioned his interruption silent as the lift came to a stop at the parking lot “—we didn’t order the attack on Palluda, did we?”


    The flicker in his eyes was all the answer she required. “I didn’t think so. Richard, this war is a setup. Now maybe it’s because someone wants to finish what was started over two decades ago, or maybe it’s…maybe it’s something worse. Regardless of the reason for it, the result will be to divide and weaken all our forces, leaving us exposed and vulnerable when these aliens attack. We need to see past the trickery and work together.”


    They reached her skycar and he turned to her. He wore a troubled expression, one she had rarely seen from him. “Do you realize what you’re asking? This isn’t some little side conflict. This is the real thing. We can’t simply hold hands and kiss and make up. And how would we even begin to prove any sort of trickery or deception?”


    “That’s what we were going to tell you. Caleb’s superiors think if they could examine the details of the Trade Minister’s assassination they may be able to prove it wasn’t committed by the man who’s been accused.”


    “Senecan Intelligence knows as much about the assassination as we do. If they haven’t found a way to prove it by now….”


    “They don’t have his body. They don’t have the medical details on how he died.”


    He rolled his eyes at the heavens and paced in a tight circle. “Alex, you can’t expect us to give the Senecans Santiagar’s corpse.”


    “And I don’t. But your medical people performed an autopsy and analyzed the cybernetics dump, didn’t they? It’s possible there’s information in those findings you wouldn’t recognize as important but which might be a clue for them, right?”


    He dragged a hand down his face. A heavy sigh escaped beneath it…then he gazed back at her, and she knew she had lost. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. I may possess a moderate amount of power, but nothing near the power necessary to do what you’re suggesting.”


    Dammit. “Well, can you at least release Caleb? He didn’t do anything wrong.”


    “He gained admittance to Strategic Command Headquarters using a false name and false pretenses. He’s an enemy combatant under any definition.”


    “He did so only at my request—my insistence.”


    “Which doesn’t help him and hurts you. I try to assert that argument and you get arrested, no matter who your mother is.”


    Dammit. She quickly schooled her expression. If he wasn’t going to help, she shouldn’t reveal anything further to him. She smiled with as much warmth as she could muster and clasped his hands in hers. “Okay. Thank you for listening. What will they do with him?”


    “He’s in a holding cell over in the security building for now. A judge will determine his status in a few days, but I imagine he’ll be deemed a prisoner of war and transferred to the military prison down in San Francisco.”


    “I understand. Now I’m afraid I must go home and prepare for this presentation tomorrow. Take care of yourself, will you?”


    “Look, I’m not unsympathetic to your position. I wish I could help.”


    “I know. Just…well, it doesn’t matter.” She climbed in the car before she gave any more away.


    She felt his gaze following her as the car rose and banked away from the lot, but her focus had already shifted inward.


    She had a lot of work to do.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 41: Earth


    Seattle


    “It’s a good thing you let me know you were on Earth when you did. I was half an hour from catching the transport back to Erisen.”


    Alex embraced Kennedy warmly then slid into the chair opposite her. The table by the window, high above downtown Seattle, revealed a sea of glittering lights against the night sky, but for once she was almost too distracted to notice. “You didn’t have to come all the way up here just for a quick dinner. I wish I had more time.”


    Kennedy scoffed and poured a glass from the already-opened bottle of wine. “Don’t be ridiculous. I hardly ever get to see you as it is.” She peered at Alex and frowned. “And you look stressed, so get to drinking.”


    Alex took a long sip of the wine. “I’ve had one hell of a week.”


    “Do tell.”


    She sighed and relaxed a bit in the chair. “Let’s see. I got into a space firefight, blew up the other ship, semi-crashed onto an uninhabitable planet in the middle of nowhere, rescued the pilot, held him prisoner—”


    “Ooh, he? This sounds exciting.”


    “Yeah, well. So we repaired my ship and—”


    “Wait, ‘we’? I thought he was your prisoner?”


    “He was. Then he wasn’t. Then he sort of….”


    Her eyes brightened in delight. “How was he?”


    “Ken, I haven’t slept with him.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because I don’t sleep with every handsome stranger who crosses my path.”


    “So he’s handsome?”


    She bit her lower lip and took another sip to hide the extent of her grin. “Oh yes. Now would you let me finish my story? It’s important.”


    Kennedy waved a hand in her direction and leaned back as the waiter brought their appetizer.


    She waited until the waiter departed before continuing. “So we repaired my ship and went to investigate some strange readings coming from the center of the Metis Nebula—and found an alien army amassing for an invasion.”


    Her best friend stared at her, flat-faced. “That’s not funny. You were never any good at telling jokes, you know this.”


    “It’s not a joke.”


    Perhaps recognizing the deadly serious expression on Alex’s face, a frown grew on her lips. “Aliens? Truly?”


    “Truly.”


    “Well, are you sure they’re invading? I mean, maybe they’re simply dropping by to say ‘hi’?”


    She couldn’t risk displaying an aural where others might see; she sent one of the visuals instead. “What do you think?”


    Across the table, Kennedy’s eyes widened precipitously in growing horror. The blood drained from her face, blanching her tanned skin pale. “My god…Alex, this….” She swallowed hard. “What are we doing about it?”


    “That remains to be seen. The Prime Minister’s Science Advisor is ‘reviewing’ the material. The EASC Board is ‘reviewing’ the material. I’m shouting at them tomorrow.”


    “Shit, if they don’t take action you should leak this to the media.”


    “And cause a galactic panic? I’m not sure it’s a great idea. The average person can’t do anything against this kind of threat. The military is the only one who can act.”


    She frowned again, more deeply than before. “You said they’re in the Metis Nebula? The Senecans are much closer than we are. Shouldn’t they maybe be warned? I realize apparently we’re at war with them again for some reason, but….”


    “It’s okay. They already know.”


    “You managed to get this information to the Senecan government? Impressive, even for you.”


    “Not exactly. My, um…the guy…is Senecan…” her voice trailed off “…Intelligence.”


    Kennedy’s mouth fell open. “Oh my god this is better than one of those intrigue romance novels.”


    “Ken, it’s not a romance novel.”


    “Mmhmm. So where is he now? Is he here? Can I meet him?”


    She cringed and stuffed a bite of escargot in her mouth. “He’s in lockup over at EASC Security Detention….”


    “You turned him in?”


    “No, I didn’t turn him in. His cover got blown.”


    “Damn. What are you going to do? Are you going to leave him there?”


    “No—well for the moment, yes, because making sure the military gets off their asses and gets ready for these aliens is more important. But that brings me to the actual point of the story. I mean other than warning you there was an impending alien invasion no one knows about.”


    “Which would be?”


    “Is Claire still in San Francisco?”


    Kennedy sat back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “What makes you think I know where she is?”


    Alex rolled her eyes and leveled a look across the table. “Is Claire still in San Francisco?”


    She blew out a breath through tight lips. “She is.”


    “Do you know how to get in touch with her?”


    “I…do. But not to use her or procure…whatever she might offer. I only, well, it never hurts to keep in touch with former acquaintances and potential future resources. Can I ask why you need to contact her?”


    “Because I need a damn good spoofing routine and I don’t have time to write one myself.”


    Kennedy’s brow furrowed a moment—then realization dawned. “Oh…I see. He must really be something.”


    “It’s not that. It’s my fault he was arrested. I’m the one who asked him to come with me here, and I dragged him right into EASC Headquarters. He may work for whatever they are—it sounds absurd to call the Senecans the ‘enemy’ when there’s a real enemy looming in the wings—but he didn’t do anything wrong. I can’t leave him in a prison cell to rot.”


    “Because you’re a decent person, even if you don’t like to admit it. Still…he must really be something.”


    Alex merely smiled.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 42: Space, North-Central Quadrant


    Border of Senecan Federation Space


    The first true battle of the Second Crux War was fought, perhaps not surprisingly, in the space above Desna.


    A small Alliance colony in shouting distance of Senecan Federation territory, it had no real economy beyond that necessary to sustain its population in daily life. Founded twenty-seven years earlier, it continued to exist primarily as a silent line in the sand blocking future expansion of the Federation in the direction of Earth and the First Wave worlds.


    The 2nd Brigade of the Earth Alliance NE Regional Command intercepted the 3rd Wing of the Senecan Federation Southern Fleet as it traversed the officially designated buffer zone on the edge of Federation Space. Alliance NE Regional Commander Admiral Christopher Rychen deemed their position too close to Desna’s system—but it was without a doubt an orchestrated encounter.


    Commander Morgan Lekkas’ squadron of ten Senecan fighters was the first to depart the 3rd Wing’s carrier SFS Catania upon being alerted of the approaching force. Their initial directives were to engage and/or deflect any and all attackers, drones and missiles while the frigates moved into combat formation and the other two fighter squadrons took up positions.


    The coordinates, speed, bearing, weapons status and physical condition of each of the nine fighters under Morgan’s command displayed and updated every eighty milliseconds on one of four whispers projected in her vision. Her team was down two ships lost in the Arcadia offensive. They wouldn’t be replaced for another week…but the battle was now.


    “Swarm on my mark. Two…one…mark.”


    To the untrained eye, a swarm maneuver might resemble chaos far more than any organized strategy. In actuality it represented a highly precise and efficient pattern over any grid of space. Each individual ship’s movements appeared random and nearly impossible to predict; together they provided total coverage of the designated area.


    The second of her whispers showed all enemy vessels within five hundred megameters. Lacking the deep integration she enjoyed with her squadron, this display only updated every 0.8 seconds.


    Three tiny dots flash to life. “Drone launch, N 38.04°z-10.15 E. Flight 3 engage.”


    Engaged.


    Four seconds later—Down. Down. A pause. Down.


    She could see the small explosions on the whisper of course, but it built pride and confidence for pilots to announce their successes, and she encouraged it.


    Two larger dots appeared. Alliance frigates; they would represent the forward flank.


    A sea of red pinpoints fanned out from the frigates. “Sixteen missiles away. Engage.”


    Faster than she was capable of speaking, she assigned every fighter a missile based on proximity and trajectory. That left six free missiles—but first things first.


    The swarm dissolved into precise, directed movements. Her primary attention diverted to her own missile tracking across the translucent screen overlaying her viewport. She banked in a controlled slide to its right until its entire length was centered in the reticle.


    Lock. Fire.


    “Down.”


    Five missiles had now been destroyed. She moved to the closest free one.


    Track. Drop. Invert. Lock. Fire.


    “Down.”


    Epsilon took out a second missile. Twelve down—and four were through their net.


    “Command, four missiles free.”


    Acknowledged.


    The third whisper displayed strategically relevant information from the other two squadron leaders, the captains of the ten frigates (also down two after Arcadia) and the commander of the Catania, Commodore Pachis.


    2nd squadron (defense) engaging.


    Seven seconds later—All missiles destroyed.


    The attackers likely didn’t expect any of the missiles to survive to impact. It was merely an opening volley, designed to occupy and distract. And to some extent, it worked. Three stealth electronic jammer craft had snuck through the outer defensive line and set about scrambling several of the Senecan vessels’ targeting ware.


    Combat formation active. Begin primary engagement.


    “Harass on my mark. Two…one…mark.”


    It was the job of the 1st squadron to engage the frontal force of Alliance fighters and of the 2nd squadron to fly defensive patrol around the carrier and rear frigates. It was the job of Lekkas’ squadron to create chaos behind the lines and on the edges, to chase outliers and take advantage of opportunities as the battle spread out across megameters of space.


    Though she continued to monitor the status of each of the ships under her command, to a large extent the individual pilots now gained freedom of movement and decision, subject to guidance from the Flight primaries.


    She also served as Primary of Flight 1. “Our target is Alliance frigate bearing N 24.51°z18.06 E. Weapons and engines.”


    Slipping behind enemy lines was not an easy matter. They possessed robust dampener fields, but the fields interfered with targeting and constituted a hindrance while firing. Therefore, her preferred tactic was to activate the field and swing wide out and low in order to pass through the outer Alliance defenses, deactivate the field and use her ship’s agility to avoid destruction while making several quick hits, then vanish again.


    Her speed, trajectory and ship vitals shone brightly in the fourth whisper. For a moment, beyond it there existed only the blackness of space, lit by the stars outside her cockpit and the faint glow of a sun behind her, as she dropped in near free-fall.


    *


    The agility and maneuverability Commander Lekkas’ squadron would use to their benefit amidst the Alliance fleet was far less of an advantage in head-to-head space combat. With no obstacles to avoid or atmosphere to fight against, the lightweight construction of Senecan fighters was of marginal value against the tougher, hardier Alliance fighters. Even rapid maneuverability couldn’t escape plasma weapons which once locked were able to track movement up to 0.6 light speed. The 1st squadron fought hard but quickly suffered heavy losses on the front lines.


    The fire of massive plasma cannons on both sides lit the field of battle, at times meeting each other mid-arc in tremendous explosions of light. Though better protected than the fighters, Senecan frigates were still more lightweight and maneuverable than their Alliance counterparts. But the Alliance ships were workhorses and exceedingly difficult to destroy.


    Worse, the Alliance had come prepared. Having taken due note of the size of the detachment sent to Arcadia, Admiral Rychen’s forces had arrived in strength. In the time it took Senecan vessels to destroy one Alliance frigate, two Senecan ones were disabled or destroyed—and the Alliance enjoyed more to begin with.


    For this battle, in this space and under these circumstances, the outcome was inevitable almost before it had begun.


    Lekkas did more than most to try to even the odds. Skimming so close beneath the hull of a frigate she was able to clearly see the shimmer of its plasma shield, she accelerated past the stern weapons assembly and pivoted 180°.


    Target. Lock. Fire.


    The assembly splintered apart in a burst of flame and free plasma. She was already gone, the hint of a smile tugging at her lips. The impulse engine was her next target.


    A frigate’s impulse engine was too sturdily built to be easily destroyed by small pulse laser weapons—but with concentrated fire it could be disabled. She met her flight members beneath the rear of the ship for a brief, directed, coordinated assault. They had 3.4 seconds before Alliance reserve fighters arrived to annihilate them. In 3.3 seconds the glow of the impulse engine shifted from pale blue to fiery orange in an unstoppable chain reaction which would soon result in a critical overload—and they vanished.


    Lekkas and her team disabled the weapons and partially or wholly disabled the engines of an additional three frigates as well as four electronic warfare vessels before Commodore Pachis signaled the retreat. While they likely saved a number of soldiers’ lives through their actions, they ultimately didn’t change the outcome of the battle.


    The 3rd Wing of the Senecan Federation Southern Fleet arrived with ten frigates and left with three. Sixteen of twenty-six fighters survived, but the relatively high survival ratio was due solely to the fact Commander Morgan Lekkas’ squadron did not lose a single ship.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 43: Earth


    San Francisco


    A heavy, damp fog blanketed the streets as far as the eye could see. Which, given it was 0100 and the previously mentioned fog, wasn’t particularly far.


    The street lights gave the fog a washed-out champagne glow and created an aura of eerie otherworldliness. This time of year the fog shrouded the Outer Sunset District and Ocean Beach day and night, seeing only the occasional brief clearing after a storm front passed through.


    Alex felt the moisture condensing on the fine hairs of her arms. The night air was cold as hell, but she had needed to dress the part. A deep crimson camisole woven with gossamer optic fibers draped to her navel; black leather pants clung low on her hips as she hurried down Taraval. It was even later now, and she still had a lot to do.


    The club was almost to the beach, and she could hear the surf crashing against the shore. It brought back memories…memories she did not have time to entertain. She pushed them aside and located the unmarked door beneath one of the refabbed Victorian row houses.


    The music assaulted her ears as she descended the stairs. Pure synth—no beat and no lyrics, merely a constant wave of complex tonals designed to soothe the mind and body into a state of open relaxation. It was warmer inside at least, though she suspected it would soon feel too humid as a result.


    The warehouse space appeared pitch black save for vague shadows of moving bodies and the neon painted sensory address floating near the ceiling. With a sigh she accessed it. She’d never find her way in the dark.


    The overlay shimmered to life. Stars materialized beneath her feet and the cool glow of a pale green nebula in the space around her. A triple star system spun in the air above her, comets dancing merrily amongst it in concentric orbits.


    She wouldn’t spoil everyone’s fun, but even a full-sensory overlay didn’t come close to matching the real thing.


    Men and women danced in the center of the room in slow, languorous, sensual movements to the synth music or occasionally to their own beat. Others slumped against the wall, lost in head trips. Small groups formed circles, each leaning on the other to remain standing while they engaged in group illusoires set in what was doubtless fantastical worlds. A few couples pawed at each other in the shadowed corners. A few did more.


    Alex. The prodigal daughter returns. You can find me on the balcony.


    Her eyes scanned the room until she made out the outline of an overhang high above the rear section of the dance floor. She wound her way through the crowd, most of whom didn’t notice her. At the sensation of a hand running along the small of her back and dipping into her pants, however, she did pause to casually knee a strapping young man in the balls then keep moving.


    The balcony was nearly as crowded as the floor below—but Claire Zabroi was difficult to miss.


    Not because of the cropped, jet black spiked hair or the skintight white leather pants and tunic. No, Claire was difficult to miss primarily because of the full-body network of saffron hued glyphs. They didn’t swirl or entwine softly like most glyphs did to double as tattoo art. Instead they mimicked the intricate patterns of a circuit board, all straight lines and hard angles. They wound up her neck to run along her jaw and disappear behind her ears, leaving her face the sole visible part of her body untattooed.


    She had a woman on one arm and a drink in the other hand, but upon spotting Alex a smile pulled at her lips. She nudged the woman off and motioned to a table in the corner. Alex grabbed a cocktail off a waiter’s tray on the way over.


    Claire greeted her with a smooth hug. “Alex, babe. It’s been far too long. However do you entertain yourself these days?”


    “Oh, I manage.” She slid into the chair opposite her old…acquaintance. Claire was from a very different time in her life. A time after university, when freed of the rigors of study and serving an externship which was interesting enough but hardly filled the hours, she and Kennedy had found themselves in The City by the Bay while young and single, with money, freedom and few responsibilities.


    They had soon met Ethan, then Drake and Alice, and through Alice, Claire. Claire was a hedonist, adrenaline junkie and casual chimeral dealer. But most of all, Claire was a hacker—and not your average hacker.


    Though not many people knew it—i.e., she had not thus far been caught—she was responsible for the hacking of TransBank and ‘redistribution’ of more than six billion credits to seventeen thousand random individuals. She was also behind the hacking and leaking of government documents which brought down the North American Eastern District Governor in 2309, as well as half a dozen less infamous exploits.


    Alex may or may not have assisted in any small or large way in all, some or none of those exploits. It was, as she had noted, a different time in her life.


    “So what brings you back into the underworld? Your message said it was urgent.” Claire grinned; it was a harsh, predatory look on her. “Or are you jonesing? I can drop you some Surf if you want—on the house, for old times’ sake.”


    Alex gave a wry chuckle. “No thanks, I don’t indulge anymore. Not often anyway….”


    



    Ethan’s penthouse on Rue de Rivoli occupied the entire top floor of the condo tower. The elevator led to a sterile tile and marble foyer and a single door. There was no visible security, no handlers, no lackeys or groupies. She assumed his address must be kept extremely confidential. But though she had never been to this residence, she had always known where to find him.


    She pressed the bell and leaned nonchalantly on the wall to wait. Only then did it occur to her the door might be answered by…well, virtually anyone. She hadn’t messaged ahead. She hadn’t planned or thought any of this through. She was simply here.


    But it wasn’t anyone who answered. It was him.


    He would have accessed a cam of the foyer of course and opened the door already knowing who awaited. He rested on the doorframe and mimicked her pose. His coffee-colored hair was cut shorter than when she had seen him last and barely grazed his shoulders. Chocolate irises sparkled with mischief; that had not changed.


    “Alex, love. My birthday isn’t until next month, yet here you are.”


    “Yet here I am.” She realized she was biting her lower lip when one of his eyebrows arched and the sparkle in his eyes flared. She didn’t stop.


    “To what do I owe this smashing surprise?”


    Her expression darkened as she stared at him and tried to find a way to respond glibly. ‘My lover of two years walked out on me and I don’t want to talk about it, think about it or even remember it, I just want to feel’ somehow didn’t seem a suitable answer, but her brain was not currently operating with enough functionality to craft a lie.


    He must have read her mood, because he smiled and crossed the foyer to grasp her hands in his. “Never mind. What matters is you’re here.” He began backing up, drawing her along with him toward the door and into the penthouse.


    She grinned in what she hoped resembled playful seductiveness. “Do you have plans for the weekend?”


    Still grasping her hands, he wound her arms around his waist as the door closed behind them. “I do now….” His gaze caressed her face, down her neck to the hollow of her throat, then returned to her eyes. “Miss Solovy, I do believe you’re high.”


    Yes, she most certainly was. “Is that a problem?”


    “Bien au contraire, ma chérie.”


    He was hardly French, but she supposed ‘when in Paris’…and true to the stereotype, the words sent a delightful shiver up her spine.


    He maneuvered her so her back pressed into the wall and closed the remaining space until his lips hovered a breath above hers. “Stay that way. Stay with me. For the weekend, for however long you have.”


    She responded by spinning him around, pinning him against the wall and crushing her mouth against his.


    



    Alex forcefully blinked away the memory…damn but it had been a hell of a way to get over a broken heart.


    Her voice lowered beneath the din of the crowd. “I need a spoofing routine—military grade, the best you have. Cost is not a concern, but I need it now.”


    Claire sipped on her drink. “If it were anyone else I’d be tempted to take advantage of your obvious desperation and charge you double for half-assed ware. But once upon a time you had my back, and you never let me down. Also, you know several of my secrets.”


    She set the glass on the table and eyed Alex a moment. “I do have something which meets your requirements. One of a kind and thus far solely for me. It’s not on the market.”


    “It will be used only once, after which I will wipe it. My word.”


    Claire’s gaze drifted up and across the balcony before settling again on Alex. “I keep it in here—” she tapped her temple with a razor square fingernail, causing a ripple along the glyphs on her forearm “—too valuable to store anywhere else. I can burn you a copy. Twenty-one thousand. And it’s worth twice the price.”


    Alex smacked her lips and took a sip of her drink. It represented a good deal of money, but nothing she couldn’t pay. She nodded. “Do it.”


    “You got it.” She reached into a pocket of the utility belt slung over her hips and removed a slim burner interface. She reached behind her head, rested the tiny oval at the nape of her neck and secured the harness above her ears. “Watch my drink for me?” Her eyes glazed over.


    Alex scanned the area with careful nonchalance while she waited. The downstairs may be for mindless trips, partying and hookups, but upstairs serious business was being conducted.


    The balcony was much larger than it first appeared and sported a number of couches, tables and private alcoves. Certainly, much in the way of alcohol and recreational chimerals were being consumed—but hard tech was also trading hands. Judging from the hints of trunk lines winding along the walls, she expected active hacks were presently ongoing as well—likely some for sport, others for friendly competition, others for thousands of credits…and still others for real stakes.


    She noted in her peripheral vision when Claire’s vision sharpened. The woman removed the interface from her neck, ejected a tiny reflective crystal disk and pocketed the equipment. Beneath the table she extended her hand, palm open. Alex did the same, placing her hand over Claire’s and holding it there as she transferred the funds. She took the disk and slipped it in the tiny pocket in the front of her pants.


    “Thank you, Claire. I do appreciate this.”


    Claire laughed and sank back in the chair. “Fair business trade. You just bought me some fancy new hardware for my lair. Good luck with whatever adventure you’re diving into. I’m glad to know you’re still in the game.”


    She started to protest that she wasn’t, not really…instead she merely smiled. “Thanks.”


    “Sure you don’t want to stick around awhile? Sandi, Markos and I were thinking of flying the bridge a little later. I seem to remember you enjoy it?”


    Alex raised an eyebrow. “I seem to remember being the one who taught you how to do it in the first place.” Diving off the top of the Golden Gate Bridge using nothing but a tensile double-fiber strand when she was sixteen had gotten her arrested; by twenty-four she had gotten far smarter about it.


    “That’s right….”


    She chuckled lightly and stood. “As tempting as it is, I’m afraid I must go. Urgent doings and all.” She leaned over and gave Claire a quick one-armed hug. “Stay frosty. Don’t get caught.”


    “Never.”


    She took the stairs two at a time and hurried through the crowd to the exit. The damp chill outside was, for the briefest moment, a welcome change from the stifling underground atmosphere. Then it was simply cold and wet.


    She rubbed her hands over her arms and hurried up the hill toward the levtram station. She could catch half an hour of sleep on the transport to Seattle. Maybe an hour nap at the loft, but no more. She’d need the rest of the intervening hours to get ready—for the Board meeting, followed by a small jailbreak.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 44: Earth


    Vancouver: EASC Headquarters


    Alex finished explaining what the data in the report meant in terms so simple even a non-cyberized five year old could understand it, then gazed down the horrifically gaudy conference table at the collected leadership of Earth Alliance Strategic Command expectantly.


    The meeting had started late, on account of she had no idea what. Then she had been kept waiting for an hour while they discussed classified war concerns. Her patience hung by a brittle thread by the time she had finally been shown in…but seeing as the matter was of the utmost importance she refrained from showing it.


    Now that it was over, she thought on balance she hadn’t done badly at all. Her mother had given her a tiny nod of approval at the end, which from her was high praise indeed.


    General Alamatto pretended to study the visuals still displayed above the table—well it was possible he was legitimately studying them, but unlikely—while she fielded nitpicky questions from the others.


    No, she didn’t believe the ships in the visuals represented the entire force. No, she didn’t have any idea how many more there might be. No, she didn’t know where the portal originated. No, she didn’t possess hard evidence the aliens were using the terahertz signal as a form of communication; that’s why she had called it ‘speculation.’ No, she didn’t see their weapons in action, for shockingly she had not taunted the armada into shooting at her.


    Perhaps tired of waiting for Alamatto to take the lead, one of the Regional Commanders on holo—the one with the fiery orange hair, O’Connell?—leaned forward. The stance on his stout frame was so assertive he appeared as if he were about to bull rush the table. “Based on Metis’ location, these ‘aliens’ will traverse Federation space long before reaching our territory. We can use this to our advantage. A Seneca under attack from two fronts will be far weaker and easier to defeat.”


    “Are you fucking kidding me?”


    O’Connell made a laughable attempt to virtually stare her down. “I will not be talked to in such a manner. I am—”


    Her mother was staring her down, but she ignored her to meet O’Connell’s gaze icily. “Of course. Pardon my manners. Are you fucking kidding me, sir?”


    The man practically came out of his chair and through the holo, but Alamatto cleared his throat loudly over O’Connell’s protestations.


    “Ms. Solovy, please. Surely you understand—the goal of war is to defeat the enemy. The General may have put the matter somewhat indelicately, but he raises a valid consideration. If these aliens attack the Federation, it will almost certainly bring a more rapid conclusion to the war and prevent the loss of a great many Alliance soldiers’ and citizens’ lives.”


    “Almost certainly—until they get here.”


    “We will be on our guard, and study them when they attack Senecan worlds—if they attack Senecan worlds. By the time they arrive here we can be ready for them.”


    “You’ll study them while they slaughter millions—billions—of innocent people?” She gestured at the images hovering above the conference table. “Do you see the size of those ships? They can destroy entire colonies with those monstrosities!”


    Alamatto raised an over-trimmed eyebrow. “I must admit I am surprised at your reaction, Ms. Solovy. I would expect you to harbor no love for Seneca, given what happened to your father.”


    “Do not bring my father into this.”


    He withered under the force of her glare, shrinking into his chair. “I’m merely saying—”


    She laughed darkly. “You know, I don’t particularly care for war personally—it did, as you so delicately noted, kill my father—but for the most part I don’t give a shit what you do in your free time. But this…these aliens aren’t going to distinguish between Alliance, Senecan and Independent. Why should they care? I’m pretty sure we all look the same from space—and even up close. Admirals, Generals, whoever else is here, you ignore this threat and you are signing all of our death warrants.”


    Alamatto seemed to locate a piece of his backbone and straightened up. “We’ll be the judge of that. Thank you, Ms. Solovy, for bringing the matter to our attention. We can take it from here.”


    “Right.” She stood, the picture of calm, and gave the table a final once-over. “Thank you all for the privilege of wasting my time.” She didn’t wait for the offended expressions and exclamations before walking out.


    She was actually surprised when her mother caught up to her at the lift; she’d have thought it too unseemly for her to excuse herself from the meeting so quickly.


    “Alexis, wait. You need to understand—”


    She whipped around and came so close to shoving a pointed finger in her mother’s face. “No. I understand fine. You work with a bunch of power-drunk, narcissistic pizdy with the collective intelligence of one of your teacups.”


    “Alexis!”


    “What? Dad would be disgusted by this. Why aren’t you?”


    “Your father died fighting Seneca—”


    “My father died serving his government and his superior officers—who I’m starting to think were probably no better than those Neanderthals in there. He died fighting a stupid, pointless war which never should have been fought. Don’t you dare brandish his death as a totem to justify sanctioning the slaughter of billions.”


    “That is not fair. I would never debase his memory in such a way.” Miriam blinked and took a deep breath. “I fear your petulant little temper-tantrum did far more to hurt rather than help your cause—but it may surprise you to learn I happen to agree with you, at least as to the seriousness of the threat. I will do everything within my power to draw continued attention to it and advise—”


    Alex snorted in derision. “You want to do something, Mom? Then goddamn do something.”


    She pivoted and hopped onto the lift as it descended past the floor. After tamping down the urge to hit the closest available hard surface, she checked the time.


    Excellent. The Board had wasted her afternoon and now she had precious few hours to prepare.


    *


    Thirty hours later, Caleb still chose to believe her…but the possibility did occur to him that she might not be able to pull it off.


    Electronic shielding blocked all communications within the facility. He couldn’t send or receive messages or pulses, much less livecomms. The sense of isolation was far greater than it had been in Metis. There diversions had abounded, so to speak. One diversion in particular. Here though….


    The trip over had been brief; he had every reason to think he was still on EASC grounds. He sat in a 5x4 cell, bounded on three sides by walls thick with sound-proofing materials. The fourth wall consisted of translucent glass and a small door, allowing any who walked by to see inside while preventing him from seeing out. Not that they needed to stand on the other side of the glass to observe him, for every corner of the ceiling held a surveillance cam.


    The cell contained a cot—far less comfortable than the one on Alex’s ship—a toilet, a tiny sink and nothing else. Near as he’d determined when they’d brought him in, he was about a third of the way down a long hall of identical cells. He presumed some of the other cells held prisoners, but thanks to the sound-absorbing walls he heard no rumblings in the vicinity.


    Other than food delivery through a slot in the glass wall, he hadn’t had contact with another person since being dumped unceremoniously in the cell the previous afternoon. No interrogation—pharmaceutically or cybernetically aided or otherwise—and no inquiries as to his mission or intentions. Given they knew his identity, they presumably knew when he had arrived on Earth and assumed whatever his mission was, he’d found little opportunity to pursue it.


    The one thing he couldn’t figure was how in the bloody hell they knew who he was.


    He’d had an ID busted twice in seventeen years, and in neither instance had the culprits uncovered his true identity, just that he’d used a false one. And the Roark ID was strong; it included fingerprint and iris overlays courtesy of his cybernetics as well as a well-documented and verifiable personal history, complete with face scan. Granted, security measures would be heightened given the war, but he’d seen no hint of a DNA scan on entry to the premises. And he’d made a point not to touch any surfaces once they were inside.


    The only possibility he was able to come up with was the ID had been flagged as both false and attached to him by Alliance Intelligence. He hadn’t used it in…two years? Conceivably at some point over the period it had been compromised. Unlikely, but conceivable.


    He assumed they intended to eventually do something with him. If he were to guess, they would transfer him to wherever they would be keeping the inevitable prisoners of war. He felt certain the Alliance had moved beyond 20th century internment camps to a more refined form of confinement. Nonetheless, he hoped like hell Alex got here before that happened.


    As his thoughts drifted back to her yet again, he thudded the back of his head slowly, deliberately against the wall. He hated being dependent on someone else. For his life, safety, finances, freedom—but most of all, for his happiness.


    It both pleasantly surprised and unpleasantly disturbed him to find he rather missed her. Part of it was the isolation, the real and virtual silence. But part of it was he genuinely missed her. He’d known her for all of eight, nine days now? And for at least half of the hours of those days she had alternately annoyed, exasperated and infuriated him. The other half, though….


    Already he couldn’t imagine not knowing her.


    But he wasn’t dependent on her. Not technically. If need be he could break himself out of here. Escaping wouldn’t be easy—he’d probably be required to hurt or even kill at least several people who didn’t deserve it, which he really tried to avoid doing whenever possible. But if it came down to them or rotting in a cell…it may be an unpleasant choice but it wasn’t a difficult one.


    He understood quite well how military security facilities operated. Hell, he had even broken into one a few years back. He chuckled a little to himself…that was a good time. He’d broken in to break out an insurgent leader on Andromeda so the man would then lead him to the ringleader of a group disrupting commercial shipments out of Elathan. Of course everything had gone sideways five minutes in, as it always seemed to. But it had worked out in the end.


    He’d prefer a few upstart insurgents disrupting shipping routes about now. Certainly beat a war with the Alliance—for reasons he continued to be highly suspicious of—being held captive in a secure facility at the literal heart of the enemy’s nerve center, and most of all facing the prospect of staggeringly powerful aliens gathering to wreak destruction upon them all.


    Well, at least he also had the benefit of a brilliant, resourceful, gorgeous, clever, determined woman on his side. He definitely hadn’t had that before.


    No, he reassured himself, he wasn’t dependent on her. Technically. But he was playing a long bet. And even now, thirty-plus hours into his captivity, he remained fairly confident in the rightness of his bet.


    So he chose to continue believing her.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 45: Pandora


    Independent Colony


    Beep


    Beep


    Beeeeeeep


    Beee—


    “For fuck’s sake….” Noah groaned and rolled over, squinting one eye open. It wasn’t even 0700 yet. He set nanocyanobots working to cleanse his bloodstream of the alcohol and ease the hangover, then stumbled out of the bed and to the kitchen for some water.


    Only after he had gulped down half a glass did he run a hand through unkempt hair and activate the holocomm. “What you need, Brian?”


    “Boss has got a job for you.”


    He leaned against the counter and tried to blink away the grogginess. It had been a late night…course, it usually was. “I don’t have a boss.”


    “My boss. Sorry. Tight timetable, but it’s a simple fly and drop, and the credits are sweet.”


    He grimaced. Brian worked for Nguyen, who worked for Kigin, who, though it wasn’t common knowledge, worked for the Zelones cartel. He made a point to stay clear of the cartels whenever possible; he knew more than one colleague who had found themselves beholden to a cartel for not merely their livelihood, but their life, before they realized what had happened.


    On the other hand, it was a rather tenuous connection. “What’s the job?”


    “Package drop to Earth, Vancouver. Needs to be there by Saturday night Galactic.”


    “That’s fast. Where’s the package?”


    “Locker at the spaceport. You say yes and I’ve got a code for you.”


    “Ah, hell, Brian. I’m trying to get away from the smuggling gigs. Too much risk for too little reward.”


    “Well this reward is good.”


    He did a double-take at the number Brian sent. The reward was good. Damn good. He blew out a breath and took another swig of water. His schedule looked light for the next few days…he could squeeze it in.


    “Okay. Just this once though. Don’t let Nguyen start thinking I work for him.”


    “Wouldn’t dream of it. Sending the code now. Oh and one last thing—boss said not to inspect the package.”


    “Right….”


    *


    Noah strolled through the spaceport with practiced nonchalance. The usual excess of tourists rich in credits and poor in sense meandered around in search of direction. Merchants and holo-babes hocked all manner of maps, temporary cyber-enhancements, pharmaceuticals—mostly amps and boosters that would extend the party—and recreational chimerals.


    He rounded the corner and stepped into the long storage room. It was used primarily by those visitors who didn’t even intend on acquiring a hotel room for their stay, and for transactions such as this one. So voluminous was the selection of illegal goods in here, anywhere other than Pandora it would get raided by the cops every other day.


    The locker in question was located on the second row about halfway down. He pressed his fingertips to the panel and input the code. Inside he found a large pack; it was heavier than he had been expecting, but not so heavy he couldn’t carry it.


    He hefted the pack over his shoulder and headed for the restrooms. Once ensconced in a stall, he set it on the floor and unlatched it.


    Inside lay at least forty kilos of HHNC blocks.


    Shit. He dropped his elbows to his knees and groaned into his hands. He knew the job was paying too well. Reason number forty-seven why he was trying to get away from smuggling gigs? Every so often someone wanted you to smuggle enough damn explosives to bring down a moderate-size skyscraper.


    With a heavy sigh he closed the pack up and carried it back to the locker. He stuffed the pack inside, wiped his prints off the door and walked out.


    He waited until he was on the street and a fair distance from the spaceport before livecomming Brian.


    It took a solid twenty seconds for the response to come. “Yo, dude. Problem?”


    “Deal’s off. Get somebody else to do your dirty work. And do me a favor? Don’t come to me with any more jobs for a while.”


    “What the hell, man?”


    “The package is fucking explosives. You know I don’t traffic in explosives. Nothing comes of them but trouble.”


    “You weren’t supposed to look in the package, man! I told you that!”


    “You seriously think I’m going to smuggle a payload through Earth customs in the middle of a damn war without knowing what it is? How stupid do you think I am?”


    “Shit, man. Boss is not going to be happy.”


    “Good thing he’s not my boss, then. Adios.”


    He killed the connection and sank against the façade of whatever building bordered the sidewalk. What the crap was someone planning to do with that much HHNC?


    Presumably blow something up, dumbass.


    For the briefest second he actually considered notifying the authorities…but it would be asking for the kind of trouble he so did not need.


    Not your problem. Leave it behind. Move on.


    He headed for the nearest pub. Lunch was still hours away, but he found he wanted a drink something fierce.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 46: Earth


    Vancouver: EASC Headquarters Detention Facility


    Caleb sat on the edge of a plain cot, legs swinging leisurely in the air, when the door slid open and she stepped in. At the sight of her his face lit up, his mouth curling up in a quite pleased smirk that sent her stomach straight into flip-flops.


    She spun and placed her palm on the panel in the wall by the door; it glowed and pulsed as she fed it new instructions. “I know, it’s been a day and a half. Sorry, but I had a lot to do—you have no idea—and they’ve got a field on the building blocking all comms, so I wasn’t able to get a message to you.”


    She felt him approaching and held up a finger. “One sec.” The panel shifted to green, and she turned around. “Okay, we—”


    —his lips were pressed against hers before she could blink. His left hand was caressing the curve of her neck, while the right grasped her waist in a firm hold. Of their own volition her lips—hell, her entire body—responded enthusiastically. For three-point-two seconds she found herself overwhelmed by visceral sensation and heated desire, while her brain desperately tried to catch up. Dear god he tasted good. Felt good. Perfect, even. Right.


    She pulled back abruptly, a hand pressing on his chest for added effect. Her eyes were wide in semi-mock indignation. “What was that?”


    He shrugged, grinning impishly with the rise of his shoulders. “A hello…?”


    She did her best to glare at him in annoyance, though she was fairly certain her eyes were telling a different story. She was absolutely certain her pulse was, but didn’t think he could see it.


    “Uh-huh. Hold out your left wrist.” He complied, and her thumb hovered above his pulse point to deactivate the prisoner code holo encircling it. “That how they say ‘hello’ on Seneca?”


    “Nope.”


    She failed to fully stifle the chuckle which bubbled forth as she glanced up at him with a quick roll of her eyes. Then she produced a dark gray cap out of her pack and thrust it toward him. “Put this on. Shouldn’t matter, but just in case.”


    He accepted it without question. “It almost matches yours.”


    “What can I say, fashion isn’t my specialty.” She wore a burgundy cap over unbound hair, the better to mask facial features in a stray cam capture. She also wore a black dress overcoat, because it was even colder here than it had been in San Francisco and here she was going to wear a damn coat.


    He didn’t have a coat of course. He still wore the same clothes, the only clothes, he had worn for as long as she had known him. At least his shirt had long sleeves.


    He slipped the cap on over his once again wild shock of curls. “What’s the plan?”


    “We walk out. Come on, let’s go.”


    “We simply walk out.”


    “Yup.”


    He exhaled and smiled gamely. “Okay.”


    It pleased her more than it should to see he trusted her and didn’t argue. She reached into her pack again and removed a small rectangular object. She handed it to him. “Stunner. Just in case. Now let’s go.”


    He nodded and followed her out the door and down the hallway. Her voice was low, almost under her breath. “All the surveillance monitors are on a loop for the next hour. I fed in the previous hour’s data, and they think they’re recording new images. There won’t be a record of me arriving or us leaving.”


    “You hacked Strategic Command military security.” It came out not so much a question as a statement of incredulity.


    She shrugged as they took a hallway to the right. “I did.”


    “Seriously.”


    “Yes.” She groaned in feigned annoyance. “I do have a little inside information on the subject. And it still wasn’t exactly easy, if it matters. Did you expect me to show up with a commando squad and blood from the guards decorating my face?”


    “I…I honestly had no idea how you might accomplish it—only that you would.” He reached over and squeezed her hand, sending an ardent flutter up her spine. “What happens when they find me absent?”


    “You were released from custody at 0100 on the authority of Staff Commander Willoughby. Until someone shows up to interrogate you—tomorrow at the earliest, maybe never—the people who care won’t even know you’re gone.”


    “Nice. And this Willoughby character?”


    “He’s a complete asshole. Don’t worry about—” He pressed her into the wall, into the shadows, and placed a finger to her lips. Jesus he smelled nice. How could he possibly smell so nice after not having showered for almost two days? She was having some small difficulty breathing and it wasn’t because he was pressed against her too tightly. His eyes flickered in a way which suggested he was enjoying the whisper of her breath along his finger, though she couldn’t be sure.


    Three seconds later a guard strode down the crossway. He counted down with his fingers; when the last one dropped they stepped out and hurried across.


    It was the last hallway. She touched the already-hacked exit panel to open the door and they were quickly on the lift to the parking level.


    He rolled his shoulders and sucked in a deep breath of the chill night air. “So…what’s the plan? I realize I keep asking. I’m afraid I’m kind of used to being the one in charge of these sorts of capers.”


    The lift settled to the floor and they headed for her skycar. “We’re going to run by my loft. I need to pick up a few things I wasn’t able to bring with me earlier, and we’ve got a few hours. I want to leave during morning shift at the spaceport. I’m familiar with everyone on it and they won’t ask any questions. We can figure out where to go once we’re off-planet.”


    An odd expression came across on his face as he climbed into the passenger seat. She glanced over curiously. “What?”


    “I don’t know. I guess I thought you might put me on a transport and wave goodbye. Which would be totally understandable and I wouldn’t hold it against you.”


    He had tasted like cinnamon. Again, how was that even possible? “Look, I’m not saying I won’t put you on a transport on some independent world and wave goodbye, but I’ll make sure you get out of Alliance space safely. It’s the least I can do after I got you arrested and imprisoned and everything.”


    “Thank you.” He sounded, well, genuinely thankful. They lifted off, and she was arcing southward when he pinched the bridge of his nose with a groan.


    “Something wrong?”


    “New messages pouring in. Apparently the Alliance blew up all our surveillance satellites, and now everyone is running in circles flailing their arms about wailing in despair. Also, so far no word on the aliens from the team they sent to Metis.”


    “At least there hasn’t been any sign of an attack yet.”


    “Actually, the fact there hasn’t been an attack worries me. It means there were probably a hell of a lot more ships still to come through that portal.”


    Her eyes cut over to him. “Well, fuck.”


    “Yeah.” He rubbed at his jaw. “So what did the Board say?”


    “They said they will ‘monitor the situation.’” Her mouth worked in agitation; she didn’t even bother to hide it.


    “And?”


    “And nothing. They acknowledged the potential threat but said it was too tenuous to act on for the time being.” Her hand slammed on the dash in a burst of frustration. “Idiot mental degenerates. They sit in their soundproof rooms and issue tone-deaf edicts and call themselves controlling the world, and one day they ask you to die for them, and then they keep right on doing what they were doing….”


    Her gaze rose to the translucent roof. The moon was enormous tonight, a luminous white glow drowning out the stars. “I just wanted to be left alone to live my life. I don’t need this shit.”


    In her peripheral vision she saw him smile softly. “We don’t get to choose what happens to us—but we always get to choose how we react to it.”


    Also honey. The lingering memory of sugar on the tongue. Damn. “You can stop being insightful anytime you like, you know.”


    “What, did I surprise you?”


    “You’re always surprising me.”


    A soft breath fell from his lips. She tried to get a look at him out of the corner of his eye. He appeared…speechless. Huh.


    The seconds ticked by as they flew in silence above the Strait toward downtown. Distracted by competing thoughts, it took her a moment to notice he was regarding her rather sharply. “Yes?”


    “What else did the Board say?”


    She frowned and looked away. “They said…. Fine. They said the aliens would go through Senecan space first, and the distraction would help the war effort.”


    “And you weren’t going to tell me?”


    “Why tell you? There’s nothing you can do about it, and it’s not as though they can helpfully point the aliens in Seneca’s direction or anything. It’s impotent political blustering.”


    “I get you have no particular love for my home or its citizens, but surely you don’t want them to be wiped out.”


    “Of course I don’t—that’s not why I—dammit, Caleb.” She blew out a sigh through gritted teeth. “So I’m ashamed of those who call themselves my leaders. As if I was proud of them before. I thought…I thought I knew the darkness which could reside in people, I truly did, but I had no idea they had the capacity to be so appallingly ruthless.”


    “Many people are. Especially those in power, and especially those in power in the military. I can’t say I’m surprised.” He paused. “Then again, I may be a bit jaded.”


    She arched an eyebrow as she descended toward her building. “Speaking of…Richard knew who you were because your file was leaked to him. Directly.”


    “What file?”


    “Your Senecan Intelligence Division file.”


    “To an Alliance Naval Intelligence agent? Impossible.”


    “I’d agree with you, except for the fact it’s precisely what happened. Sorry, but it seems you’ve got a leak or a plant or some such. Who knew you were coming here?”


    “Only Volosk. He classified this little ‘op’ Level V when he approved it, which means no one knew.”


    “Is it possible he’s dirty?”


    He laughed. It was the first time she’d heard his laugh in several days; she hadn’t realized how much she’d missed it. “Michael Volosk makes your friend Richard look like a flamboyant renegade. No chance.”


    She circled to the back side of her building and cruised into the parking level a third of the way up. “Well, nothing we can do to solve the mystery for the moment. Let’s get upstairs, and you can take a shower.”


    He followed her to the lift. “Do I need one?”


    Not in the slightest. “You were in military confinement for almost two days, what do you think?”


    He leaned back against the lift wall. “It’s not like I engaged in any strenuous activity, or any activity at all in fact. It was all terribly dull.”


    When they reached her door she gestured him in ahead of her. “In all seriousness, you can take a shower if you want, it’s upstairs to the left. I’m going to—”


    “Alex, these are amazing. Did you take them?” He was standing in the middle of the living area, attention not on the view out the windows but on the wall of spacescapes.


    She simply nodded.


    His expression was unreadable as he glanced briefly at her before returning to the visuals. “They’re…really something. You have quite a gift.”


    “I…thank you.” She wrenched her gaze away from watching him and went into the kitchen, dropping her cap and jacket on the dining table. “The laundry port is upstairs, too. If you toss your clothes in it, they’ll be ready by the time we need to leave. There should be something in the back of the closet you can throw on.”


    “Ex-boyfriend’s?”


    She looked up at him in amusement. “Yes.”


    His response was a full-throated laugh as he headed up the stairs.


    Once he had disappeared, she prepped a brief message to Richard.


    Sorry.


    He came here at my request, and I couldn’t leave him to rot in confinement. I wouldn’t be worthy to be your goddaughter if I did.


    Okay, that was a cheap attempt at winning your sympathy. I doubt it worked, you’re too smart for it. Though you do have a soft underbelly so maybe it at least tweaked your heartstrings a little.


    He’s not a threat to us. You have to trust me on this. And as much as it pains me to say it, the true threat isn’t the Senecan Federation either. This war is a lie. I know you haven’t the power to end it, but I beg you to do everything you can to expose it for what it is.


    We need everyone working together to face what IS the true threat: the aliens on the threshold. PLEASE. You know I don’t give a shit unless something is real. This is as real as it gets.


    I’ll be in touch when I can.


    —Alex


    She marked it for time delay and set it to deliver the next afternoon, long after she’d be off-planet and likely after he found himself one prisoner short.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 47: Earth


    Seattle


    Alex glanced up as he came down the stairs, returned her focus to the aural hovering above the counter—then looked up again.


    It was odd for a minute, seeing him in Malcolm’s clothes. He had a leaner frame, so they hung a bit loosely on him. She had the totally irrational thought that was the way they were supposed to fit.


    He caught her gaze and shrugged, gesturing to the drawstring linen pants and lightweight unbuttoned shirt. “This was all I could find.”


    “I never said they would be ‘fit for the office’ clothes.” She didn’t comment on the fact the shirt did button. One, she was quite certain he knew and simply delighted in torturing her; two, she found she preferred being tortured by…she blinked. “Get down here and I’ll run through what I’ve got so far. You can let me know if you think we need anything else. As fugitives from the law and all.”


    He came over to the bar and rested his forearms on it. “Again, thank you. I never intended to turn you into a fugitive.”


    “Again, not your fault. And it’ll be fine. Probably.”


    “Still, thank you.” His hand reached halfway across the bar, then stopped. It reminded her of the night before they discovered the alien army. Then, she had been glad he hesitated. Now she longed for him to cross the remaining space.


    “I forgive you. Now about the supplies.”


    They spent the next several minutes reviewing their requirements and the supply list she had compiled. He leaned on the long side of the bar near the end, her on the short edge near the dinner table; her aural floated in the air between them. It was comfortable and easy and close, and she was using ninety percent of her energy on not being distracted by his clean, soapy scent, by the loose curls of damp hair falling across his forehead, by the way his voice seemed so much huskier and more lilting than normal. It sounded almost musical.


    He never should have kissed her, dammit. And now she was royally fucked. Except, not actually…. Well.


    Luckily ten percent managed to be enough to get through the list. It mostly consisted of food and new spare parts anyway, seeing as she’d used her previous spare parts repairing her ship after he blew a hole in it and all.


    She killed the aural and straightened up. “Okay, I believe we’ve covered everything. Sorry I didn’t have a chance to get you any clothes. I imagine you’re sick to death of your one outfit by now. But you can take those, and whatever else is up there.”


    His head tilted. “Are you sure?”


    “Yeah.” She smiled. “We’ll stop on the way for the extra food, and we should be able to pick up the spare parts at the spaceport.” She started walking around the bar, and him, toward the small room tucked under the stairwell. “I’m going to hit the storage and grab some—”


    “Alex.” Her name on his voice washed over her, sending shivers to dance on her skin. He had turned, followed her path with his body.


    His hand rested on her upper arm. Gently. A request.


    The surroundings faded to a blur while she, him and the space they inhabited zoomed into hyper-focus, as in a shallow depth-of-field image. And in a blink the last remaining speck of her resistance, tiny though it had been, dissipated away to nothingness.


    In one fluid motion she pivoted, closed the distance between them and brought her hand up to wind in his hair. It was even softer than it looked.


    For one infinite second his eyes met hers. They were open and honest and smoldering with barely restrained desire and so very, very blue. His fingertips slid across her shoulder and up the curve of her neck until his knuckles brushed along her cheek.


    “Damn you.”


    His brow furrowed into an endearingly straight line. “For?”


    “Everything. Kiss me before I lose my mind—”


    —his mouth was on hers—or hers was on his—and it felt as if a dam broke within her, and perhaps within him as well. His lips stole the breath from her lungs; she gasped in his breath to replace it. The hand which had grasped her arm what now seemed hours ago was entwined in her hair, then running over her shoulder, then delicately caressing her jaw.


    Her hand that wasn’t fisted violently in his hair slinked inside the borrowed shirt. As her fingertips brushed across his ribs he trembled beneath her touch. When he nipped her lower lip in pleasure she grinned and continued on, tickling his skin on the way to the small of his back.


    Then everything was tongues and teeth and stolen breaths and arms pulling bodies closer. Her head spun madly from the overload of sheer physical sensation. His skin was a wonder beneath her palm, but she couldn’t focus on it for the spectacular feel of his lips on hers, the taste of his tongue—


    He still tasted like cinnamon and honey, even after the shower. Delicious.


    —his hand at her waist tugged the shirt from her pants and immediately dipped beneath it and ran up her spine. She responded by crushing her mouth into his, as though brute force might bring him closer.


    Eventually he pulled away a fraction to suck in air and shifted her so her back was to the bar. His body pinned her against it, again with greater strength than she would have imagined. And dear god but it wasn’t enough. Her hand slid down to his ass and gripped him tighter against her; his hardness pressed into her, just left of where she urgently wanted it to be.


    He moaned into her mouth, a deep, rough tremor of carnal need.


    She tore her lips from his and across his jaw to his ear. “Upstairs….” It was little more than a breath.


    In an instant he had pulled her from the bar, dropped both hands to her hips and hoisted her up into his arms.


    “Your wish is my very enthusiastic command.” His voice sounded deeper and rougher yet somehow even more musical but definitely not nearly so controlled now.


    She gasped in delight and wound her legs around his waist with a slightly wild laugh. Her arms wrapped around his shoulders as he began not-so-carefully carrying her toward the staircase. She occupied herself with his earlobe, his neck, his exquisitely defined jaw, whatever she could reach.


    He maneuvered the first few stairs like they were second nature—surprisingly, seeing as he’d traversed them all of twice and her hair spilled over his face—but she must have distracted him too much, because at the midway landing he slammed her against the wall and his mouth against hers. One leg slid to the floor; he maintained a solid grip on the other.


    It was her turn to moan as he crashed into her. God he wasn’t wearing any underwear…he would be washing them, of course. Freed of needing to hang on to him, she shoved the shirt off his shoulders. Her voice escaped into free air as his lips trailed down her neck to the hollow of her throat. “This isn’t upstairs….”


    He let go of her long enough to shake the sleeve off. This left the shirt hanging on nothing but his other wrist, which still grasped her leg firmly on his hip. His hand returned to snake up her stomach, her own shirt bunching in its wake.


    “It’s up some stairs….” The words vibrated on her collarbone as his tongue teased along it.


    She gave a ragged laugh and dragged her other leg free to coax him toward the remaining stairs by nothing more than the threat of physical separation. His shirt fell unnoticed to the landing as hers disappeared over her head.


    Support had been woven into her top, and their chests were now skin-on-skin. The sensation of his chest pressed to hers was…was…‘pleasant’ was clearly too weak a word. A pittance to describe a treasure.


    She cursed having to divert a miniscule portion of her attention to feel her way up the stairway backwards. A few more stairs. Only a few mo— her legs weakened as his thumb ran over then lingered upon a nipple, and she sank down short of the bedroom landing.


    The tiny corner of her brain which managed to continue functioning at a minimal level of rationality noted his hand slid behind her head before it hit the top stair to take the jarring blow for her. Later, she should think about what a shocking act of kindness and sacrifice it was. Yup, lat—


    —his mouth was on her left breast and his tongue was swirling around the nipple, suckling it right to the edge of pain while a thumb teased the other, and she thought her eyes probably rolled back in her head.


    “Yebat’sya mne….”


    His lips ghosted down her chest toward her navel with a throaty chuckle. “It would be my genuine pleasure.”


    The words fluttered over her skin to send a fierce shiver coursing through her, though his accent now rolled so alluringly thick she could barely understand him at all. She didn’t care and oh how she wanted him to keep going…. Her spine arched, begging for him to keep going, but her fingernails scratched up his back and tugged him up to her until his mouth again crushed hers.


    He was acting as if he was the one in control, yet happy to indulge her every request. She considered making a mental note for possible future reference, but got horribly distracted by his tongue halfway through.


    In a supreme act of will she slid up the final two stairs and shakily stood with him.


    Instantly her hands dropped to his waist and yanked the drawstring loose; the pants fell to the floor unaided. She tried to pull his naked form to her, but his hands were in the way, busy sliding her own pants over her hips. Hers were snugger and clingy and she wasted two precious seconds shimmying them and her underwear together to the floor.


    Finally there existed nothing between them. For a perfect moment he held her next to him. She could feel every long, taut muscle, his racing heartbeat reverberating beneath his skin. She’d never known his pulse to race. He was so warm. It felt sublime and luscious and laced with an unexpected throbbing in her chest.


    She looked up—it wasn’t far, he wasn’t terribly much taller than her—and willingly fell into the ocean of his eyes.


    The back of her knees hit the bed. She curled one leg up and sank onto it, bringing him with her as if they were one.


    With astonishing gentleness he slipped inside her, and they were.


    She wondered if her eyes widened as much as his did, lips a mere centimeter apart, her hands clutching his face and his clutching hers.


    “Jesus, you—”


    Her mouth smothered his as she scraped a hand down his back and drew him all the way into her. The momentary tenderness melted, burnt away by the scorching passion which flared.


    She thought she must have been with someone who was more beautifully passionate, more naturally in sync with her every movement and desire, who more perfectly fit within and around and against her, and later she would doubtless recall who it might have been. But damned if she could think of anyone now.


    She arched into his grasp to meet his movements…on second thought, it suddenly seemed impossible there ever could have been.


    At some point his arms coiled around her and he rose up to rest on his heels as her full weight slid down over him. Oh my god….


    Her fingers wound fiercely in his hair while the other hand ran along his back as her legs wrapped to envelop him. His hands mirrored hers, until one settled on her hip. It began to smoothly guide her, yet he let her set the pace…and the last remnants of the outside world, of time passing at all, blurred out of existence.


    Her lips hovered a whisper apart from his, every so often connecting for a fervent yet somehow gentle kiss, as they exchanged the air necessary to continue living and feeling and experiencing this. Gradually the pressure began to intensify within her until she feared she would surely shatter—


    —she buried her face into his neck and screamed, every measure of her tightening around him in a tidal wave of ecstasy.


    Then she was falling back onto the bed and he was consuming her with a fervency and passion absolutely like nothing she had ever felt. His body was fire on her skin, his breath desperate in her ear, his hands everywhere and—


    —she gasped into his shoulder as he carried her with him on his own torrent of ecstasy. His face was tangled in her hair and his arms had encircled her to hold her against him as if she was the only lifeline he possessed, but it was okay because his embrace was warm and wonderful and….


    By the time she remembered how to breathe, he was planting feather-light kisses along her cheek, across her jaw and down her neck. Her eyes slowly focused to find him gazing at her, wearing an expression of…unfettered, almost innocent pleasure. It was so striking her newly found breath caught in her throat.


    After untold moments—hours, days—he rolled them both onto their sides. They lay facing one another, panting slightly but grinning like fools.


    She giggled devilishly. “You shouldn’t have kissed me in the confinement cell.”


    “Yes, I quite clearly should have.”


    Her head shook minutely; it was all she was able to manage in his embrace. “No, you shouldn’t have. You should have kissed me on the ship night before last.”


    He responded with a winded laugh. “You say that now, but if I had then, I might still be tied up on the ship.”


    His accent had again faded, she noticed in some disappointment. “You said I wouldn’t be able to get you back in the restraints.”


    “I did, but that was before I knew you. Now, I’m not so sure.” He kissed her, long and slow, then sighed in contentment and rolled the rest of the way onto his back. “This is going to be complicated, you know.”


    She propped up on an elbow and regarded him curiously. “What is? I assumed this was merely a one-time stress reliever, or maybe a ‘thank you’ for getting you out of confinement.”


    The corners of his mouth twitched, as if uncertain of which direction to curve. A shadow passed through his eyes as they darted to her then away, darkening them to the color of the ocean depths where no light reached.


    She quickly smiled, broadly enough to get his attention. “And the look in your eyes tells me it isn’t.”


    His face scrunched up in disbelief as realization dawned. “I thought I was supposed to be the devious one.”


    “Oh, you are, you are.” She placed a soft kiss on his lips; he didn’t respond. She pulled back to meet his gaze. “Forgive me for being wary.”


    A chuckle escaped his throat, but it had a sharp, pained edge to it, reinforced by the shadow lingering in his expression. “You still don’t trust me.”


    She coaxed his eyes to meet hers. “I trust you with my life.” And she did. She kissed him more deeply, and after a pause this time he did respond.


    I just don’t know if I trust you with my heart.


    It was several relatively blissful minutes later when he sank into the bed and she settled onto her stomach beside him. “So about this ‘complicated’ part….”


    “I’m from Seneca, you’re from Earth. We’re practically Romeo and Juliet.”


    “Nah, as I remember it Romeo and Juliet gave a damn what everyone else thought. Hell, we’ve got more pressing concerns anyway. The galaxy has embroiled itself in an idiotic, pointless war, and any day now a massive alien force is going to show up and crash the party.”


    She groaned and rolled over to glare at the ceiling. “And even if we get somebody to listen, who says we’ll be able to counter them? I have a sneaking suspicion their weapons will be a tad more powerful than ours.”


    His fingers drew idle circles along her stomach, tickling the damp skin and momentarily drawing her into the rather pleasurable present…but only momentarily. “Maybe if we presented a united front—but no, instead we’re busy blowing up the ships and weapons and defenses we’ll need to fight the aliens on each other.”


    At the sobering reality they both fell quiet for a while. Finally she took a deep breath and exhaled audibly to break the silence. “So I was thinking. We should go to Pyxis. I know it’s a bit far, but it’s the closest independent world to Seneca other than Pandora, which I’d really prefer to avoid. You can leave from there and hopefully find a way for your government to end this war, since we failed so impressively here.”


    He rose up on one arm to stare at her. “Come to Seneca with me. You can explain the Metis data better than I can and help convince them of the severity of the problem. Like you said, two voices are better than one.”


    “Oh, you’re not seriously going to use that argument on me now?”


    “What? Other considerations aside, it isn’t a bad point, and we need every advantage we can get.”


    She flinched and rolled away. “I don’t…I don’t think it’s a good idea.”


    “It’ll be fine. I promise you won’t get arrested.”


    “Yes, because your government is a pillar of right and justice and good.”


    “Of course not. It just so happens you’re not an enemy combatant.”


    Why couldn’t he let it go for the moment? Give her a little time to come to grips with the idea? A few hours earlier she had been defending the Senecans to her mother and the Board. Now she was recoiling at the notion of visiting their damn planet, as though it was somehow a corporeal evil all its own. Which of course it wasn’t, but….


    “I said I didn’t think it was a good idea.”


    He exhaled in obvious frustration. “Come on. Help me make them listen.”


    She refused to meet his gaze this time. Goddammit. “I need to take a shower.” She started to get up, but he reached out and grabbed ahold of her arm.


    “Look, I know you hold no particular love for Seneca or its government. I know you blame them for your father’s death. I get that, I do. But I also know you want—”


    Stop! Stop acting as if you can stare into my soul so easily! The detached, untethered sensation washed over her once again. She had thought perhaps she might hold onto him as an anchor, but now he was pushing and prodding and behaving as if it were all so simple…she yanked her arm out of his grasp.


    “You think a week together and a quick roll in the sack means you know me? I realize you’re cocky, but please. You don’t know the first thing about me.”


    She shot him a withering glare and stalked off to the bath, lightheaded to the point of dizziness from whiplashing emotions. No, it wasn’t simple at all.


    *


    Caleb banged his head against the bedcovers. In a rush of frustration he grabbed a pillow and threw it angrily across the room; it bounced ineffectually off the wall and tumbled gently to the floor.


    With a harsh, bitter breath he squeezed his eyes shut…then climbed off the bed and collected his clothes from the laundry port. He’d steal a skycar from one of the residents and get to the spaceport. He’d use another ID to catch a transport to Pandora or Romane.


    Two hours and he’d be gone.


    After all, his mission was complete, if a failure in the purest sense of the term. The war had everyone spinning in circles chasing their tails, but he was determined to make Division, the government, the military and whoever else mattered understand they had been fooled. They were wasting precious time and resources on the wrong target, when the true threat loomed hidden on the horizon.


    He pulled on his shoes and headed down the stairs. There were things he needed to do, and they did not involve getting entangled with an Alliance Admiral’s daughter in the middle of a war and impending alien invasion…even if the peculiar tightness in his chest proclaimed otherwise.


    He had done everything in his power to get her to trust him; done everything her way even when it went against his better instincts. That path had taken him away from where he needed to be, put Senecan citizens at greater risk and gotten him arrested and imprisoned. True, it had also gotten him outstandingly laid—only to be turned on in a fit of spiteful anger he did not deserve.


    Dammit she was infuriating! And bullheaded stubborn. Quick to flare in temper. Ridiculously private and emotionally closed-off—


    He felt his attention drawn to the wall of spacescapes once more, found himself pausing in front of the panorama.


    She had somehow managed to capture in frozen images the sense of wonder and awe one experienced in deep space. The vastness and the beauty. It was as if he was looking into space through her eyes, seeing it as she must see it…and thus glimpsing a mirror into her soul.


    —also intriguing, even captivating. Exceedingly talented, capable and independent. Fiercely determined and unafraid. Vulnerable and strong in equal measure. A damn revelation in bed. All in all, kind of remarkable.


    His gaze rose to the balcony above. Never have anything you can’t walk away from. Especially a woman.


    “Shit.”


    He grimaced and dragged a hand down his face…and went back upstairs, dropping his clothes in a trail across the floor to the door of the bath.


    She stood in the shower, eyes closed and head bowed as the water cascaded over her. Before she realized he was there, he had slipped inside.


    Her irises flared in outrage, sparking a pure bright silver. He thought there may have been a glint of tears in them…but it may have just been the falling water.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Invading your privacy. Sorry, I didn’t want you to have any more time to get angrier at me.”


    She shoved him into the glass. “How dare you! Get out—”


    He smiled, ignoring her attempts to extricate him from the shower. “Listen, you’re right—I don’t know you, not really. But I’d very much like to, if you’ll allow me.”


    She stared at him furiously, but at least she stopped trying to shove him out. Her features could be so expressive when the mask fell away. He saw anger, then suspicion, confusion, doubt and perhaps even fear in the shadows crossing her face, in the quirking of her lovely mouth. He wondered what his own eyes were showing her, and whether it was more than he wanted to reveal. Ah well, too late now.


    He recognized the softening in her expression before it manifested in the relaxing of her shoulders and dropping of her chin. It took another several seconds for her to roll her eyes in exasperation and step forward to rest her forehead on his.


    “You’re infuriating—and entirely too clever for your own good. You know this, right?”


    He chuckled lightly and reached up to run fingers through her soaking wet hair. “Back at you.”


    Her face tilted up and supple, moist lips met his. Hesitant, tender, gentle. She tasted of warm spice, like nutmeg in mulled cider. Her skin had felt amazingly smooth earlier; here, softened by the steam of the shower, it was silk beneath his hands.


    One arm coiled around her until his palm came to rest at the small of her back. Her body was quite slender; he would have called it delicate but for the long, lithe muscles gracing her frame. It reminded him of a dancer’s body, though after watching her spend three days repairing her ship he knew the work which had actually shaped it.


    Her hand in his hair tightened, the other grasped his hip and in a flash any hesitancy in her kiss vanished. Urgency was bleeding out of her and into him, and he gathered her fully into his arms as desire battled with and quickly overcame sentiment.


    The water flooded over them as he pressed her to the opposite wall. His hand slipped along wet, soapy skin, desperately seeking her toned thigh. He gripped her leg and coaxed it up to his hip…then he was engulfed within her.


    She gasped in response but pulled him yet closer and deeper. Demanding, needing all he had to give. As before, she was a force of nature, a whirlwind to which he could do little more than hang on for dear life. The spirit, the fire he had first witnessed in the hold of her ship blazed to life in his arms.


    Still, he tried to draw it out, to tease her and prolong her pleasure, and his. But she was so damn intoxicating and it was all so overpowering—the deluge of water enveloping them, the steam filling the air, the silk of her skin pressed to his and the incredible, perfect heat within her. The look of wild abandon in her eyes was like staring into a nova at the moment of its explosion.


    She clenched around him, her eyes squeezed shut—and he let himself go, following her over the edge into the rapturous abyss.


    They very nearly tumbled to the shower floor as they lost control of everything…bodies, thought, breath, time and space. He fell deeper into her as his legs threatened to collapse beneath him.


    An aeon passed before the world began to regain detail and, eventually, clarity. His lips had found hers, and she grinned into them. “Less than an hour and we’ve already had our first make-up sex.”


    He laughed haltingly, still struggling to catch his breath. Reasonably confident in his legs’ capability to now marginally support him, he leaned back enough to gaze at her.


    “It isn’t going to be boring, is it?”


    *


    He was leaning against the windows and contemplating the wall of spacescapes—again—when she descended the stairs.


    Alex frowned to herself. Either he was playing at manipulating her on such a deep and meaningful level as to be reprehensible…or he was like her in such a deep and meaningful way as to be extraordinary. She was a bit shocked to realize how much she wanted to believe it was the latter, and how terrified she was it could be the former.


    He turned his attention to her as she reached the landing, smirking in that endearing, annoying, dangerous, boyish way which was so immensely kissable. So when he met her at the bottom of the stairs, she did.


    Her arms draped over his shoulders; his encircled her waist. “I have a question.”


    “Mmhmm?”


    “Earlier, your accent….”


    He cringed and retreated slightly. “Yeah, I guess I wasn’t altogether, um, in control for a while there.”


    “Is that how you really sound? When you’re not on the job?”


    “You are not a job to me.”


    Maybe. “You know what I—”


    His hands rose to grasp her face as he drew her into an impassioned embrace. The sheer fierceness of the kiss sent her reeling. The world spun in one direction, her head in the other, her heart in a third as his hands, his mouth, his tongue and the press of his body asked everything of her, and offered everything in return.


    She was left utterly breathless as he pulled back a trace.


    “Tell me you believe me.” It was a throaty, desperate whisper against her lips.


    “Ya veruyu….”


    He smiled softly and at last gave her space to breathe. “Then to answer your question, when I’m home, around my family? Yes. It is.”


    “You don’t need to pretend for me.”


    “I was concerned you might have negative associations with a Senecan accent.”


    She shook her head almost imperceptibly. “I like it. And now I’m going to associate it with—” her gaze drifted pointedly up the stairs “—spectacular sex, so….”


    He laughed, but his eyes were serious as they seemed to search her face. “Okay.” And with a word, his voice regained its full melodic timbre…and his smile shifted indefinably. “‘Spectacular,’ huh?”


    “Don’t get cocky—” Her grumble was cut off as his lips met hers yet again. Softer, less urgent than before. Nevertheless, the kiss was rapidly becoming more when she sucked in a deep breath and reluctantly stepped away. “We need to go soon.”


    “Right. Okay.”


    She went to double-check her pack, then remembered she never had made it to the storage closet. She ducked in, ostensibly to grab a few things. Alone in the shadowy recesses of the room she exhaled slowly, closed her eyes and made a choice.


    “I’ll go with you to Seneca—on one condition.”


    She emerged to find him regarding her rather intently. “Lay it on me.”


    “That you can absolutely and completely guarantee the safety and security of my ship while we’re docked there.”


    His mouth opened to respond, then closed. His eyes dropped away from her. She could only guess at what transpired in his mind as he stared at the floor, hands resting on his hips. When he looked up his expression was distressingly solemn. “Honestly? I’m not sure I can. I mean I think it would be safe, but there’s a war on and it’s going to be making people crazy.”


    She ran an agitated hand through her hair in frustration. “Dammit, Caleb. I’m trying, but you’re not making this easy.”


    He began pacing behind the couch. “But I can guarantee its safety and security on Romane.”


    An eyebrow arched in question.


    “I know, it’s not quite perfect. But it’s convenient enough, not too far from here and a quick trip to Seneca. We’ll take a transport from there, or we can rent a ship if you want more control. However long we need to be on Seneca, the Siyane will be safe on Romane. And when our—” he paused, and his voice dropped in tenor “—or your business on Seneca is concluded it will be waiting on you. I promise you.” He frowned a little. “Unless Romane gets blown up by the invading aliens. I can’t do a thing about them, and I hope like hell you don’t expect me to.”


    Her gaze roved across the loft…out the windows, where the night sky had barely begun to lighten, and back to the wall in front of her, finally coming to rest on the visual hanging at eye level: she and her dad standing atop Mammoth Mountain. They had hiked it for her thirteenth birthday. He was killed in action two months later.


    Caleb was right, it wasn’t perfect. But it was a surprisingly decent alternative. Off Earth, on an independent world—which arguably was better than Seneca and the safest place to be given the war. Romane enjoyed the solidest reputation of any independent colony, and the location would give them at least some degree of flexibility.


    He had leaned against the couch to await her decision. She nodded. “Okay…okay. You can tell me why you can guarantee its safety on Romane on the way to the spaceport.”


    His expression blossomed into a relieved smile. “It’s a deal.”


    She couldn’t help but return the smile as she picked up her pack and tossed it over her shoulder.


    “Let’s go.”

  


  



  
     


    PART IV: ACCELERANDO


    “Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

    Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

    The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

    The ceremony of innocence is drowned.”


    — William Butler Yeats


    


    

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 48: Romane


    Independent Colony


    White gold swirled around hammered chrome, weaving again and again until it formed an intricate knot. Red dollops of plasma appeared to emerge from the chrome and glide through the gaps in the knot to orbit it, though it was an illusion. In reality the plasma merely hovered in a deceptive shimmer so as to imply motion.


    “In my opinion, this is one of the artist’s most powerful pieces. It speaks on multiple levels: how we are prisoners to our own weaknesses, how we inflict far greater damage and pain upon ourselves than anyone else is capable of, how we cannot escape who we are or a prison of our own creation. Some believe it also asserts that emotions themselves—our metaphorical heart—are a flaw dooming us to failure and despair. I myself tend to view it with a bit more optimism.”


    The woman placed a delicate hand to her mouth. “It’s magnificent. I simply must have it.”


    Mia Requelme smiled with practiced ease. “Certainly. We will want to retain it for the remainder of the exhibit, but I’ll be happy to make all the arrangements for you now. If you’ll follow me?”


    She slipped gracefully amongst the patrons milling in the gallery’s exhibit space as the woman trailed behind her. It was a good crowd. Thus far the showcase was a smashing success. A third of the pieces had sold in the first two days, and it would run for another week. Antonio Castile Ledesma created art which was simultaneously garish and elegant, which represented everything or nothing depending on what the observer desired to see. It would soon make him ridiculously wealthy, Mia was quite certain.


    She reached the small alcove tucked into the rear corner of the room, activated the screen and turned to her customer. “You can input your information here—”


    The priority pulse asserted itself into her vision.


    Mia, I need your help.


    



    “Why should I help you?” she snarled.


    “Because I can get you out. I’ll even get you off-planet, to somewhere you can start a new life.”


    “I already started a new life once. Didn’t help.”


    The man smiled in the dim light of the alley; it made her feel safe, which was something she could not afford to feel. “But I bet you have a list a kilometer long of the mistakes you made and how you would get it right the next time. Help me, and let me help you find your next time.”


    Mia’s eyes narrowed warily. He had intercepted her on a run through The Boulevard, grasping her wrist from behind as she was preparing to palm a set of disks off the adventure illusoire merchant stand. She had thought he was a cop—though there weren’t many cops on Pandora—until she whirled around and saw the faded flannel shirt and scruffy beard. Then she had thought he was an undercover cop. His eyes were a cop’s eyes—sharp, observant, calculating.


    And she had been mostly correct. He was a cop, of sorts. Now he wanted her to give him the access codes to Eli’s inner compound.


    He continued to watch her and she him…but at her prolonged silence, his gaze softened. “I tell you what. Why don’t you let me buy you some dinner, and you can think it over while we’re eating.”


    That was low. How did he know she was near to starving? Eli’s lieutenant Paul had caught her skimming weeks ago and threatened to rat her out unless she gave him half of everything she made. She’d barely been scraping by before; now she survived on one meal a day and what she managed to steal. It was humiliating.


    She scowled and ran a hand through tangled, dirty hair. “Fine. It’s your money.”


    A few minutes later she eyed him over her burrito. “What are you planning to do to Eli’s operation?”


    The guy—he had said his name was Josh, not as if she believed him—shrugged. “I’m going to explosively dismantle his chimeral production line and bring the cops down on the remains.”


    “There aren’t any cops here.”


    He laughed. It bore a hint of mystery, as if to imply he knew more about Pandora than she did. “Yes, there are.”


    “Well, could’ve fooled me.” She took another bite, stuffing her mouth full of rice and beans and olives. She loved olives.


    She regarded him a moment. He was quite handsome, with startlingly blue eyes and black hair which fell in soft, lazy curls along his forehead. And he seemed only a few years older than her. She might prefer him without the beard, but she suspected it was temporary anyway. “Why would you help me?”


    “Because you’re a better person than they are. You’re intelligent and quick and you clearly have skills. I can see the potential beneath the grime. Besides, you don’t like what you’re doing. You don’t like being a criminal, and you definitely don’t like being beholden to a scumbag like Eli.”


    “How could you possibly tell all that about me? You just met me.”


    A corner of his mouth curled up in a smirk. “I’ve been watching you for a few days and—”


    “Impossible. I pay very close attention—I’d realize if I were being followed.”


    “Yes, you do. But I’m better than you.”


    She snorted and finished off the burrito.


    “As I was saying. I’ve been watching you, along with several other of Eli’s lackeys. I need someone on the inside, and it was simply a matter of deciding who. I chose you. Did I make the wrong choice?”


    She finished off the chips next and sank back in her chair. He was right of course. Shockingly, annoyingly so. She had run away from her dad and brother four years ago in search of a better life. But lacking credits, contacts or credentials, she had soon become trapped yet again.


    She knew there must be another way, a better way of living. Glimpses of it teased her in the spaceport and on the exanet. She had educated herself over the last few years, far beyond what an official primary education would have taught her. Now an adult, she was able to legally speak and act for herself. She just needed a chance. One real chance.


    “How do I know you won’t double-cross me?”


    He reached in his pocket and pulled out a small translucent film. He laid it on the table but kept two fingers securely atop it. “Here’s a ticket to Romane. Give me the access codes, I give you the ticket and transfer two thousand credits to you. You can leave right away.”


    Two thousand credits was more than she had earned in six months. Her pulse began to quicken. “How do you know I won’t double-cross you and give you the wrong codes?”


    His shoulders rose a fraction. “I guess I’ll have to trust you. Are you worthy of my trust, Mia?”


    She stared at him a moment…and nodded.


    



    Mia motioned Jonathan over to her. “Ma’am, if you’ll excuse me a moment. My assistant can walk you through the purchase process. You’re in good hands, and thank you again.”


    She forced herself not to rush down the hall to her private office at the gallery, even pausing to procure a gin-marinated olive off the tray of a passing waiter. The office was one of several located around the city, and as immaculate and refined as each of the others. Like everything in her life now.


    The guy had showed up on Romane to check on her four months after she fled Pandora. She repaid the two thousand credits, plus interest—she had made excellent use of the time—then asked him to dinner. That had been twelve years ago.


    Once the door closed behind her she sent a livecomm request. “Caleb. What do you need?”


    There was a brief pause before the response came. “Mia, how are you?”


    “I’m splendid, but you don’t have to small-talk me. Are you okay? It sounded urgent.”


    “I’m fine. But I need a favor. Any chance I can borrow a Class I bay at your spaceport?”


    “Of course, it’s no trouble.”


    “I’m also going to need the records of its rental and the ship it holds falsified. And once we arrive, I’ll need the highest-grade security you can provide for the bay.”


    “We?”


    “I’ll explain when we get there—which should be mid-morning tomorrow local. I’m afraid I’m not sure how long we’ll be using it.”


    “It’s not a problem, Caleb. You know that. Is there anything else?”


    “Yes, but we can talk about it when I see you. Thank you, Mia. I owe you.”


    She smiled to herself. “No, you don’t.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 49: Seneca


    Cavare: Intelligence Division Headquarters


    Michael regarded the series of financial transactions on the screen with painfully narrowed eyes.


    Now that the initial panic of the onset of war had faded a bit, he managed to find an hour here and there to return to the Atlantis investigation. Oh, the politicians were still panicking to be certain, at least when they weren’t prematurely gloating about Seneca’s inevitable and sure-to-be-swift victory.


    There was less panicking over the potential alien invasion, but only because very few people knew about it and most of them weren’t the panicking type. The continued silence from the special forces team sent to Metis to investigate worried him, but given the communication difficulties perhaps he was being impatient.


    Agent Marano was at last on his way home, and with his prize of a companion no less; when they arrived he would turn his attention more directly to the matter. Until then….


    He frowned at the screen. In fairness he had probably been frowning at it for some time now, in which case the frown deepened. As Assistant Trade Director and a friend of many corporations, Jaron Nythal maintained a healthy bank account nearly equal to his healthy expenditures. But if one mapped the patterns in his transactions over a long enough period—and it had taken considerable persuasion for him to get a warrant to review the man’s accounts for said long enough period—recent unusual activity could be discerned. Barely.


    Five deposits, three in the two weeks prior to the Summit and two in the four days following the assassination, totaled almost three hundred percent more than any previous deposit in the last five years. True, they were all for different amounts and from different payers. But it felt like they belonged together.


    Two days after being released from questioning Nythal had purchased a fancy townhome in Pinciana. Prior to being pulled, surveillance had reported he toured four downtown condos on the market after purchasing the townhome.


    As evidence went it was far from sufficient to prove anything, but his gut and years of experience told him the man had been paid off. The question was, for what?


    He had studied Nythal’s history, and one thing the man excelled at was access. Smoothing the way, greasing the wheels. But Candela didn’t need help getting access to Minister Santiagar.


    So who did?


    *


    Michael was leaning casually against the wall next to Nythal’s office when the man arrived for work.


    His step stuttered. “Mr.…Volosk, is it? I don’t recall us having a meeting this morning?”


    “Oh, we didn’t. A couple of final questions came up. Clean-up stuff really. I thought I’d stop by and we could take care of it quickly.”


    “Well I—” Jaron glanced down as he opened his door.


    “Excellent, it’ll only take a few minutes.” Michael slid in the door in front of Jaron and settled in one of the chairs opposite the desk. He looked over his shoulder expectantly until the man circled around and sat uneasily across from him.


    “So, um, what can I do for you?”


    “Enjoying your new townhome?”


    “What? I don’t—”


    “Never mind. I was curious about the different access levels in place at the Summit, and in particular the surrounding safeguards. It seems like the ballroom area where the dinners took place remained fairly open and unrestricted. So tell me about the requirements to get in.”


    “Your men staffed the security detail. Don’t you know?”


    “Humor me.”


    Jaron sniffed and kicked back in his chair. “Well, members of the delegation were granted admission to the area reserved for the Summit. Some conference rooms required additional special clearance, and the private Alliance meeting rooms were off limits.”


    “Let’s see…” he rubbed at his jaw “…we provided the pre-approved guests, corporate executives and media mainly, special admission codes. They also had to clear security and match the list each time. They were thoroughly investigated before being invited, of course—by your Intelligence Division, I believe.”


    “Right. Of course.” Michael shifted in the chair, appearing to display some chagrin. “Though those ‘guests’ were recommended and submitted for approval by your Trade Division, yes?”


    “I believe so, but it wasn’t my responsibility so I can’t be—”


    “You’re the Assistant Trade Director. If not your responsibility, then whose? The Director?”


    “As a matter of fact, yes, he did make several specific requests and recommendations—”


    “So you were involved in preparing the guest list, since you know the details.”


    “Uh…partially, as I have a number of contacts in the community, but…Mr. Volosk, I’m not sure I understand the point of all of this. Chris Candela committed the assassination. It’s undisputed at this point, isn’t it?”


    Volosk tilted his head ever so slightly. “So it would appear.”


    “There isn’t any other possibility, is there?”


    He met Nythal’s gaze. “No, certainly not. And with the war on, it hardly matters now anyway, does it?” He stood. “Like I said, merely some clean-up questions. If I find I have any more—clean-up questions that is—I’ll just swing by for another quick visit.”


    “I have an extremely busy schedule, so it might be better if you made an appointment next time.”


    “Sure, sure, I’ll try to do so if I can. I have an extremely busy schedule as well—the war and all—so I can’t make any guarantees.”


    Michael smiled coldly. “I’ll show myself out. Have a good day, Mr. Nythal.”


    *


    Jaron waited until the door had closed to punch the chair in frustration. The soft leather-derived material gave with his fist, but it still hurt like a bitch. He shook his hand out while pacing in agitation across an office whose walls now threatened to close in around him.


    He forced himself to wait five minutes, then another five, before leaving the office. Once outside he began hurrying down the street, but slowed as he realized he may be under surveillance. It seemed impossible—or rather would have seemed impossible until this morning. Now there lurked a cop in the eyes of every pedestrian.


    But he only needed to get outside any possible electronic monitoring; then whatever surveillance he had could go fuck themselves for all the good it would do them.


    When he reached the riverfront he stopped to purchase a breakfast gyro. A nice touch, he thought. He wandered over and rested against the railing, for all intents and purposes enjoying the blue-tinged morning light reflecting off the rippling water.


    Instead he opened a very private address and sent a very simple message.


    We have a problem.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 50: Earth


    Vancouver: EASC Headquarters


    “She did what?”


    “She broke him out of the detention center. I didn’t even know until I received a message from her. I checked into it, and the records show him being released last night on a technicality. The surveillance recordings have been doctored, I assume by her.” Richard shook his head. “I didn’t realize she was capable of such a sophisticated hack.”


    Miriam laughed, though it carried an almost poignant edge. She sank deeper into her chair and abandoned any pretense of formality. The door was closed, and he was her oldest friend.


    “Trust me, she is. I probably don’t need to ask, but what was her justification?”


    “She again said he wasn’t here to spy on us, but rather to help us and request help in return. Also that we needed to get over this war and focus on the real threat.”


    “She’s gone then? I didn’t warrant a message.”


    “Yeah, they’re gone—at least there’s a transponder record of the Siyane using an exit corridor early this morning. I suppose she could have hacked it as well, but it seems more likely they’re actually gone.”


    “Well, that’s fantastic.” She paused to take a long sip of tea. “If she flies into the middle of this war and gets herself killed, I don’t think I…David would never forgive me, were he here.”


    “It wouldn’t be your fault, Miriam. He’d realize that, better than you.”


    “Maybe.” She held the teacup to her lips and breathed in the steam until the bitter pang of loss, still biting after twenty-three years, subsided back into the recesses.


    “I don’t know. Perhaps I did rush to judgment with respect to her companion.”


    Richard regarded her with a look of incredulity. “You think?”


    She rolled her eyes at the ceiling. “Fine. It is possible I overreacted a small amount. She just…she somehow manages to hit all my buttons, every damn time. I get so angry at her and I’ve no idea how to make her not be angry at me. Sometimes I wish…” her eyes closed “…I wish I could start over. But it’s thirty-six years too late, isn’t it?”


    “You may not be able to go back, but it doesn’t mean you can’t start over.”


    “I’m not so certain…and regardless, now is hardly the ideal time for such matters.” She ran a hand along her jaw and straightened up in the chair, shocked at the sentimentality she had allowed herself to display.


    She busied herself refilling her teacup. “In any event, I’ve never known her to let sex interfere with her better judgment, so perhaps she is correct about his intentions. Which introduces a whole new set of concerns.”


    “You think she’s sleeping with him?”


    A small, arguably devious smile ghosted across her face. “I don’t see why she wouldn’t be. Do you?”


    Richard’s mouth opened, closed, then opened again. “Well, he’s Senecan….”


    “That excuse only works until you discover the person is merely an individual like any other.”


    His lips pursed together in a show of skepticism, but finally he gave up and chuckled in mild amusement. “Then no, I suppose I don’t.”


    “I didn’t think so.” She sighed, and the momentary levity evaporated. “Listen, is there any way you can keep her out of trouble over this? Keep her from being implicated?”


    It wasn’t the first time she had asked such a favor of a colleague, though it was the first time she had asked it of someone so high-ranking, and someone who was a personal friend. But he was a personal friend of Alexis, too, and would want to protect her for his own reasons.


    He shrugged. “I don’t really need to. There’s no evidence of her involvement—or any crime at all—beyond her message to me. Frankly, I’m inclined to simply stay quiet about the situation and let the record stand. He was released due to an administrative screw-up and that’s the end of it. In the absence of a trigger it’s unlikely the falsified records will be uncovered, and technically he hadn’t committed a crime other than providing a false identification, so….”


    She nodded. “Makes sense. It’s a reasonable plan.” She grimaced as a livecomm request appeared in her vision. After a pause she accepted it, but put it on broadcast.


    “Admiral Solovy, apologies for disturbing you.”


    She cocked an annoyed eyebrow at Richard. “Dr. LaRose, what can I do for you?”


    “Yes. I was wondering if you might possess another hard copy of your daughter’s data I would be able to borrow.”


    She and Richard both frowned in mild dismay. She knew Alexis had sent her Metis report to the Science Advisor; she had even greased the wheels a bit, albeit to limited avail. Since the EASC Board had a direct line to the Prime Minister she had viewed it as mildly repetitive, but most things in government were. “I’m not sure I understand the problem.”


    His throat could be heard clearing over the comm. “One of my researchers took the disk home with him last night to study, and he didn’t report to work today. It…well it seems he’s gone missing, and your daughter’s data with him.”


    “She has a name, Dr. LaRose, and a fair number of master’s degrees as well.”


    “Apologies. Ms. Solovy’s data. Admiral, I need another copy if possible.”


    Miriam frowned again. “You’ll need to be more clear, Doctor. Don’t you have her report?”


    “No…I mean I have it, but I require a physical disk to move ahead with it.”


    “Why?”


    “Why? Because I do. Regulation AAS 41767.239.0512c requires all reports be reviewed in physical form to verify their authenticity and—”


    “Didn’t you verify the authenticity of the physical disk when it arrived?”


    “Immediately upon receipt. But I must also retain it in order to advance its contents to the next level to accompany my recommendation.”


    Miriam was silent a moment. She glanced out the window then at Richard. She muted the comm and laughed; it felt weary. “I must say, sometimes I can almost see where Alexis is coming from.”


    He tilted his head in agreement, and she scowled as she reactivated the comm. “Doctor, are you certain, given all the material you have reviewed and requirements you have followed, you still require a physical disk of the data to proceed?”


    “Yes, I’m afraid so. You see the procedures are quite specific and—”


    “Fine. Very well. I will send a request to the vault for our hard copy to be checked out. Of course we have our own procedures in place on this end, so it may take several days for you to receive it. In the meantime, I would highly encourage you to act on the information Alexis provided you to the greatest extent you find yourself capable of doing.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 51: Siyane


    Space, North-Central Quadrant


    Alex waved her palm in the direction of the cockpit to check their location. “We should be at Romane in just over an hour.”


    Caleb came up behind her, one arm encircling her waist and hugging her tight against him while he reached around with the other and set her plate on the table. “Excellent, plenty of time for breakfast.”


    She laughed and squeezed his hand resting on her abdomen before extricating herself and sitting down. He had snuck upstairs while she showered and cooked panbrioche and roasted potato wedges and sliced up fresh grapefruit. She kept telling him he didn’t need to do all the cooking, but he thus far was showing no indication of listening.


    He retrieved his own plate from the counter and joined her at the table. She was already enthusiastically digging into what was a delicious breakfast; the panbrioche was so fluffy and tender she would have sworn he had spent the last two hours baking it if she hadn’t been curled up in his arms for much of the last two hours.


    He sat down, only to stare at his food. After a few seconds he picked up his fork—then set it back on his napkin and looked up at her. “Listen…before we arrive, there’s something I need to tell you about Mia.”


    “She’s your lover. I know.” She smiled over her fork and slid a potato wedge in her mouth.


    “What? No—I mean, not for several years now and—” His face screwed up at her. “How did you know?”


    She shrugged, a hint of a twinkle in her eye. She did enjoy confounding him, even if the topic was bound to be mildly uncomfortable. “Something in the tone of your voice when you told me about her. It implied a…familiarity beyond that of a mere friend. You, um…well, you sounded like men do when they talk about women they’ve slept with.”


    “I did? Damn, I’m sorry.” He cringed and dragged a hand down his mouth to linger at his jaw. “As I was about to say, it happened several years ago, and it was never serious. We met on a mission over a decade ago. She helped me out, I helped her out, and eventually we became friends. Then a little more. But it was a…I’d drop by when I was in town kind of thing. And after a while we realized we made better friends than lovers.”


    “Okay.”


    “I mean it. I wanted you to know, should the past come up—and because I didn’t want to hide anything from you.”


    “Is she going to try to claw my eyes out?”


    “No. She is not now, nor has she ever been, in love with me. She’s far too savvy for anything such as that.”


    Alex nodded in acknowledgement.


    He reached across the table and grasped her hand. “The important thing is, we can trust her completely. She may come off as a bit cold, but it’s a defense mechanism. Mia’s a good person.”


    She nodded again. “If you say so.”


    His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Because you trust me.”


    “If you had intended to deceive me, you would have simply promised the ship would be safe on Seneca. There’s no reason I can think of for you to go to all this trouble other than my peace of mind.”


    He sighed, let go of her hand and returned his gaze to his plate. “Right. As long as it’s logical.”


    “What do you want me to say?”


    “That you trust me.”


    Her gazed dropped to her own plate. “I told you, I trust—”


    “Did you think I sleep with all the women and half the men on every mission?”


    She swallowed a groan. Were they really going to do this? “The possibility had occurred to me.”


    “Well, I don’t.”


    “Are you saying you never…?”


    “No, I’m not. But I don’t make a habit of it, and…frankly, I’ve rarely been in enough of a relationship for it to matter to anyone.”


    She leapt out of the chair and snatched her plate up to carry it to the sink. “Well I wouldn’t want to start cramping your style now—” She cut herself off, wincing at how biting it sounded.


    He appeared at her side an instant later. “No. You don’t get to do that.”


    She didn’t look at him. “Do what?”


    “Project your worst fears about what I could be onto me as though they were somehow real.”


    Was he right? Was that what she was doing? The day before—and night—had been near to magical. Comfortable and romantic and affectionate and most decidedly hot. Despite the alien threat hanging over them, she had slept more soundly and peacefully entwined in his arms than she had in months. Now she was behaving like a drama queen, all bitchy and possessive?


    She paused, her plate halfway to the washer rack; she set it in the sink and faced him. “You’re right. And I don’t care who you slept with, I truly don’t. I’m glad you did—I’m getting to reap the considerable benefits of you honing your skills.” She tried a little half-grin, but his expression refused to lighten.


    “I’m sorry I snapped. You didn’t deserve it. I’m merely on edge because of everything going on and, well, because I’m not entirely in control of my situation. I don’t like being dependent on you—on anyone. But I’m not…you don’t need to explain yourself to me. Really.”


    He reached up to run fingertips along the curve of her face. Damn but his touch still sent shivers up her spine. “What if I need to explain myself? I find I don’t want you to think ill of me.”


    She shifted her head and placed a soft kiss on his wrist. “I don’t. Promise. Now go get showered. We’ll be there soon.”


    He regarded her for another moment, his expression unreadable, then nodded and headed down the stairs.


    She sank against the counter and let her head drop to her chest. What was she doing? Jealousy and possessiveness weren’t like her at all. They were both adults, and neither of them was coming into this without baggage.


    Yes, she was edgy from not being absolutely and unquestionably in total control of her situation. But that was her problem, not his. If she didn’t get her act together she was liable to run him off before whatever this might be between them had even gotten started good.


    She took a deep breath and let it out, long and slow. Then she pushed off the counter and went downstairs, dropped her clothes on the floor, joined him in the shower and proceeded to make it very clear just how much she didn’t think ill of him.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 52: Earth


    Vancouver


    “Gold doubloon for your thoughts.”


    Richard smiled in response to the voice at his ear, relaxing momentarily against the arms at his shoulders. “Tell you what. Buy me lunch and I’ll bare my soul.”


    “It’s a deal.”


    He laughed a little as he turned from the window. “I should warn you, I’m a married man.”


    Will glanced over his shoulder as they followed the maître-d’ to the table. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


    After they had been seated and their glasses filled, Richard exhaled and leaned back in the chair. “Thanks for meeting me for lunch. It’s a welcome respite.”


    Will shrugged while he studied the menu. “Well, since the Demeter project is on hold due to the war I find I have a bit of free time at the moment.”


    “Have you remodeled our house yet?”


    “Not yet, but if I don’t have a paying project by next week I’m not making any promises. I’ve been thinking the wall between the kitchen and the dining area is totally unnecessary.”


    “Fair enough.” He paused. “You know, they’re going to have to rebuild the base on Arcadia. Not that I’m eager to have you so far away, but if you’re interested I can—”


    “No.” Will’s head shook emphatically. “For one, I never want to trade on your name or position. For another, I would go insane inside of a week from the ridiculous bureaucratic entanglements and regulations and procedures of working for the military. I appreciate the thought, but no.”


    “Money isn’t a concern. You could simply take it easy and relax for once. Radical idea, I realize.”


    The waiter interrupted them to place bread on the table and take their orders. The restaurant was fancy enough to eschew automated ordering for old-fashioned personal service. It was the sort of thing you didn’t realize you missed until you encountered it again.


    When the waiter had departed Will raised an eyebrow. “With a war on, soldiers dying, you working sixteen-hour days and aliens on the horizon? The guilt would be suffocating.”


    “Fine, I recognize when I’m fighting a losing battle.” His voice trailed off as he studied his salad. He had told Will about Alex’s troubling discovery, despite the fact it was classified information, because it’s what married couples did—share things which truly mattered.


    “So what is on your mind? Other than the obvious.”


    Richard blew out a breath through pursed lips. “The damned assassination. The Palluda attack. The war. I know, everyone else has moved on, but I’ve been in this line of work almost forty years now and nothing about any of it makes a lick of sense.”


    “Okay. Why?”


    “Why? Let me count the ways….”


    “Sure. Still, I’d be willing to bet there’s one thing always jumping to the front of your mind. One niggling incongruity which sets off all the others.”


    He chuckled. The mind of an engineer at work, using structured failure analysis on every problem. The chuckle faded as he realized Will was, as usual, correct. “Okay. For starters, Candela. The assassin. Putting aside the fact he fits the profile of exactly zero assassins in history, which is another issue altogether, he made no effort to conceal his identity during the attack. Arguably he even flaunted it, leaving his fingerprints and DNA on half a dozen hands and practically mugging for the camera. So then—” he broke off when the waiter appeared with their lunch.


    After taking a bite of the fried halibut he continued. “So then why did he work so hard to slip away unnoticed and elude the pursuit, only to commit suicide immediately thereafter?”


    Will paused the spoon filled with chili just shy of his mouth. “Because he didn’t want to spend the next year in an Alliance prison cell, paraded out every so often in shackles for the media and otherwise awaiting his execution?”


    “Admittedly, a good reason. But he could have accomplished the same objective by stopping and pointing a weapon at one of the agents pursuing him, or attacking one. If he intended to die anyway, why was it so important he get away first?”


    Will nodded intently; the matter had gained his attention now. “And if he intended to die anyway, why was it so important the world know he committed the murder?”


    “Exactly.” Richard ran a hand along his jaw. “There’s something else. Alex showed up at Headquarters the other day with a Senecan intelligence agent.”


    Will’s eyes shot up. An odd shadow passed through them; it was gone after a blink, though his brow had furrowed in surprise. “Are you serious?”


    “Quite. We arrested him, she broke him out of detention, they’ve disappeared off-planet…it’s a long story. But the most disconcerting part is, he claimed to be here to ask for our help. He and Alex believe the assassination was not sanctioned by any Senecan authority, nor the Palluda attack by any Alliance one—something I think Miriam is beginning to suspect as well. They insist the entire war is a setup perpetrated by someone else, though God knows who that might be.”


    “Damn.” Will sank deeper in his chair. “Is there any chance they’re right?”


    “I…have to concede it’s not outside the realm of possibility. Given all the questions surrounding these events, perhaps more than possible.”


    Will delivered a look across the table. Firm, almost challenging. “What are you going to do about it?”


    “Ha.” He swallowed. “Alex asked me for the autopsy reports on Santiagar. She seemed to think if the Senecans were able to examine the details they may be able to prove Candela wasn’t the assassin.”


    “I’m guessing you didn’t give them to her.”


    “I couldn’t. It would be a violation of the Military Code and my professional responsibility and arguably treason. A senior Alliance military officer passing classified files to a Senecan spy? I’d be dishonorably discharged, not to mention probably spend the rest of my life in prison.”


    “But Richard…what if they’re right? Millions of people are going to die in this war, it’s inevitable. What if you can prevent that from happening?”


    He met Will’s gaze and found it animated by a startling intensity. “What are you suggesting I do? Simply hand over the files and hope for the best?”


    “Let me do it.”


    “What?”


    “Give me the files. I’ll send Alex a message—from the company even, something official-sounding related to her loft—and encrypt the files inside it. She’s a smart girl, she’ll figure it out. Or her spy friend will.”


    He reached over and grasped Richard’s hand in his. “Look. I realize if it all goes off the rails you could still be implicated. But at least it will provide you some protection by putting a layer between you and the Senecans.”


    “Will, why would you do this? Why get involved?”


    “Because I want to believe Alex is right. I want to believe this war is a mistake neither side intended. Call me crazy, but I want peace. I don’t think the Senecans are bad guys—not en masse. And if there is an opportunity for us to save all those lives, I want to help make it happen.”


    A heavy breath fell from Richard’s lips, until it felt like his lungs, his entire body, had become an empty void. He’d been a lowly major in the First Crux War, responsible for only a handful of soldiers and insulated from the weighty decisions which came with power. Now there was a chance, albeit a slim one, the fate of millions rested in his hands.


    His eyes rose to find his husband’s staring at him with affection, but also conviction. He nodded. “Give me two hours.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 53: Romane


    Independent Colony


    They had barely made it back upstairs in time for the approach and landing on Romane, on account of the unexpectedly extended and amazing shower.


    Mia stepped through the hangar bay door seconds after Alex opened the hatch and they disembarked. He was certain she had been waiting outside and timed her entry appropriately. She wore a flattering yet conservative black pantsuit complemented by a silver top, her long black hair sleek and straight over one shoulder.


    It still sometimes amazed him how thoroughly she had transformed herself from a scruffy street rat hacker and thief to a wealthy, respected businesswoman. He had meant it twelve years ago when he told her she showed potential beyond her circumstances, but the extent to which it had turned out to be true surprised even him.


    She met them halfway and planted a quick kiss on the cheek. “Caleb, it’s been too long.” She had retreated before he could respond and was greeting Alex with an impressively genuine smile and extended hand. “Mia Requelme. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


    Alex accepted the proffered hand somewhat coolly, though he suspected it was no different from how she greeted most strangers. “Alex Solovy. Thank you for indulging us, and on such short notice.”


    Mia sighed in feigned drama. “I’ve learned by now with Caleb—it’s always short notice. But it’s no trouble. Very nice ship you have there. One of a kind, I’d wager.”


    “I’d like to think so.”


    “I’ve seen a lot of expensive ships pass through here. I suspect you are correct.” She gestured to several control panels along the wall. “If you’ll follow me, you can review our standard procedures and the special services we offer. I understand security is of utmost concern.”


    “It is.”


    Mia had clearly already surmised the ship was Alex’s baby, the extra measures he’d requested were on her account and when it came to the ship she was the one in charge. The ability to size up a customer and their proclivities in a matter of seconds was no doubt one reason she had done so well for herself.


    Satisfied things were on track to proceed relatively smoothly, he looked at Mia as they crossed the spacious bay together. The Class I bays were the largest and best-equipped offered, not merely by her but by anyone on Romane, and every aspect of it shone. “I don’t suppose you happened to bring my pack I left here?”


    “Please. It’s in my office.”


    Alex had dived into the information at the control center, quite intently so. He drew to her side and leaned in close. “The pack contains some personal weapons and tools—I’ve sort of scattered extras across the galaxy, I’m afraid. Once I grab it, I am going to go buy some clothes, because I’m sure you are beyond ready to see me in anything other than this shirt. It’s been a decent shirt, but I’m considering burning it.”


    She gave him a vague nod in response, her focus still on the details of the hangar bay. He looked over his shoulder. “Mia, after we run by your office can you come back and get Alex set up with what she needs?”


    Her expression veered dangerously close to a smirk. “I’d be happy to do so.”


    He leaned in yet closer, squeezed Alex’s hand and placed a delicate kiss at the base of her ear. It was important to him she feel comfortable in the situation, and know he was here for her and only her. “I’ll be back soon.”


    Her eyes cut up at him with a distracted glance. “Okay. Have fun.”


    *


    Mia spun around as soon as the door to her office closed to stare at him in disbelief and perhaps dismay. “Caleb, darling, what have you gotten yourself into?”


    He crouched down beside the pack on the floor and unzipped it. He wasn’t afraid she had removed anything, but he needed to remind himself of its contents. “I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re referring to, Mia darling.”


    “Miriam Solovy’s daughter? Are you kidding me? I appreciate that you’re adventurous, but I didn’t think you were insane.”


    He chuckled darkly while he rummaged through the pack. “How the hell do you know who her mother is?”


    She glared at him as if insulted. “I’m paid very well to stay current on many details regarding the power players in this little galaxy of ours. And your girlfriend’s mother is one of them. You do realize you’re at war against the Alliance now, right?”


    He shrugged, zipped up the pack and stood. “Your point?”


    She stepped forward and grasped his hands in hers. “I have a soft spot for you, Caleb. I always have. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”


    He smiled. “They’ve already arrested me. What else can they do?”


    She didn’t. “They can kill you, for one.”


    “I’m much too good to let that happen. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine.”


    “We?” She dropped his hands and took a step back. “Oh my god, you’re in love with her.”


    He exhaled harshly—more harshly than he had intended. “Don’t be absurd. I—”


    “You are, you’re completely in love with her. I can’t believe I didn’t spot it immediately.” She laughed. “I never thought I’d see the day, Caleb Marano in love. She really must be something.”


    “Just stop, okay? You don’t know what you’re talking about.” She definitely did not know what she was talking about. How could she?


    She nodded dramatically, eyes wide in mocking. “Of course, my mistake. Whatever you say.”


    “Mia….”


    “No, I concede the point. You’re not in love. Silly of me to even suggest it. Now I’d better get out to the bay lest your girlfriend start suspecting we’re in here being bad.”


    He reached out and grabbed her arm as she turned to go. “Wait. We’re renting a ship to take to Seneca, and odds are we’ll be there a few days. There’s something else I need you to do for me while we’re gone. I’ll pay you whatever you need for it.”


    “Caleb, you know I never charge you.”


    “You haven’t heard what it is yet.”


    *


    Mia returned, sans Caleb, after several minutes.


    She was rather beautiful, Alex thought. Objectively speaking. Of average height but with exquisite bone structure, her olive skin complimented vaguely Asian features. She carried herself with studied confidence, yet her eyes carried a hint of…Alex wasn’t sure. Roughness? Grittiness? Though she gave a flawless impression of it, the woman had not been born into wealth. Of that much Alex was certain.


    “How’s everything look?”


    “Excellent. You have a very sophisticated facility here. I must admit I’m impressed. But can we go over the additional security measures?”


    “Absolutely.” Mia opened a new display in one of the panels. “A cam monitors the door from the outside, which only I—and now you and Caleb—can access. As you see, this is the sole entrance to the bay except for airborne entry, but while the bay is occupied the force field is one-way. Your handprint here and this door becomes operable solely by you and I.”


    “And Caleb?”


    “Not until he gets back here with his handprint.”


    “Right. Can it be DNA-coded as well?”


    Mia raised an eyebrow but didn’t otherwise balk at the request. “It can.” Her fingertips manipulated the information on the screen, and a small drawer slid out from beneath the shelf. It held a brushed magnesium encoder.


    Alex recognized its purpose and pressed her palm to it. A faint tingle against her index finger indicated the extraction of her DNA signature.


    She glanced over at Mia, who was already pulling in the signature and configuring the door security. “So how did you meet Caleb?”


    The woman’s head tilted away as a guarded expression swept across her face.


    “I don’t mean to pry. If it’s personal—”


    “Sorry, gut reaction. My past isn’t a topic I make a habit of discussing. But hell, why not. It’s certainly been long enough.” She added a small smile. “In short, he saved me. I was in the forced employ of the Triene cartel on Pandora, where I had run after I got tired of my father and brother using me as a mule to fence stolen goods—most notably when the last ‘customer’ got it in his head to relieve me of both the goods and my life.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “It’s fine. I stabbed him. I assume he died, but who knows. Unfortunately, I ended up in a situation which was little better. One day Caleb approached me seeking help to get inside the Triene compound. I agreed, and he gave me a ticket off-planet and some credits to get on my feet. He took the whole operation down, then checked up on me a while later. We became friends of a sort.”


    “Then more than friends.”


    “Ha…told you, did he?” She rolled her eyes and muttered something Alex couldn’t make out under her breath. “Don’t worry, it’s all far in the past. But he is my friend, and I owe him my life. So…be gentle with him.”


    “I hardly think Caleb needs anyone to be gentle with him.”


    “You might be surprised.” She transitioned the display to a new menu. “Here, we can also add a plasma cage around the docking area.” A tap and a field shimmered to life in a box two meters beyond the frame of the ship. “And now I’m linking it to you as well. You can activate and deactivate it from here.”


    Mia paused, the corners of her mouth twitching. “What about you? How did you meet him?”


    Alex cleared her throat awkwardly. “I, uh, shot down his ship and stranded him on a hostile planet…then rescued him from it.”


    “Nice!” Mia laughed; it was surprisingly rich and sultry. “That explains it.”


    “Explains what?”


    “Why he’s so taken with you. Other than the obvious of course.”


    She felt a bit flustered. Gabbing like teenagers about a guy wasn’t an activity she commonly engaged in, or had honestly ever done—at least not with anyone other than Kennedy and even then only after several glasses of wine. “What do you mean?”


    Mia leaned against the shelf, crossing her arms over her chest and relaxing her bearing. “There’s something you need to understand about Caleb. He spends a lot of his time—professionally—manipulating people. Finding their weaknesses and exploiting them. He’s quite skilled at it, and it’s kind of affected his opinion of people in general. It’s not that he doesn’t appreciate them—I suspect he’s rather fond of humanity as a rule—but it of necessity puts him somewhat apart and above most of them.”


    She chuckled, seemingly to herself. “Very few individuals truly impress him, and the ones who do are unfailingly strong, independent and resourceful. And should someone actually get the better of him, well he’d be smitten for sure.”


    “Smitten?”


    A mysterious grin grew on Mia’s lips, as if she knew a secret and intended on keeping it. Okay, that was annoying. “Smitten.” She pushed off the shelf and focused back on the display. “Any particular name you want the rental under?”


    “I’m sorry?”


    “Caleb said you’d be wanting the records doctored. I can choose a name at random, or one of the many corps, but I thought I’d give you the option.”


    Ever the spy…but he was right. A false name would make the ship more secure, especially should her hijinks at the detention center garner attention. “It’s an excellent idea, but I’ll let you choose. I’m not much with the spy games.”


    “Stick with him, and you will be.”


    *


    “Everything go okay with Mia?”


    “Hmm? Yeah, it went fine.” She was preoccupied when she glanced up at him, but she had to smile at the new clothes. He wore charcoal casual slacks and a deep navy shirt unbuttoned over a tee of matching hue. The bag in his hand indicated there were more where these came from.


    She wouldn’t have thought it possible, but the choice of color made his eyes appear an even richer blue. “I like.”


    He dropped the bag on the floor and joined her on the couch. “Good. Something going on?”


    “I’m not sure.” She sent the message she had been staring at to an aural. “This came in a few minutes ago.”


    Ms. Solovy,


    With respect to the proposed renovations to your residence, we have attached draft plans based on your specifications. Please review the changes and additions. We hope they meet with your approval.


    Regards,


    W. C. Sutton Construction, Inc.


    “W. C. Sutton is Will’s firm…but I’m not doing any renovations to the loft.”


    “Who’s Will?”


    “Richard’s husband. Might as well take a look at the plans.” The attachment opened to display, as advertised, a blueprint of the layout of her loft. A series of alterations were marked in green. They included the addition of marble flooring to the entrance and dining area, an extension of the kitchen another meter and a half, new windows and an additional closet on the back wall of the elevated sleeping area.


    “This is weird. I’ve never discussed the possibility of working on the loft with him. His expertise is large commercial projects, anyway.”


    “What’s up with the windows? They look odd.”


    She zoomed in on the specs running along the side of the aural. “It says they’re beveled…which is absurd. Who would put in beveled windows? They would totally obscure the view—and the view is the entire point of the windows.”


    “Well, either your friend Will isn’t much of an architect, or…hang on a second. Select the center window.”


    The remainder of the blueprint blurred into the background as the center window came into focus. It consisted of a pattern of several dozen small beveled squares.


    “There.” He pointed to one of the squares in the lower left quadrant of the window. Now that she examined it, it did seem to contain a more intricate pattern than the others. She selected it, and the square enlarged to dominate the aural.


    The pattern inside consisted of an ornamental capital ‘A.’


    “That’s what I thought. It’s a hidden message for you.” She looked over quizzically; he shrugged in response. “Spy trick. You should open it.”


    “Right….” She raised an eyebrow at the image and tapped the ‘A.’ A dialog opened over it:


    What was the title and composer of David Solovy’s favorite musical piece?


    A wistful smile tugged at her lips as she input the answer:


    Capriccio Italien, Op. 45 by Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky


    A file popped out of the blueprint to hover in the air.


    Autopsy Reports: Mangele Santiagar. September 15, 2322


    She laughed in delight and sank against the cushion. “Crafty bastard. I knew I could count on him.”


    Caleb grasped her face in his hands and drew her in for a long, languorous kiss. He tasted of butter and caramel coffee. Delicious.


    “You. Are. Wonderful.”


    “Little bit, yeah.” She kissed him again before pulling back. “I talked to him after you were arrested. I told him about our suspicions and the information you were hoping for, but he said there was nothing he could do to help.”


    “Looks like he had a change of heart—unless this Will guy heard about your conversation and accessed the file himself.”


    “No. He’s a construction project manager, not a spy. Besides, they’re very close. This is Richard’s doing. Here, let me send the file to you.”


    He rested his elbows on his knees and took a moment to study it. “The information’s quite detailed, so hopefully it includes a key to breaking this whole mess open. But it’s got Alliance security written all over it—no way will it pass through the defense net. We’ll have to deliver it in person. Which is fine, because we can be in Cavare tonight.”


    He grinned at her, clearly pleased with the turn of events. “Let’s go rent ourselves a ship.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 54: New Babel


    Independent Colony


    Olivia smiled to herself as she toured the newly claimed facility, though she never allowed it to reach her lips. Outwardly she appeared stoically critical and discerning, inspecting every surface and corner for mistakes, flaws or merely a lack of optimization.


    She gestured to a series of narrow slits running along the top of the right wall. “Replace those cooling vents. We have access to newer material at half cost. And make certain to get the correct grade for this type of production.”


    The manufacturing facility had been ‘liberated’ from the Shào cartel two days earlier, cleaned up overnight and the necessary renovations were now nearly complete. This particular location would increase her supply flow of illegal cybernetic enhancements—vision and reflex enhancers, body state interpreters, sleep deprivation modulators and cyberization overclocks, to name a few—all hyper-concentrated and boosted well beyond safe limits and all carrying a decent risk of blindness, muscular detachment or even catastrophic neural stroke.


    It had been a good decision on her part to take what she needed rather than expend the time and effort to build a new plant. The war was heating up in earnest, and they were already seeing a noticeable uptick in demand for the sort of enhancements the plant would fabricate. Everyone wanted to gain an advantage in the rising chaos generated by the war; she was happy to supply them with the necessary tools to do so in whatever manner they saw fit.


    She took a last look around the long rectangular chamber. Workers busily installed equipment on the primary production floor. Crates filled with components lined the walls, in many cases stacked almost to the ceiling. Enforcers guarded every door, inside and out; more stood watch in a hundred meter perimeter. Shào wasn’t some street gang, and she didn’t expect they would take the seizure of their property particularly well. There would be repercussions, but nothing her people couldn’t handle.


    “I’ve seen enough. Carry on. Contact me if you encounter any last-minute difficulties.” She nodded to Gesson and headed for the lift to the roof, entourage in tow.


    The muggy blue haze of a New Babel morning greeted her as she strode across the roof to her transport. She had a dinner date with the CEO of a pharmaceutical corporation, one who had displayed a degree of moral flexibility when it came to his business endeavors.


    For the right price, she was confident he could be convinced to provide her the ingredients she required. Once combined with other ingredients from other pharmaceutical companies, legitimate and otherwise, the result would be a new variety of high-potency chimerals for the market, available exclusively through the Zelones cartel.


    In the midst of the war, when death and destruction abounded, people inevitably sought a way to escape from it all. Yet another avenue of opportunity opening up thanks to the predictable incompetence and reactionary behavior of politicians.


    That and a few well-placed missiles.


    The colonized worlds which called themselves civilization represented a powder keg lying dormant for far too long. Apply the right amount of pressure and it would erupt into chaos. She could feel the galaxy beginning to convulse.


    The transport rose above the industrial area and banked toward the spaceport. The pharmaceutical executive didn’t dare risk being seen on New Babel, of course, so she was doing him the tremendous favor of traveling to Atlantis for the dinner. A one-time concession—but one time was generally all that was required.


    An incoming message captured her attention as she was about to begin reviewing new cost analyses. On opening it her expression darkened to a scowl.


    Ms. Montegreu,


    Target refused the Vancouver job. He also discovered the contents of the parcel.


    — Kigin


    She instantly pulsed Kigin.


    Is he dead yet?


    Um, no, ma’am. I thought I should check with you for instructions.


    My instructions are for him to be dead. Now.


    Yes, ma’am. I’ll take care of it.


    She sighed and pinched her nose in annoyance. This was why plans existed, and why they should not be deviated from unless there was no other viable option. She succeeded in this business in part because she maintained plans for her plans, short and long-term strategies for numerous scenarios and multilayered schemes to be executed over years, even decades. Indulging ad-hoc modifications to meticulously crafted plans was a recipe for disaster which had brought down more than one otherwise brilliant leader.


    She should not have done it.


    The thought of informing Marcus his little ‘opportunity’ was a no-go crossed her mind for less than a millisecond before being dismissed. He insisted on QEC only, paranoid beyond reason about secrecy, and she did not remotely have the time to return to the office now.


    And besides, she had made him no promises. She’d said she would make an effort to accommodate his last-minute special request, and so she did. Perhaps she might let him know when they next talked. But he had pushed the limits of their business arrangement in making the request, and she wasn’t inclined to reward bad behavior.


    She would, however, clean up the mess which had resulted though it was an inconvenience—because she, at least as much as he, held a vested interest in their arrangement continuing forward with great success.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 55: Space, North-Central Quadrant


    Seneca Stellar System


    Caleb started over to the small stairwell of the rental ship to tell Alex to dress warmly, as Cavare was quite cool at night—then froze when she ascended the stairs.


    She was wearing a deep violet turtleneck made of a silky, shimmery material; when the light hit it hints of indigo and crimson rippled across the fabric. It was paired with sleek, form-fitting black pants and wedge-heeled black boots. Her hair was loosely pulled back to cascade over and behind her shoulders in waves. She had allowed a few strands to escape and frame her cheekbones. It was simple, functional and ordinary attire. It was spectacular.


    She paused at the top of the stairs. One hand lingered on the railing. “What? Did I forget something?”


    “You’re beautiful.” His voice came out soft and almost reverential. He had told her so the night before as well, while she had straddled him, naked in the starlight shining through the viewport above her bed. It was no less true now.


    She blinked. “I…thank you. I didn’t bring a lot of non-work clothes. Maybe I should have picked up a few things with you on Romane….”


    He smiled and crossed the space to her, wrapping one arm around her waist while the other hand drew along her jaw. “You look beautiful in those, too, by the way. In case I haven’t told you.”


    She appeared utterly flummoxed, which he didn’t understand. He was certain he wasn’t the first man to tell her she was beautiful. No computer algorithm would produce her features as the ideal example of beauty—they were too dramatic, too unique—but make no mistake. She was beautiful.


    Finally she relaxed into him, her lips meeting his with a whisper. “You thinking flattery will get you in my pants?”


    “That’s the plan.”


    A beep in the cockpit signaled their initial approach to Seneca, and he reluctantly disentangled from her and went to the cockpit. It was a little odd him being in charge of the flying, and he knew she found it disorienting. But for the moment at least, this was his show.


    “Wait—” he glanced over his shoulder at her, startled at the outburst “—are they going to let me through? Should I have, I don’t know, procured myself a fake ID or something?”


    “You’ve been cleared.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean you’ve been cleared. It’s taken care of.”


    “Under my own name.”


    “Under your own name.” He grasped her hand as she draped her arms along the headrest of the cockpit chair. “It’ll be fine. Promise.”


    *


    Seneca: Cavare, Intelligence Division Headquarters


    They were meeting in a conference room on the first floor of Division Headquarters, for several reasons. This way Caleb wouldn’t be running into a number of people who might be curious about where he had been and what he may have been up to. Also, Volosk wasn’t exactly comfortable giving Alex a red carpet tour of Division’s inner sanctum. From an outside perspective Caleb could understand the concern, so he didn’t argue the matter.


    He input the security code, which changed every twenty hours, and his own personal ID scan at the outer door and motioned for her to enter ahead of him. Two hallways and another door, then a final door and they reached the small conference room.


    Volosk had been notified of their arrival and was waiting on them. He stood and shook Caleb’s hand. “Agent Marano, glad to see you made it back in one piece.”


    “As am I, sir.”


    Volosk’s gaze shifted to the left. “Ms. Solovy, I presume.” He extended a hand in a more formal manner. “Michael Volosk, Director of Special Operations.”


    She graciously accepted the proffered greeting. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


    He gestured to the table and they took up seats opposite him. Caleb clasped his hands on the table and leaned forward. “I’m sending you a file I think you will find most useful.”


    Volosk raised an eyebrow, but his expression transformed once he received the file. His eyes unfocused for a solid ten seconds before his attention returned to them. He smiled in what looked like relief but was definitely appreciation.


    “You have my sincere gratitude—both of you. As soon as we’re done here I’ll start analyzing this information. Perhaps…well, let’s not get our hopes up too high, but perhaps we can do something about the current state of affairs. For now, though, we should talk about Metis.”


    Alex caught Caleb’s gaze briefly, then reached in her pocket and removed a small crystal disk. The pause was almost imperceptible before she slid the disk across the table. “A hard copy of all the raw data we collected.”


    He accepted it with the deference it deserved. “Thank you.” His head tilted in contemplation. “Alliance leadership also has this information, I take it?”


    “They do.”


    “If I may ask, is there anything you’re comfortable telling me in regard to their response?”


    “Chush’ sobach’ya….” She cleared her throat. “Pardon me. They said they will monitor the situation.”


    He smiled, though it came off a bit cold. “They’re hoping the aliens will attack us first so they can take advantage of the opportunity.”


    This pause was noticeable. “Something to that effect.”


    “And how do you feel about their response, Ms. Solovy?”


    She met his stare evenly, without flinching. “I’m here, aren’t I?”


    He dipped his chin to concede the point. “Fair enough. I meant no offense.”


    Caleb squeezed her hand under the table. “What’s the word from the GOI platoon we sent to investigate? Did they find the alien ships?”


    Volosk’s lips pursed. “We’ve had no word from them since they entered Metis four days ago. As communications are not possible inside the Nebula, it’s too early to draw any conclusions. They may simply still be investigating.”


    “I imagine they had instructions to deploy drones back out with updates?”


    The man’s expression was admirably neutral. “They did.”


    Shit. He told them it was too risky to send an entire platoon in, he didn’t care if they were stealth special forces. “I see. Hopefully you’ll hear from them soon.”


    “I hope so as well.” The uneasy silence lingered only a breath longer than what was comfortable. “So I’ve reviewed your report, but if you don’t mind I’d like to go over a few details.” His eyes roved over each of them; they each shrugged in acceptance.


    “Your spectral analysis of the ships’ composition—it returned no matches, correct?”


    “Correct.” She nodded, intrinsically slipping into expert mode. “Chemically, the closest equivalent is lonsdaleite diamond, but this metal is far darker in color than lonsdaleite and isn’t appreciably close to a match. Whatever the metal is, it appeared quite dense and strong. Unfortunately, the sole other fact we’ve determined with any certainty is that the ring is constructed of a similar but not identical material.”


    “Okay. So we’re looking at previously undiscovered elements then. And regarding the electromagnetic waves, you suggested the terahertz signals might be a form of communication. Can I ask what your thinking is?”


    “Again, it’s merely speculation, but a couple of things. For one, the signal was hyper-precise—focused and compressed, with no detectable bleed. This means it wasn’t an emission byproduct of their technology and was clearly being used for some purpose. Also, Metis doesn’t have significant background terahertz radiation—but in the portal region the terahertz waves were pervasive. And lastly, because we don’t use it for communications. It might not occur to us to eavesdrop on the band.”


    “Hmm.” He nodded deliberately. “Not bad as reasons go.” He was quiet a moment before shifting his attention to Caleb. “Where do you think the portal originates?”


    It would be the question for him. There were no hard, objective facts or data to rely upon—pretty much no information whatsoever in fact. Nothing but instinct and observation skills born of experience, and a dash of inborn talent.


    “Another dimension.”


    “Are you serious?” The eyebrow transformed from appreciation to skepticism.


    “It may very well lead to the other side of the Milky Way or just as likely to another galaxy. But here’s the thing—and I’d never have thought of it if Alex hadn’t raised the idea of a dimensional portal as a conceivable possibility—the portal had to be built. And as impressive as those superdreadnoughts are, they are miniscule compared to the portal. Building it must have been a tremendous undertaking for even highly advanced aliens.”


    He straightened his posture, caught up in the argument. “So why send the workers and machinery and materials to build the portal across the galaxy or universe via conventional means—why spend all the time and effort—to build a shortcut? How much more time would it have taken to simply send the ships instead?”


    He sensed Alex regarding him curiously. He hadn’t actually had the opportunity to share his theory with her. There had been escapes to execute and sex and planning and organization and sex and meals to cook and…well. He grinned at her with a corner of his mouth.


    Volosk, however, was frowning. “I can imagine plenty of explanations. The personnel and fuel involved, to name one.”


    “Absolutely. I concede the point. But I think it’s safe to assume these aliens possess the capability to travel at least as rapidly as we can. So say they’re from the other side of the galaxy. At most it’s forty or so Galactic days’ travel, in no way a trip worthy of building an expensive magic portal instead. If on the other hand we’re talking another galaxy, the trip is nearly half a year at a minimum and in all likelihood far longer, in which case why expend the time and manpower to send the builders but not the fighters?”


    He leaned in and dropped his elbows on the table. “And what fighters? Granted, there could be soldiers, organic beings of some sort, inside the dreadnoughts or the tentacle ships—hell, there probably are. But we saw zero evidence of them.” He lifted a hand in preemptive protest. “Before you say it, I agree you wouldn’t see us from the outside of our fleet either. Still, there was a feeling, an impression the ships evoked…like nothing was present that lived and breathed.”


    He shrugged, consciously dialing down the fervor. “Either they travel very slow and thus need the portal, which contradicts their otherwise obviously advanced technology, or they travel very fast, which obviates the need for the portal at all. Unless it was the only way.”


    Volosk was silent for a long time. Finally he nodded. “Decent assertions—except for one point. If the portal is the only way, how did its builders get here?”


    Caleb bit his lower lip. “I’m no expert on hidden dimensions, but…I’m not certain they would need to.”


    A ponderous silence again lingered for a moment, until Volosk chuckled wryly. “Well, for now we should focus on how to defend against them. More esoteric musings can wait for the victory party.”


    He straightened up in his chair, as if he had convinced himself of the rightness of his conclusion. “I’m trying to arrange a meeting with Delavasi and the Defense Director for later tonight, though their schedules are unsurprisingly rather full. If the two of you can remain available for the next several hours, I’d appreciate it. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything definitive.”


    He stood and leveled a keen gaze at Caleb. “Until then I must get back to the details of managing an…” he managed not to glance at Alex “…unfortunate war. Agent Marano, until further notice your sole mission is the investigation of these aliens and matters related thereto.”


    “Of course. Any special instructions?”


    “In the brief time I’ve worked with you, I have come to realize one thing. Of all our agents, you are the last person who needs micromanaging. Act as you see fit—but do try to avoid blowing up any more Division starships if at all possible.”


    “I’ll do my best, sir. Though in fairness, the last one was her fault.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 56: Earth


    Washington: Earth Alliance Headquarters


    The basement command center of Earth Alliance Headquarters remained a flurry of activity on this, the sixth day of the Second Crux War.


    Aides ensured the secure files were loaded and all necessary information available, the refreshment table was fully stocked and the EM shielding field was in place and active. The noise amplified off the reinforced walls to create a din above which it was difficult to carry on a normal conversation.


    The Chief of Staff’s arrival in the bunker served as the aides’ cue to depart the immediate area surrounding the situation room. They filed past the woman and dispersed—some upstairs to their offices, others to stations elsewhere in the command center to monitor war developments.


    Marcus Aguirre exited the lift alongside Prime Minister Brennon. They continued their conversation as they walked down the long hallway. “Yes, sir, I believe under the regulations you definitely have the authority to appropriate the necessary—” Upon reaching the situation room he cut himself off. “But we can discuss it in the meeting.” He stepped to the side and allowed Brennon to enter the room ahead of him.


    The Assembly Speaker and Chairman of the Armed Forces Committee had already arrived, along with the Defense Minister. Marcus went over to the hutch in the rear of the room and poured himself a glass of water before taking his seat a third of the way down the conference table. He presented himself as reviewing materials for the meeting while he discreetly observed the others through the translucent screen.


    Speaker Barrera was a long-time acquaintance and political ally. They had met for dinner two nights earlier; it was a timely reaffirmation of their alliance and a subtle reminder to the Speaker of favors Marcus had granted him in the past. It could be argued the Speaker owed Marcus for his position, but he never spoke of it aloud. He didn’t need to. Such was the way of the political game. Besides, the debt would come due soon enough.


    The Armed Forces Chairman was a sharp one. Retired military, he had earned several medals of valor for his service during the First Crux War. He held his current position for those accomplishments, not on account of any political skills. So though he deserved keeping an eye on, realistically he should be out of his league in the coming maneuvers.


    Defense Minister Mori spoke quietly with the Chief of Staff across the table. Mori was weak, a bureaucrat when he had been in the military and even more of one in the government. Any military influence he had was far overshadowed by EASC. But he was an unabashed Senecan opponent; as such, his intense dislike of the enemy may prove useful. The Chief of Staff, on the other hand, was shrewd and highly intelligent, and loyal to Brennon to a fault. She had been at the man’s side for over twenty years, since his early political campaigns.


    He glanced up as the Foreign Minister walked in, followed by—


    Well this was a complication.


    Mori slid his chair back and rose to salute. “Admiral Solovy, it’s a pleasure to see you again. I take it General Alamatto is otherwise engaged today?”


    Miriam Solovy nodded politely. “Yes, he spent the afternoon on the Orbital meeting with the Regional Commanders. He’s returning now, but would be unable to arrive here in time. He sends his regrets.”


    Alamatto was supposed to be here, and thus out of danger. He could control Alamatto. Solovy was supposed to be in Vancouver, sitting in her office at EASC Headquarters like a good girl.


    His face maintained a perfect mask while he tamped down his annoyance and considered his options. It didn’t take long, because for the moment he had none. He couldn’t call off the operation now if he wanted to—and he didn’t want to, as to do so would cause far more complications than it solved. He considered trying to waylay Alamatto and delay his arrival in Vancouver…but he personally didn’t have a viable way to make it happen, and those who might were not currently available.


    It would be a setback, but a minor one. The primary objective and several secondary ones would still be achieved. And Solovy would soon find herself facing her own difficulties in any event. He did need to factor her continued presence into matters and formulate countermeasures, but it would have to wait.


    Brennon signaled for the meeting to begin with a glance around the table. “Thank you for coming, everyone. The purpose of this meeting is to review the state of affairs one week into hostilities and discuss our strategy going forward.”


    His smile beamed across the table as though the room were populated by constituents. “First, the good news. Admiral Solovy?”


    Solovy spared a small nod for Brennon. “Thank you, Prime Minister. As you are all likely aware, four days ago we destroyed fifteen major Senecan hyperspectral scanners, significantly crippling their ability to track our military movements and buildups. With heightened defense measures now in place we don’t expect them to be able to replace the lost surveillance capabilities in the foreseeable future.


    “Also, I’m pleased to report Admiral Rychen’s forces engaged the Senecan detachment responsible for the attack on Arcadia and achieved a decisive victory near Desna. It was the first head-to-head battle of this conflict and represents a clear win for the Alliance.”


    “Excellent news, Admiral. Minister Mori?”


    The Defense Minister frowned; it was an unpleasant expression on his thin lips and pinched chin. “Unfortunately, it isn’t all good news. Five hours ago a Senecan strike force destroyed the production facilities of Surno Materials on Aquila. Surno was our largest supplier of the metamaterials used in the construction of Alliance starships.


    “Now while this isn’t an immediate emergency, it is inevitable we will suffer losses in the war and will need to replace ships. I’ve recommended that we invoke Regulation ERS 26608.577.2034g and appropriate fifty percent of the production output from the five next largest manufacturers of the relevant metamaterials.”


    Marcus cleared his throat. “I’ve advised the Prime Minister he does have the authority to do so under said Regulation. There is, however, public perception to consider as well. We don’t want the government to appear too heavy-handed this early into the conflict.”


    Mori shrugged. “What are our other options?”


    Solovy shifted her posture in an indefinable way which somehow increased her presence at the table. “We can approach the suppliers as customers and negotiate new contracts.”


    “Ha!” Mori snorted. “Wartime is not the place for capitalism. We require the materials. That should be the end of discussion. Surely you recognize this, Admiral?”


    “Surely.”


    “Yes, well.” Brennon nodded. “I will make a decision later today. Admiral, do our military forces have any further pressing requirements?”


    “Many, sir, but we are addressing them.”


    Brennon smiled a little. “Of course you are. Now we should probably move—”


    “Sir, if I may, there is one additional matter we should discuss.”


    If Brennon was taken aback by the interruption, he gave no sign of it. “Certainly, Admiral.”


    Solovy looked around at the others. “Forgive me if I’m stating the obvious, as I don’t often have the opportunity to attend these meetings, but the information I’m about to share cannot leave this room.”


    Marcus had a deep suspicion as to the nature of the information and swiftly made an effort to deflect it. “Admiral, if this information is so sensitive perhaps it would be better if it were handled offline, with a smaller group?”


    Her gaze snapped to him, and he felt a faint shiver run up his spine. “Mr. Attorney General, is this not the Select Military Advisory Council? Is this not the most secure location in Alliance space? I was under the impression there was no ‘smaller group’ with which to consult.”


    “It is all of those things. Nevertheless, it might be more—”


    Brennon’s hand extended out on the table. “She’s correct, Marcus. We are all trustworthy here. Let her speak.”


    Son of a bitch.


    “Thank you, sir. The visuals I’m going to show you were taken inside the Metis Nebula just over one week ago.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 57: Seneca


    Cavare


    “We have a couple of hours before Volosk will be able to pull off a meeting.” Caleb grabbed Alex’s hand and tugged her into the parking lot. “You impressed me right and proper on Earth. Give me a chance to impress you.”


    Her eyes slid away with a grin. “Okay. Where are we going?”


    “It’s a surprise.”


    She followed him to the bike, giggling under her breath as she draped the wrap on her neck and activated the helmet, threw a leg over the bike and grasped him tightly around the waist. It was every teenage girl’s wild, rebellious fantasy: speeding off on a sleek, sexy bike holding onto her sexy renegade. She would never admit to it being one of her fantasies, but…it didn’t suck.


    The air carried quite a chill whipping past as they sped through a rather impressive downtown area. She snuggled closer against him.


    Everything looked as though it had been built in the last two years; it all still carried the gleam of newness. And the city was large, far larger than she had been led to believe. The streets bustled with foot, vehicle and air traffic and all the hallmarks of a vibrant, lively culture. It didn’t come close to comparing to the Atlantic Met, nor half a dozen other metropolitan areas on Earth. But it did have a freshness and vivacity to it she hadn’t expected.


    It was a few short minutes before he slowed and veered into another parking lot, to her mild disappointment. Then she saw the reflection of Seneca’s enormous moon in the river across the street and grinned yet again. She climbed off the bike and wandered to the water’s edge while he secured it.


    He sidled up behind her, his arms encircling her waist as his chin rested on her shoulder. “Pretty, isn’t it?”


    She drew in a deep breath and savored the feel of him pressed against her, of his arms wrapped around her. She could get used to this, and quickly. “Very.”


    “Come on.” He grasped her hand and again tugged her along.


    “This wasn’t what you brought me to see?”


    “Uh, no.”


    They entered an outdoor market and entertainment area. Mellow synth strains, the hum of the crowd and pleasant aromas from several restaurants and grill stands filled the air, but he continued to lead her on past all the tempting diversions.


    The crowd began to thin and they veered back toward the river. In the distance she saw several tall, glittering arches. Beneath the arches the water gained a faint glimmer.


    They approached a simple kiosk. He manipulated the display a moment and gestured toward the water.


    A small personal craft had appeared out of nowhere alongside the ledge. It had a very minimal structure, flat save for sides which bowed up maybe a meter high and containing only two cushioned couch-like seats.


    “After you.”


    She raised an eyebrow at him but stepped in and sat down. He joined her, and the craft glided forward.


    “Are you driving?”


    “I could, but no, it’s automated for the moment.”


    “Where does it go?”


    “The lake.”


    She waited, but no more information was forthcoming, so she shifted to check out the view of downtown. The lights from the many skyscrapers reflected in warping patterns along the river, though the reflection of the moon continued to dominate. “It really is a beautiful city, Caleb.”


    “It is. You should probably turn around now.”


    “Hmm?” She twisted again in the seat. They were now passing under the first arch. It was a mammoth sculpture of bronze, copper and brushed graphite, wound through by golden optic fibers. It towered nearly a quarter kilometer above them at its peak. Already the next arch was in sight, and beyond three more arches a brilliantly lit structure rose out of the water.


    She realized the river was now widening rapidly, and also had begun to…glow. Faintly at first, yet brighter with every meter. She looked over at Caleb curiously. “Bioluminescence?”


    He had kicked back in his seat, his legs stretched out along the floor and ankles crossed leisurely. His hands were clasped behind his head. “Of a sort. You ready?”


    She laughed incredulously. “For what?”


    His eyes twinkled in amusement, revealing an infinite recursion of facets cut into their sapphire hue. She only tore away from them when a field shimmered into existence, extending up from the edges of the craft high enough so they were able to stand within it.


    Then the craft began to submerge.


    “What…?” Her voice drifted off, stunned into silence.


    Fully submerged beneath the surface and still moving forward, they became enveloped by an incredible white-blue luminescence. The closest comparison was phosphorescent algae, but she discerned no trace of even miniscule particles. The water simply glowed, more intensely than any nebula.


    The material composing the craft turned out to be a transparent glass material. She stood, and was surrounded in every direction by the radiant splendor. The field was all but invisible, giving the impression she could reach out and immerse fingertips in the water. Colorful fish sporting metallic scales and tiny eyes periodically swam past them. One tried to swim into the craft and collided with the field, causing a slight ripple across it as the fish jerked back in surprise.


    “Caleb….” She turned to find him watching her, a delighted smile on his face and a look in his eyes that sent a wicked flutter through her chest.


    She plopped in his lap and wound her arms around his neck. “Okay. Congratulations, you’ve impressed me.”


    “Good,” he whispered against her lips. “And we’re not even done yet.”


    “No?”


    “Nope.” He motioned in the direction ahead of them and she somewhat reluctantly pulled away to see.


    What she presumed was the large structure she had seen from the surface extended deep beneath the lake as well. As they approached, it became obvious it continued down at least thirty levels. Hundreds if not thousands of people milled about on the other side of the glass. Restaurants, several dance clubs and numerous shops could be made out as their craft circled and docked.


    The field surrounding the craft vanished, and they were inside. She stepped out behind him.


    This was clearly a high-class entertainment hub. The patrons tended to be well-dressed in expensive attire, though there was the occasional throng of slacker teens among the crowd. The noise level was considerable due to the enclosed environment, but not so loud she was unable to hear him beside her. As they strolled along the curving path, the floor-to-ceiling glass revealed the luminescent waters unmarred. It was actually so bright there was almost no lighting inside.


    “Do you want to get some dinner?”


    Her eyes cut over to him. “Why, yes I do.”


    He laughed and guided her toward the outside of the wide walkway. A moment later they stepped on a lift cut into the glass wall. It sped upward, swooshing past water rushing in the opposite direction. The lift broke through the surface and continued up another forty levels or so.


    Then they were in the open air. A cool breeze from the lake far below drifted over them, yet the space felt warmed in some artificial manner.


    The roof consisted entirely of a restaurant, complete with white tablecloths and optic candles. Though it seemed full to capacity, they were nevertheless shown to a table bordering the outer edge. Nothing blocked their view of the glowing lake below or the cityscape in the distance. The moon above them appeared close enough to reach up and touch.


    She spent a good thirty seconds looking at the sights, peering down the sheer cliff of glass and twisting about in her seat, so much so she was surprised when a bottle of wine arrived at the table.


    She settled back in the chair and eyed him suspiciously but playfully as he poured her a glass. “Okay, how did you get this table?”


    His lips curled up in a sly smirk. “It’s possible I went to primary with the restaurant manager.”


    “Well.” She regarded him over the rim of her glass. When she spoke, her voice came out uncharacteristically soft. “I’m sorry we tried to destroy this place.”


    “Alex, that isn’t what this is about—I mean, yes, I hoped you might realize we’re not the enemy, but—”


    “I know. And I’m…I’m sorry I wanted us to destroy this place.”


    His smile was exceptionally gentle. “Apology accepted.”


    She glanced around again briefly before returning to his gaze, to find it had never left her. “So what is this about then? I feel like I’m being wooed, but I think we’re a little beyond that stage.”


    “Are you complaining?”


    “Nooo.”


    “I’m glad.” He reached across the table and took her hand in his. “I know you’re out of your comfort zone. I recognize it isn’t easy for you to follow someone else’s lead. And I just want you to know I appreciate it, and maybe convince you it doesn’t always have to be so bad.”


    She squeezed his hand. “There’s certainly nothing bad about all this…in fact, I’d say it’s pretty damn wonderful.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 58: Earth


    Vancouver: EASC Headquarters


    Richard strode brusquely toward the Archives building. The late afternoon sun at his back almost hinted at warmth in the moments before it would drop below the horizon.


    Much as Miriam had expressed the previous day, he found himself ruing the…extensiveness…of Alliance regulations. The assassination investigation having been closed on account of the war and the obvious-to-everyone perpetrator, all the files pertaining to it—thankfully except for the medical files due to a few test results still outstanding—had been moved to Archives and personal copies ordered scrubbed. Because that was how things were done.


    Thus his trek across the EASC campus over to the Archives to review the files there. He would not be allowed to check them out and take them to his office. Because that was how things were done.


    Alex’s insistence that the assassination, the entire war, was a setup had troubled him even prior to his lunch with Will. Seeing as he’d now arguably committed treason against the Alliance on a bet she might be correct, it seemed a good idea to look deeper into the matter on his end as well. If he—


    The blast of heat hit his back before the sky brightened, which was odd—nearly as odd as his brain insisting on noticing such details above far more dramatic ones.


    Maybe he was simply too close for the difference in speed to be noticeable.


    Yes, that must be it.


    He spun around at the same instant as he was thrown tumbling through the air by an invisible force.


    He caught the briefest glimpse of the towering, white-hot ball of flame pluming into the sky just as the sun began to set beneath the water and he—


    When he regained consciousness—slowly, groggily—the flames clawed at the heavens, but they were increasingly obscured by the thick smoke which now roiled across the broad courtyard toward him.


    He scrambled backward on his hands and heels to escape the approaching smoke, which was of course a ludicrous thing to do. The smoke surged over him in a massive wave, choking his lungs and stealing the breath from them.


    Shouts and screams cut through the haze in the air and in his mind, closer than the roar of the flames and screeching metal reverberating from everywhere and nowhere.


    Feet pounded against the stone of the courtyard. People running. Panicked.


    It occurred to him he had been almost to the Archives.


    If he could get inside then perhaps he could breathe. Perhaps he could live.


    He crawled to his feet…and realized the smoke was far too dense to determine in which direction the Archives was located.


    The lack of oxygen spread foggy tendrils into his brain, mucking up the works and colliding with spots of yawning blackness from what must be a concussion….


    He somehow managed to call up a map overlay on a whisper.


    That way.


    He half-ran, half-stumbled twenty meters and fell through a door and into merciful darkness.


    *


    Hands reached down and helped him up.


    He coughed smoke out of his lungs. His vision began to clear. Breath by breath his mind sharpened the fog away.


    His head hurt like the devil and he suspected he’d fractured his right shoulder. But he was able to think again, and thus allow the soldier within to push aside the terror and take control.


    Smoke obscured everything beyond the glass doors. A quick glance around indicated those in the lobby appeared largely unhurt, so he rushed to the lift and headed for the top floor.


    The Archives building stood only thirty-five stories, but it should be tall enough to get above the worst of the smoke. When the lift slowed to a stop he hurried to the windows, ignoring the sharp jolts of pain shooting along his shoulder and neck.


    The once-towering Headquarters building was fully consumed in flames and crumbling in on itself. One corner of the foundation was completely blown out, causing the structure to list and gradually sink into the gap. Midway up and again near the two-thirds point where the flames burnt strongest, entire sections of the frame were missing, sending the higher floors canting back the other way.


    The destroyed building had acquired a ragged, zigzagged appearance. It reminded him of a child’s haphazardly constructed tower of blocks right before it collapsed.


    He used his ocular implant to capture several visuals, because the tower in front of him would also soon collapse, and he may be one of the few people seeing this particular vantage.


    As the adrenaline continued to dissipate he studied the scene with a more critical eye. Based on his experience, it looked as though high-powered explosive charges had detonated at the base in the front left corner as well as at strategic points throughout the building.


    No way did explosives get past security into the building—which meant the bombs must have been assembled inside.


    They had traitors in their midst.


    A renewed war. Aliens on the approach. Now insurrection from within. Had Alex and her Senecan companion been more horrifically right than even they imagined?


    The sirens of emergency vehicles rose above the rumble as craft began circling overhead. There was certainly plenty of water available to douse the fire…but there was also a lot of fire.


    God, how many people had been in the building? Five thousand? Six? Many would still be alive and trapped. Rescue personnel were already dropping beneath aircraft and attaching themselves to the burning, dangerously crumbling walls.


    The pulse leapt into his vision, startling him out his reverie.


    Richard! Are you there? Are you okay?


    Miriam. Yes, I’m fine. I was over at the Archives. Are you still in Washington?


    On the way back. What’s the situation? There’s been an attack on HQ?


    Oh, Miriam…I’m afraid it’s far worse than a simple attack.


    What do you mean?


    Headquarters is gone.


    There was a weighty pause.


    I’ll be there soon.


    When the connection ended he dragged a hand down his face; it came away coated in soot and blood.


    Miriam possessed inside information, but the news would be hitting the exanet any second now, if it hadn’t already. He took a deep breath and pulsed Will.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 59: Seneca


    Cavare


    They strolled along the promenade, Alex’s hand wrapped snugly in his. Dinner had been delicious and romantic, and the return trip beneath the lake’s surface doubly so. Caleb wanted nothing more than to whisk her away to his apartment and spend several hours ravaging every single centimeter of her lovely body. But alas, there was still work to be done. Later, however….


    “Do you think we—” He broke off mid-sentence, frowning at the abrupt, unnatural movement of people toward one of the nearby exanet news broadcast screens. They instinctively joined the crowd, though he was also pulling up his own customized news feed.


    The large screen showed an aerial view of an island in late evening light. An uneasy sensation rippled through his skin; the location looked uncomfortably familiar, though it was difficult to be certain due to the remainder of the scene.


    A towering pillar of copper and crimson flames roiled to engulf a high-rise and lick at the sky. Dense clouds of smoke billowed out from the structure to flow over the island. Scattered strewn debris and huge chunks fallen from the edifice decorated gaps in the smoke. At least a dozen emergency craft circled in the air above, many dangling rescue responders beneath.


    “This footage is from Earth Alliance Strategic Command in Vancouver, where fourteen minutes ago a series of massive explosions rocked the building which houses—”


    “Alex, you—” She thrust a palm into his chest, holding him at bay. Her gaze was unfocused, her stance rigid. He watched her instead of the footage.


    It was a full ten seconds before she exhaled and focused on him, her features losing a mere fraction of their tautness. “She’s safe. She was traveling from Washington. Richard’s safe, too, though he had a much closer call.”


    She ran a hand down her face as her attention was drawn inexorably to the screen. “Caleb….”


    “I know.” Had his government done this? In war everything constituted fair game, but it nevertheless struck him as incredibly dirty tactics. A hell of a lot of noncombatants worked in that building. On the other hand, wiping out a good portion of Alliance military leadership in one fell swoop would definitely knock them on their heels, sowing confusion and perhaps chaos. Arguably a brilliant tactic…but still dirty.


    He grasped her shoulder. “Let’s get to some place quieter where we can find out what’s going on.”


    She nodded in agreement, but her eyes were clouded and troubled. He honestly couldn’t blame her.


    The crowd thinned then vanished as they wound their way to the end of the riverwalk, up the stairs and across the street to the parking lot. It was dark and maybe a third full.


    The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. It was too dark. Some of the lighting had gone out—which was impossible unless it had been deliberately eliminated.


    A shadow moved in the corner of his vision.


    Another deep in the recesses of the lot.


    All his senses sharpened into hyper-focus as nanobot-aided adrenaline flooded his veins and fueled his limbs to enhanced speeds.


    “Get down!” He shoved her behind one of the skycars the same instant a laser streaked between them from the left.


    She landed on her hands and knees next to the car door. He crouched beside her but kept his focus outward as infrared augmentation activated in his ocular implant. Not wanting to risk a sound, he pulsed her. Stay here.


    He drew his kinetic blade out of its sheath and flicked it on as a heat signature grew at the front edge of the vehicle. He crawled forward, staying low and against the frame.


    When a foot appeared at the rim, he grabbed it and yanked to send the attacker sprawling to the ground. In one fluid move he landed on top of the man, knocked the Daemon from his hand and slid the blade in beneath his ribcage and up into his heart.


    As soon as he felt it pierce the heart he pulled it out, picked up the Daemon and sprinted to the next nearest vehicle.


    The shadow he had seen in the rear of the lot moved closer. This one was cloaked, but in infrared he saw the faintest shimmer to indicate the outline of a person. He rose and aimed over the top of the roof.


    One shot, center mass. The outline collapsed.


    He immediately scanned the vicinity for more targets. Nothing…nothing…there. A heat signature slinked along the wall on the other side of the lot.


    Toward Alex.


    He flung the Daemon against a vehicle three rows over and ducked to sprint back. The racket succeeded in momentarily distracting the attacker, who paused to glance in the direction of the sound.


    By the time the man resumed advancing Caleb had reached him. He grappled him from behind and with a fierce wrench snapped his neck.


    He dropped the body and kneeled beside her. “Are you okay?”


    She nodded weakly, staring at him in the darkness with wide eyes and dilated pupils. A knot of dread began pooling in his chest. He didn’t—


    “Behind you!” It came out as a cracked whisper of a shout.


    He spun as he stood, right leg swinging up with the motion.


    His heel smashed into a wrist and jarred a Daemon out of the attacker’s grip as it fired. The laser stream skidded off the hood of the skycar, cutting the front in two and burning across the wall of the neighboring building.


    His opponent delivered a left hook to his jaw. His head jerked, but the overload of adrenaline meant he didn’t notice the jolt of pain. He kneed the attacker in the stomach while he shifted his grip on the blade, then plunged it into the man’s gut.


    The attacker stuttered in surprise, but the angle had been too low and he wouldn’t be dead for a while yet. Running on his own adrenaline, the man clawed at Caleb’s face in search of an eye socket in which to jam a thumb.


    He pulled the man into a bear hug, shoved the blade in deeper and forced it upward, slicing him open a centimeter at a time.


    When the man finally sagged lifelessly in his grasp, he tossed the body to the side.


    “We need to leave, now. Let’s get to the bike.”


    Getting no response, he turned to Alex. Even in the dim light he could see all the color had drained from her face. She clung to the frame of the vehicle as she haltingly climbed to her feet. Her gaze roamed around wildly, looking at anything except him.


    In an adrenaline-fueled combat state everything was knocked off-kilter. Time moved rapidly and slowly all at once. Light and shadow gained contrast, and the world appeared as an over-processed image, full of sharp edges and too-crisp colors. Movement leapt out as jagged gashes against a frozen frame.


    He struggled past all this to see what she saw.


    Three dead bodies lay within four meters. Blood pouring from two of the bodies pooled to join together and creep inexorably toward them.


    Intestines spilled forth out of one; the flickering illumination from the riverwalk created the illusion of slimy tentacles slithering forward in the treacherous shadows.


    The third corpse’s head was twisted at an impossible angle upon the ground, eyes open to stare blankly at her and into the void.


    He stood before her coated in repulsive bodily fluids. He felt the warm stickiness of blood streaked along one cheek, across his chin, dribbling down his neck.


    Without a doubt, it was an utterly horrific panorama of violence and death. A tableau of nightmares.


    And as he watched her recoil from the gruesome scene—and him—his heart plummeted then left him entirely. The moment he had always dreaded, worked to ensure never came to pass while trying his damnedest to pretend it never would, met him full on in her shell-shocked eyes and blanched face.


    It occurred to him that perhaps Mia had been right after all. Which only made it so, so much worse.


    He swallowed the lump in his throat. “We have to get away from here, and quickly. It’s not safe. Will you come with me?”


    Having reached a standing position, she gave a semblance of a nod.


    Taking it as assent, he headed for the bike several rows further in…and realized there had been no jagged gash in his peripheral vision. She had made no move to follow him. His chin dropped and his eyes squeezed shut so tightly halos flared in the blackness.


    He forced them open to gaze at her.


    “Please.”


    “Right….” She shook her head roughly and gingerly pushed off the vehicle, skittering to the side of the encroaching pools of blood to trail behind him at a distance.


    When they reached the bike he had to remind her to put on the helmet wrap. Her hands rested warily midway around his waist; he felt them trembling through the cloth of his overshirt.


    He wanted to scream and rage. He wanted to hit something and kill a few more people. He wanted to grab her and shake her and beg her with every ounce of his soul to not react like this…


    …but he knew it was already far too late. And the rest of his body and brain were still in combat mode and he had to get them to safety.


    “Alex, you need to hold on tighter, okay?” His voice sounded hollow and strained, like a too-taught string on an antique violin.


    But she complied. He pulled out of the lot and onto the street.


    They’d go back to Division, where security was high, then…well, he didn’t know what then. He didn’t know if she’d consent to go anywhere with him after this. If not, he could…he could send an escort to accompany her to the spaceport and she would be able to leave. Go to Romane, and from there, Earth.


    He tried to focus on the road. The artificial lighting had returned to normal; in his distorted vision the added light gave the surroundings a washed out, achromatic sheen.


    It was what it was. It was done and there was nothing in the universe which could change it. He accepted the deadening of his heart and began prepping the stoic mask he would desperately need in the coming hours.


    He sent Volosk a message to let him know they were on their way and under assault.


    Message unable to be delivered. Recipient is not connected to exanet infrastructure. Message will be queued until it can be delivered.


    Fucking bloody fuck.


    And just like that everything became considerably more complicated. If they weren’t the only ones being targeted….


    But for the moment, a single thing mattered: staying alive. Her staying alive.


    He broadcast a local Division alert and slowed as they neared HQ. The information relayed to him indicated Volosk’s last recorded action was to leave the office to run an errand.


    He swung to the rear and came to a stop alongside the building across from the entrance.


    Alex stumbled off the bike, sending another dagger into his soul.


    It didn’t matter.


    He kept his voice low. “Stay here a minute. I need to make sure the way is clear.” She nodded mutely and backed into the wall. The void in his chest swelled to a yawning chasm at the sight of her looking at him in such a manner, shrinking away from him.


    It didn’t matter.


    He peered around the corner, blade at the ready. He saw no movement nor anything out of the ordinary—save for the lump on the ground near the reserved area where the subdivision directors parked.


    He knew what awaited him as he approached from the shadows.


    Michael Volosk lay on his back in a pool of blood, one arm fractured at the elbow and the other wrenched behind his head. He had fought his attacker, if to no avail.


    His throat had been sliced clean through from ear to ear by a gamma knife. His eyes stared blankly into the void, no different in death than the assailant’s at the park.


    Caleb blew out a harsh breath, his hand coming up to abuse his jaw. Volosk was an honorable, decent man. He had a wife and two young children and a spotless record. What reason did they have to kill him?


    He spun around at the echo of footsteps, arm cocked and blade raised. But it was her. His arm dropped to his side.


    She approached with caution, her focus locked on the body of the man she had met mere hours earlier—until it darted jerkily up to him.


    God, she looked so scared.


    He would give the wealth of nations to be able to convince her she never need be afraid of him. But he had no such wealth to give.


    “He can’t have been dead long or someone would have found him. The attackers might still be nearby.” He glanced at the Division building, at the door fifteen meters across the lot. “I think we should get out of here, to the ship. It isn’t safe, even here. If they got to him this close to Headquarters, they could have gotten inside.”


    He gazed at her imploringly. “Will you do that? Will you go with me to the spaceport at least? From there you can…whatever you want. But I need to get you to safety.”


    She blinked. “Of course….” She took a step, faltered and sank against the wall grasping clumsily at her right side.


    “What is it? Are you hurt?”


    “Yeah…I…I got nicked back there at the park…it’s fine though…cybernetics will take care of it….”


    Then her legs buckled beneath her.


    He had already been moving and reached her a split-second before she hit the ground. One hand slid under her head, much as it had in another, far, far better circumstance.


    He eased her down. “Alex? Alex, talk to me.”


    Nothing. She had lost consciousness.


    He carefully shifted her arm out of the way. Her sweater was soaked through with blood. It blended into the deep purple of the material, which was why he hadn’t seen it until now.


    A frantic breath fell from his lips. “Oh, baby, no….”


    Time screeched to a halt while he oh-so-gently rolled her onto her side. The back of the sweater was soaked in blood as well.


    He lifted the sweater up to reveal entry and exit wounds. They lay in a direct trajectory, above her hip. The laser had traveled straight through and at a location which in all probability missed any vital organs.


    Okay.


    He willed what combat mode still remained to the forefront. Time resumed its skewed rapid slow progression forward.


    There was a med kit inside, but there may also be assassins inside—or worse, traitors from within. If they were being hunted a hospital represented a death trap, and his apartment was doubtless being watched.


    The rental ship had a Grade III med kit on board. If her cybernetics and genetic enhancements were as advanced as he was certain they must be, it would be enough.


    If he got her to it soon.


    The bike was clearly out. Something he could walk away from.


    He stood, walked six meters and broke into the nearest vehicle. He rummaged through the compartment; as expected, there was a gym bag. Division employees loved their workouts, if solely for the stress relief they provided.


    He tore it open and removed a t-shirt, climbed out and rushed back to her. With a rip of the seam the shirt became a long strip of cloth which he wound around her abdomen and secured over both wounds to staunch the bleeding.


    He gathered her up in his arms.


    Though he had endeavored to smother any emotions beneath an iron façade, a cry found its way to the surface when she sagged bonelessly against him.


    He choked it off in his throat as he positioned her in the passenger seat and secured the harness over her. Then he bolted to the driver’s side, scrambled in and hacked the controls.


    The instant the engine fired he lifted into the air and accelerated toward the spaceport at reckless speed.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 60: Erisen


    Earth Alliance Colony


    Kennedy exited the lift at the top floor of IS Design’s offices, heels clack-clacking on the marble floor as she strode across the wide foyer. The deep green business suit she wore was cut rather conservatively, though at least it complimented her eyes, and her hair was uncharacteristically pulled up in a dress knot—a few minor concessions to the stodgy formality of a Board of Directors meeting.


    The secretary smiled as she approached. “You’re expected, Ms. Rossi. You can go right on in.”


    “Thank you, Nance. Oh, before I forget, congratulations on your daughter being accepted to MIT. I know you must be proud.”


    The woman beamed. “Very much so, though I will miss her. Thank you again for the personal recommendation. I’m sure it helped quite a lot.”


    Her grin held a hint of teasing. “I’m sure it had far more to do with her accomplishments, but I’m glad if I helped out a tiny bit.”


    She gave Nance a wink and continued into the boardroom. The four men and three women were engaged in a heated discussion over new efficiency measures, so she quietly took a seat along the wall.


    It was several minutes until the conversation quieted down and the chairman motioned to her. “Ms. Rossi, thank you for coming.”


    She stood and approached the empty end of the table. “My pleasure. I’m glad to have the opportunity to—”


    “A situation has arisen regarding a materials supplier which we’d like you to turn your attention toward.”


    What? She was here to present the final specs on the EM reverse shield. “I’m sorry, sir, I’m not clear on—”


    “You’re aware the Surno Materials facility on Aquila was destroyed by the Senecans yesterday?”


    “Yes, sir. Most unfortunate. I know they were a major supplier of ours.”


    “Not merely of ours. They were also a significant supplier of metamaterials to the Alliance military. Now the Alliance is busily soaking up the remaining available supply from other manufacturers.”


    He glanced a little nervously around the table. “Of course this company has a long history and tradition of supporting the Alliance, and we stand fully behind the war effort. But the fact remains we will also need supplies if we expect to deliver on existing orders, not to mention future ones.”


    She couldn’t help but frown. “Without a doubt. But while Surno was a reliable supplier, there are numerous metamaterial manufacturers on Alliance worlds and friendly independent ones.”


    “Yes, and they are all now being courted heavily by our competitors and every other provider of space-worthy end products.”


    “Ah, well, I can see the difficulty. However, as Director of the Design and Prototyping Division, I’m not certain how I might be able to help.”


    One of the directors, Amanda Vashi, clasped her hands on the table. “We recognize it isn’t your normal area of focus. But your, shall we say, ‘social’ talents and networking connections are well known and respected, by this Board and the community at large. Combined with the stature of your family, we believe you would make an excellent ambassador for the company and a shrewd negotiator.”


    She suppressed a laugh; that had to be the most polite way of saying ‘you’re very attractive, can work a cocktail party like nobody’s business and excel at fooling powerful men into believing you’re flirting with them’ she had ever heard. “I’m flattered, Ms. Vashi, but there are a number of important projects ongoing in DPD right now which I would hate to neglect.”


    The chairman smiled in his usual annoying, condescending manner. “Certainly there are, but I’m sure they will survive a couple of days without your direct guidance. We want you to go to Messium and persuade the president of Palaimo Metallurgy to supply us a minimum of sixty percent of our metamaterial requirements for the next year—for reasonable and fair compensation, naturally.”


    Her weight shifted to her back foot and she crossed her arms over her stomach, deciding she could stand to lose a bit of deference. “Can’t those negotiations be conducted over holo? I really don’t see the need for a personal visit.”


    “Palaimo’s president is something of a prima donna, I’m afraid. And he is, as I noted earlier, being wooed by other companies as well. We believe a personal touch and a touch of extra attention will be required to make the deal happen.”


    She pursed her lips together to swallow annoyance. She didn’t particularly want to trek all the way out to Messium to kiss some self-important corporate executive’s ass. But she didn’t see how it was particularly up to her either. With a silent sigh she nodded and gave the chairman a brilliant if somewhat plastic smile.


    “Then I am happy to assist the company in any way I can. I’ll make the arrangements today.” She looked around at the directors. “If there’s nothing else, I’d like to give my presentation now.”


    “Absolutely, Ms. Rossi. Please, continue.”


    “Thank you.” She sent the presentation to the large screen above the table. “As you may recall from my earlier visit, the proposed EM reverse shield is intended—”


    Nance burst into the room. The woman’s eyes were wide, and she appeared out of breath though she couldn’t have run more than a few meters.


    “Turn on the news feed! Alliance Strategic Command has been destroyed!”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 61: Space, Northwest Quadrant


    Orellan Stellar System


    The 2nd Regiment of the 4th Brigade of the Earth Alliance NW Regional Command patrolled the Fionava-Balta-Orellan corridor, as had been its duty for more than a decade. Periodic superluminal traversals ended randomly to avoid predictable patterns and were interspersed with lengthy periods of impulse propulsion. Of course this being the Earth Alliance military, ‘randomly’ actually meant one of seven predetermined sequences.


    Lieutenant Colonel Malcolm Jenner paced in front of the CO chair as the seconds counted down to the shift from superluminal to normal impulse propulsion. They would be at full ready when the transition occurred, as always, but particularly so after the EASC bombing hours earlier had put the entire fleet on Level IV alert status.


    He had been the commanding officer of the EAS Juno for all of twenty-three days, and ready state still made him apprehensive. It wasn’t like commanding ground forces, where you could hear and smell and sense the situation you were heading into—where even as a commander you had a weapon in your hand and at least the illusion of control over your own fate.


    Here, standing on the deck of a starship in the void of space, he could request information and give orders but do little else to affect his fate or that of his men. It was one reason he disliked space, but only the latest one.


    He had tried to comprehend the appeal, to grasp the wonder and amazement others felt toward the stars. For Alex, he had tried. But he had failed.


    It wasn’t as if he was a luddite; he embraced humanity’s continued advancement as much as anyone. He simply preferred the sensation of soil beneath his feet and wind in his hair, of fresh, non-recycled air which carried on it the scent and taste of life. He preferred what was solid and real, where if you could see it you could touch it, feel its texture between the tips of your fingers. As far as he knew, no one had ever touched a star.


    Not even her.


    Yet here he was, commander of a starship for twenty-three days and flying into the middle of a war.


    He had been happy serving as the operations officer for the 3rd BC Brigade in Vancouver. It was a good posting, with plenty of responsibility and solid officers under him. But if he wanted to make full colonel in the next decade—or possibly ever—a flight command tour was all but a necessity. And he did want to make colonel, almost as much as Veronica wanted him to.


    It was only because she believed in him and thought he was capable of greater things that she pushed him so. He knew this in his heart.


    So he had left behind his beautiful new wife of two months, his honorable if slightly staid job and his charming house in the North Vancouver foothills for a half-year space tour. Seventeen days in he had found himself in a war. Alex would be laughing her ass off if she could see him now….


    “Flight Lieutenant Billoughy, prepare to idle the sLume drive at 14:35:00. Helmsman Xao, is the Orellan asteroid belt survey loaded into the navigation system?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Very good. Impulse in two…one…mark.”


    In the large viewport dominating the bow of the bridge, stars crystalized into focus. Though nearly 3.4 AU away, the sanguine light from the system’s red giant sun cast an eerie hue over the scene. Two of the other four frigates in the formation materialized in the port and starboard peripherals as well as on the tactical map to his left.


    “All systems—”


    An explosion off their port viewport blew a hole in the side of the EAS Somerset 2.3 seconds after it emerged from superluminal. The shockwave shuddered across the bridge, causing him to grab for the arm of his chair while he implemented Level V alert status. Alarms rang through the deck, but he filtered the increased noise to the background.


    He quickly sat down so as not to stumble around the bridge like some ground-pounder. Miniature versions of the tactical and sector maps leapt onto small screens beside him. He watched in dismay as the EAS Caroline ventured forth to their starboard, never seeing the ‘asteroid’ beneath it which detonated and blew out its impulse engine.


    Lt. Colonel Jenner: Command, the asteroid field is mined. I repeat, the asteroid field is mined.


    The field had been mapped to a three-meter level of accuracy so ships were able to avoid collisions. Now it appeared mines had been disguised to resemble asteroids to the casual observer—‘asteroids’ which would not be on the map.


    “Science, I need active visual scans. Update navigation on new obstacles as they are found. Tactical, deploy drones in sets of four spaced one hundred fifty meters apart. Billoughy, keep our course at least two hundred meters rear of the drones. Systems, divert non-critical power to plasma shield—”


    The tactical map flared red as a dozen Senecan fighters dropped out of superluminal into the middle of the asteroid field and spread to engage. Based on the speed they were approaching, they did possess detailed mappings of the mines’ locations as well as the asteroids themselves.


    The Caroline made for easy pickings with its impulse engine disabled. It took under eight seconds for the small ships to destroy its sLume drive and blow a hole through its shields and into the port stern hull.


    The comm screen to his right shouted in bold letters when their own fighters launched from the carrier accompanying them, the EAS Sao Paulo. The surrounding space lit up in arcing laser streams and small explosions as numerous asteroids fell victim to the crossfire.


    For a breath he paused to acknowledge the scene depicted in the viewport. So this is what space warfare truly looked like. Admittedly, it was beautiful.


    “Weapons, you get a clear shot on one of those fighters, you take it. Billoughy, increase minimum distance to drones to four hundred meters and prepare for evasive maneuvers.” A bright plume flared ahead; he thought it might be a drone catching a mine, but a glance at tactical confirmed it was a fighter. One of ours.


    He stared at the screen, briefly transfixed as a Senecan fighter drew its opponent into a mine, diverting at the last instant and leaving the Alliance ship to disintegrate.


    “Jesus…Science, get the updated scans out to the other ships.”


    Lt. Colonel Jenner: Recommend all capable vessels initiate active visual scans to update navigation maps. Our optimal range does not encompass entire battle sector.


    Rear Admiral Tarone (Sao Paulo): Michigan, Hirami, assume defensive positions off Sao Paulo flanks. Juno, get your ass back here on the double and assume point.


    The carrier, having been lucky enough to arrive at a location absent of any mines, had little choice at the moment but to hold its position. Given its size and relative lack of maneuverability, it faced certain damage and probable crippling if it attempted to navigate the asteroid field. Requesting protection was understandable.


    Nonetheless, Malcolm bristled at the order. It left their fighters with effectively no support and created a giant stationary target for the enemy.


    “Billoughy, reverse course and adopt a position 0.8 kilometers N 5.00° E of the Sao Paulo.”


    “Sir?”


    “You heard me. Those are our orders.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Tactical, continue deploying drones to replace those destroyed.” By this point the drones were doing a decent job of clearing a path forward in about a 60° arc. Maybe the fighters would be able to use it to their advantage…he looked back at the screens. Shit, they only had four still flying to the Senecans’ nine?


    This was a bloodbath.


    Even without the mines the battlefield favored the opponents’ superior maneuverability—undoubtedly one reason it had been chosen. The Senecans clearly had identified their ostensibly ‘random’ routes and knew they would eventually traverse the asteroid field.


    He sent a private pulse to Tarone.


    Admiral, we’ve lost two-thirds of our fighters and a third of our frigates. Perhaps we should consider retreating.


    Run from a few tiny fighters? Ridiculous.


    …Yes, sir.


    With the dwindling number of Alliance fighters to offer resistance, several of the enemy vessels began advancing on their position.


    “Weapons, be ready to lock on to the first ship to come in range.”


    “Yes, sir.” Seven seconds later a pulse beam leapt out of the well of the Juno.


    It was virtually impossible to escape a pulse beam once it had locked on, and the ship did not. But it did execute a hairpin turn to drop behind a real asteroid an instant before the beam reached it. The asteroid exploded into hundreds of shards, some of which surely caused damage to the fighter—yet it emerged from the debris to resume advancing.


    Dammit.


    But perhaps the Admiral was correct. There was no way nine Senecan fighters could survive against the weaponry of three Alliance frigates and a carrier long enough to do any real damage.


    The error in his thinking became apparent when five fighters converged toward the Hirami off the Sao Paulo’s port flank, dancing and weaving almost too rapidly for the eye to follow. Frigates wielded only two plasma weapons.


    The comm screen lit up again.


    Lt. Colonel T’soki (Hirami): Request weapons support from Sao Paulo.


    Rear Admiral Tarone (Sao Paulo): Negative, cannot fire from this position without hitting Hirami.


    “Weapons, any chance we can target one of the fighters without catching the Hirami?”


    “Possibly, sir. Searching for a target in right quadrant…locked.”


    Lt. Colonel Jenner: Hirami, we’ve got one of them for you.


    Lt. Colonel T’soki (Hirami): Much appreciated.


    “Weapons, if you can take any more out, do so.”


    But it wasn’t enough. Three of the fighters were destroyed, but by the time the Hirami was able to retarget, the remaining two were on top of them. They dropped in a deep arc beneath the Hirami and targeted the impulse engine. It would require a lot of firepower for so few fighters to take out the engine though; maybe he could take them out before they succeeded.


    “Weapons….”


    “Trying, sir.”


    Then the Senecan vessels did the unthinkable. They accelerated and suicided into the impulse drive.


    The blast ricocheted through the Hirami’s hull, ripping it to shreds in seconds.


    He couldn’t hear the metal tearing apart, nor the screams of the crew. Nonetheless it was a horrific sight, witnessing the destruction of 74,000 tonnes of starship and as many as a hundred lives. He vaguely noted the Senecan pilots had ejected just prior to impact; not quite so suicidal after all.


    Still, he had to remind himself, the enemy was down to a mere three ships. Even if those ships had eliminated two more Alliance fighters while the others had engaged the Hirami.


    “Weapons, target remaining fight—”


    The tactical map flashed an angry red as two Senecan cruisers and six frigates materialized on the map.


    Lt. Colonel Jenner: Admiral, we must retreat.


    Lt. Colonel Pniewski (Michigan): What about rescuing survivors?


    Another Alliance fighter vanished from the map.


    Lt. Colonel Jenner: The Senecans will pick them up. They’ll be POWs, but they’ll be alive. Admiral? Do we have a retreat order?


    A long pause.


    Rear Admiral Tarone (Sao Paulo): Retreat. Rendezvous Fionava.


    “Billoughy, engage the sLume drive immediately. Fionava heading.”


    It took approximately 7.2 seconds for a frigate-sized sLume drive to power up and engage. The sole intact Alliance fighter sped into the Sao Paulo’s bay with five seconds to spare.


    Malcolm kept an eye on tactical while the drive powered up. He—


    Lt. Colonel Jenner: Michigan, watch your starboard!


    The remaining Senecan fighters had cloaked in, revealing themselves less than a second before their weapons fired into the sLume drive. The developing warp bubble cavorted wildly then detonated in a massive sphere of exotic particles, vaporizing the Michigan as it expanded at an alarming rate—


    “Flight?”


    “Drive active…now!”


    The glare of the explosion blurred to nothingness as they accelerated away at hundreds of times the speed of light. He sank into the chair, stunned, as the adrenaline abandoned him in waves.


    The formation had been all but wiped out, none but the Sao Paulo, the Juno and a single fighter surviving to retreat.


    It would take nearly six hours to reach Northwestern Regional Command on Fionava. But when they arrived, Malcolm was damn straight departing the ship and finding himself some fresh air to breathe.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 62: Space, North-Central Quadrant


    Senecan Federation Space


    The first thing Alex was aware of was the chill of gel medwraps melded to her abdomen and back. Next came the dull but not insignificant pain.


    Her eyelids fluttered open.


    A wave of disorientation washed over her—the cushions beneath her felt wrong, the walls looked wrong, the lights…then she remembered. Not her ship. A rental.


    Caleb sat cross-legged on the floor, back to the wall, hands fisted at his chin, eyes downcast. He must have caught the telltale signs of movement in his peripheral vision because his eyes shot up to her. They shone brightly, but their color had paled to that of heavenly blue morning glories blooming with the dawn.


    “Hey, you’re awake.”


    She blinked and frowned. Her brain felt like muddled mush. Had they been outside the Intelligence Division building? Everything since they left the riverwalk was a blur. “How did we get here? We were…I don’t know.”


    “You passed out—you’d been shot. I took a skycar to get us to the ship, then treated your wounds. How do you feel? Can I get you…something…?”


    He quickly stood but didn’t approach her. He didn’t seem to know what to do with himself, and even in her addled state she noticed the light fading from his eyes. It was as if he were disappearing away from her down a long tunnel—which was ridiculous, because he still stood right there.


    “Water, maybe?” She steadied both palms on the couch cushion and gingerly sat up, letting her legs trail to the floor. Ow. Yes, she most certainly had been shot. Vague memories began to bubble up, all jumbled and fragmented. It had been the first volley, as they dove behind the vehicle a millisecond too late. She tried to arrange the memories in a sequential order, but after the laser sliced into her the rest was chaos through a smudged lens.


    Her hands clutched the cushion in a death grip to keep her upright until he showed up at her side, outstretched arm holding a glass of water. She hesitantly released one hand and reached up. Still upright. Excellent.


    Once she took the glass he started pacing. The cabin in the rented ship was small, and it made her a bit dizzy to watch him constantly turning. “Are we on our way to Romane?”


    “Yeah. I didn’t think anywhere on Seneca was safe under the circumstances.”


    She sipped on the water and struggled to get her bearings and force her brain into some semblance of proper function. After a few more sips it occurred to her that he wasn’t looking at her…and had yet to touch her. A troubling sensation stirred in her gut, right next to the gunshot wound.


    He continued pacing. And turning. “We’ll be there mid-morning. You can get back to your ship and head home. They can protect you there. I’ll try to find out what the hell’s going on. Maybe I can discover who’s behind these attacks, who put the hit on us and Volosk and why….”


    She swallowed, her throat unaccountably dry though doused with water. “You’re leaving?”


    His voice had a strange flat, detached quality she had never heard before; it matched his flat, blank expression as he nodded. “I’m sure you’ll want to be getting back to Earth, and I should go after these guys. It’s fine.”


    She stared at him not looking at her. “What’s fine?”


    “Me leaving. I’m sorry you got hurt, I…I didn’t want that. And I understand, so—”


    “At least one of us does.” She heard the sharp acrimony in her tone, though he didn’t appear to. “Unless….”


    The blur of the evening’s events raced in crocked circles in her head—his now odd, dispassionate manner, what Mia had said about what impressed him, his own admission of why he had chosen his line of work—and the ache in her gut leapt into her chest and flared to drown any pain from her wounds.


    “Sure. Okay. I get it.” An incredulous breath forced its way past her lips. She was so angry at herself. She had actually allowed herself to begin to…believe. How stupid must she be!


    His brow contorted, as if uncertain what direction to adopt. “Listen, I know you’re probably disgusted with me right now. I mean there’s still blood on my clothes, even if some of it is yours. But—”


    She laughed harshly. Owww. “I’m seriously considering being disgusted—why is there still blood on your clothes?”


    For the briefest moment the blank mask he wore faltered, and emotion flooded his features. He looked stricken—as though he had learned the universe was to be annihilated in the next hour, or his mother or perhaps his favorite pet had died. Seeing as none of those were particularly likely, damned if she could figure out why he might look this way.


    She instructed her eVi to have her cybernetics ease up on the wound healing for the time being and send a bit more oxygen and, if need be, adrenaline to her brain. It suddenly seemed quite important she be able to think clearly.


    “I didn’t want to leave you alone while you were unconscious. But you’re okay so…” he moved toward the small stairwell which led to the sleeping area “…so I’ll go change now. I’ll bring you up a shirt.”


    She hadn’t bothered to notice her sweater was gone and she wore only a bra. Whatever. Sheer anger and disbelief had now risen to drown both the ache in her chest and the ache from her wounds. She would not show weakness.


    “We’re not finished here.”


    It took him two seconds to turn around. Seconds which stretched into an eternity. The mask was back in place, while the tenor of his voice carried less inflection than a rudimentary VI. “Okay. Say what you need to.”


    “Gladly. Yes, I am disgusted with you for wanting to ditch me the second I’m the smallest burden to you. I knew you had a strong survival instinct and all, but I didn’t think you were—”


    His eyebrows drew into fierce streaks of discontentment. “I’m not—I didn’t mean—”


    “No, it is, as you say, ‘fine.’ You go ahead and do whatever the fuck you want to do. Don’t give it a second thought.” She forgot she bore a small injury, wrenched around to stand and storm off to the cockpit—because it’s what she would have done on her ship—and doubled over as a sharp jolt of pain lanced into her side.


    As she sank down onto the couch he materialized at her side. “Are you okay? You should—”


    “Don’t touch me,” she growled through gritted teeth.


    He backed away, eyes wide with what closely resembled anguish. “I’m sorry…I only wanted…I’ll leave you alone.”


    He again moved toward the stairs, his murmur little more than a whisper. “You may not believe me, but I would never hurt you.”


    “You’re leaving aren’t you,” she grumbled under her breath, and immediately cringed. She should not have said that aloud. Dammit. The pain was wreaking havoc on her brain-to-mouth regulator.


    “That’s what you want, isn’t it?”


    Shit, he had heard her. She closed her eyes and dropped her head against the cushion. “It is now.”


    There was no response; she assumed he had grown bored with the verbal sparring and gone downstairs. She sank further into the cushions, all the energy seeping out of her. She was tired, she was in pain and she was—


    “I’m not certain I understand.”


    She winced at the realization he hadn’t left after all and squinted one eye in the direction of the stairwell. He stood with one foot on the landing, the other hovering above the first step. “You don’t understand what?”


    “You said ‘it is now,’ as if it wasn’t before. And earlier you seemed to imply leaving was somehow my choice.”


    She groaned and sat up enough to glare at him. “Do not try to play mind games with me, Caleb. I am not in the mood, and I will not let you pin this on me, vrubilsya? You want to leave, I get it—so just go, but don’t try to turn it into something else to ease your guilty conscience.”


    The expression of pained patience flitted across his face, but it was as if he hadn’t the strength to maintain it. His gaze roved around the cabin, and when it again found her his eyes had gone harsh. Sapphire chiseled into brittle edges. His jaw could have been carved of stone, and his formerly deadened voice now bled bitterness.


    “No. I won’t let you turn this into something else. If you can’t take what I am so be it, but the simple truth is my actions saved your life. I am not the enemy and I won’t allow you to paint me as one.”


    God, she wished he would end this torture and leave her alone to curl up in a ball…. Now he was deliberately taking advantage of her less than optimal state to confuse her and render her unable to fight back. It was dirty fighting and it wasn’t fair.


    “I’m perfectly well aware you saved my life, so thank you for doing that at least before you discarded me to run off on your next adventure. I’m so sorry it will take a few hours until you can rid yourself of me. But I don’t intend to spend those hours propping up your ego, so you—”


    His mouth twitched furiously. “My ego? What the bloody hell are you talking about? Alex, what do you think is happening here?”


    “What do I think? I think you’re a selfish narcissist who only goes along for the ride until it begins to interfere with your good time. I think you’re an even better liar than I gave you credit for and I fell for it even though I goddamn knew better! I think you should—”


    “Stop, please, for one second.” He dragged a hand raggedly through his hair. “No. After the attack you were distant and wary and shell-shocked. I killed those men and I know it was brutal and violent and ruthless—”


    “Is killing people ever not those things?”


    “Well it isn’t always so bloody, but….” His voice trailed off as he stared at her for the first time since right after she had awoken, and she swore beneath the surface anger she saw raw pain tarnishing his beautiful eyes. Damn he’s good at this. Even now, he makes me want to believe him.


    He frowned…no, it wasn’t a frown. It was something else. “Are you….” He stopped, drew in a deep breath, let it out and began again. “Are you telling me you aren’t horrified by what I did back there? By the violence of it, the brutality? You’re not…you’re not afraid I might hurt you, or simply appalled I’m a killer?”


    “What? Why would I be?”


    “Because it’s happened before. Because good people often are. Because I am a killer. And the way you looked at me, the way you—”


    “I had been shot. I was a little distracted. Then a little weak, then a little dizzy, then, well….”


    He blinked and shook his head as if trying to clear cobwebs from it. “Which you neglected to tell me.”


    In the recesses of her mind, her memories had been gradually solidifying and assembling themselves into a proper order. She tried to focus in on them. “I admit I wasn’t thinking overly clearly, but…I thought I’d be okay. I didn’t want to slow you down.”


    “Oh, Alex, I would do anything….” He swallowed and met her gaze once more, an odd glint in his countenance. Like a dying man catching sight of an oasis yet afraid it was a mirage. He spoke slowly. Deliberately. “You weren’t planning to kick me out of your life as soon as we landed?”


    “Planning when? When I woke up after being shot, of course not. As of a few minutes ago? Hell yes.”


    He looked confused, hopeful, terrified, all at once; he really did. At this point she was feeling rather confused herself…she checked to make sure her eVi had executed her instructions, though she recognized it commanded diminished resources.


    He started pacing again, this time in considerable agitation. His movements were uncontrolled in a manner she had never seen.


    Then words began tumbling over one another as they spilled forth. “I thought—I thought you were. I thought you wanted nothing else to do with me upon seeing the bloody reality of what I can be, and do, when I need to. I thought you were in horrified shock—and you were, only maybe it was from being shot and not because of what you saw and—”


    The blur of the evening’s events raced around in her head again, this time with greater clarity and colored by his perspective. She recalled things he had hinted at over the past days, topics he had been reluctant to talk about. What else Mia had said about him—


    —and in a rush it all made sense, in a crazy way that wasn’t.


    Silly, hardened, sensitive man. Her head swam from a deluge of relief and whiplashing emotions. Dammit, he was always doing that to her. But she felt the strangest desire to…protect him.


    “You are such a dumb ass.”


    His face scrunched up in greater confusion, but the pacing screeched to a halt. “Excuse me?”


    “You’re a dumb ass. You honestly believe such an incredible display of badass heroics would scare away someone like me? Frankly, I’m offended. Did you take me for some delicate flower who faints at the sight of a drop of blood?”


    He laughed; it had a wild, reckless timbre. “No, I would never—”


    “Come here.” She didn’t quite trust her body to stand just yet. He was going to have to come to her. Perhaps in more ways than one.


    He blinked. She watched his throat working. Finally he crossed the cabin to the space in front of the couch and crouched on the balls of his feet. He seemed to search her face but didn’t stop to meet her gaze directly. Hesitant. Cautious. Guarded.


    She reached up with her good arm and wound her hand tenderly into his hair, letting it curl softly around her fingers. He sucked in a breath as his eyes closed and his lips fought to tug upward.


    “Caleb.” His eyes reopened at the sound of her voice. The ocean within them roiled like a hurricane, and her heart decided to go careening off the walls which held it in place.


    “I’ve always known what you are. Who you are may have been in question….” She struggled to find the right words. “I come from a family of soldiers. I understand the necessity for violence. If you hadn’t acted as you did, we would probably both be dead. And I, for one, prefer being alive.”


    She smiled weakly. “I won’t deny it was a bit jarring for a second or two, seeing you like that. But….”


    Her hand drew down along his jaw to his chin, and she urged it up so he was unable to turn aside. “I knew what I was getting into. And I am not afraid of you.” At least, not in that way. “Now if this routine is something you concocted as cover for you wanting to leave—”


    “No.” He fell to his knees before her; his hands grasped her shoulders and his forehead dropped to rest against hers. “I don’t want to go.”


    Her breath lodged in her throat. The emotion bleeding out of his words crashed through her with more intensity than she could possibly absorb. Her chest burned hot as it nonetheless insisted on trying. She felt like she might burst from within, like she….


    Her throat eked out a trembling whisper. “Then stay.”


    He nodded silently against her. They didn’t move for untold seconds, struggling to pick up the pieces and put themselves back together, to regain some control over the inner tumult.


    Finally he pulled away a sliver. His eyes rose to meet hers as a hand rose to cup her cheek.


    “You are a most remarkable woman, Alex Solovy.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 63: Romane


    Independent Colony


    “Are you ready to get to work, Meno?”


    I am looking forward to this endeavor, Mia. I expect to learn new things.


    “I’m not sure we’ll learn anything more worthwhile than the name of Miss Solovy’s first pet or her favorite author.”


    Yet that will nevertheless be something new.


    “Ha. Fair enough.”


    Mia stood at the top of the ramp in the hangar bay, the fingertips of her right hand pressed to the embedded panel of the Siyane’s external hatch. The contact pad of the remote interface rested snugly against the base of her neck. Her eyes were closed—but she was not blind.


    Instead she saw what Meno ‘saw’: a seemingly infinite three-dimensional grid of pulsing, spinning translucent orbs. The orbs grouped together in formations ranging from tiny to massive and complex. Threadlike filaments connected the groupings, and always there existed structure and order, sharp lines and hard right angles.


    The grid overflowed with color. The entire spectrum was represented in the spinning orbs, every and each color all at once. When viewed in the corner of her eye, an orb appeared a prismatic swirl. If she turned her focus to one, however, it transformed to pure white light.


    The orbs, of course, signified the qubits composing the Siyane’s security control system. Much as Schrödinger’s cat, until observed a qubit held all possible quantum superpositions of 0 and 1. When she observed one, the prism resolved to white; when Meno ‘observed’ one, he measured its true state.


    As such, her presence here was largely superfluous other than to guide Meno to the appropriate access points—and to make certain it didn’t rewrite the Siyane’s weapons, propulsion and life support systems to be more efficient while he was in there.


    Besides, she liked the view.


    “Begin recording.” She needed to image the security controls because when she finished it had to be put back as she found it, leaving no trace she had been there. She didn’t want to cause trouble for Caleb, even if she was a little worried about him. The odds of this new relationship of his working out well in the end were only slightly north of nil…but he never had been the cautious sort.


    Recording initiated.


    “Excellent. Overlay Alexis Solovy’s fingerprints.”


    Overlay successful. Security is requesting secondary encryption key. Analyzing.


    Meno had named ‘himself’ at her suggestion. At the time it was devouring ancient philosophical texts and had taken the name from the Plato Socratic dialogue on virtue, knowledge and belief. It continued to burn spare cycles contemplating the notion of inborn knowledge and whether, lacking a soul, it nonetheless possessed such knowledge.


    Secondary encryption key: Д085401Н129914С. Would you like to know my hypothesis on the meaning of this key?


    She smiled to herself. Artificials were tightly regulated, monitored, circumscribed, feared and often reviled, and with good reason. Perhaps excepting the last one, anyway. They possessed incredible processing ability—but computers ran many facets of society. Those CUs were also powerful, capable of zettaFLOP calculations and zeptosecond accuracy. Yet no one feared them, because they were dumb. They did not think; they simply calculated. Oh, a well-designed VI could create a convincing impression of thought and even personality, but it was still executing defined programming.


    Synthetic neural nets, on the other hand, were designed for that exact purpose: to think. To learn. To adapt. To improve.


    Their greatest feature was also their most dangerous one: curiosity. Mia delighted in Meno’s childlike inquisitiveness and thirst for knowledge. But though it wasn’t registered, she otherwise obeyed all the prescribed safety precautions. Because it was like a child—a hyper-savant child wielding unfathomable power and no perspective, no wisdom born of hard lessons and experience and no sense of boundaries which might keep it in check.


    So while she supplied Meno with endless zettabytes of information—history, art, literature, science, data on the very universe itself—she provided it no connections to the exanet or the local Romane infrastructure network. In fact, its hardware did not include any external networking capability, save for the single point-to-point node which allowed her to remotely interface with it. While interfacing, the only outside information it received came through her personal cybernetics. Hence the fingertips on the panel.


    “Maybe later. Are there any other authorized entrants?”


    Kennedy Rossi and Charles Blalock.


    “Is the secondary encryption key the same for them as well?”


    It is.


    “Terrific. Register Caleb Marano as an authorized entrant and input his fingerprints. I’ll let him know the key when he returns. Then mask the authorization.”


    Caleb hadn’t specified precisely why he needed access to Alex’s ship. Most likely there wasn’t any precise reason at all; he would merely be preparing for multiple possibilities. She did have a good idea why he didn’t simply ask for access. The possessiveness—and protectiveness—Alex exhibited regarding her ship had been blindingly obvious within thirty seconds of meeting her.


    Mr. Marano now enjoys authorized access, should he provide the ship his fingerprints and the key.


    “Thank you, Meno. Open the hatch, would you? We’re going to need to get him usage of the flight systems, too.”


    *


    Pandora: Independent Colony


    “What? Dude, I can’t hear you.”


    Noah leaned in closer to Dylan, to no avail. Between the strobing prism beams dancing across the sky and the synchronous musical and visual performance, he could hardly hear himself think, much less hear anyone else speak. Then again, the point of the circus wasn’t to think, but rather to experience. To feel. To get wasted.


    I said do you want another drink? I’m heading to the bar.


    A beer, man—but a good one.


    He leaned against the railing and drew in a deep breath, enjoying the warm night air and the smoothness of the sensory deluge.


    Yet his thoughts inevitably drifted. He had caught the news of the destruction of the Surno facility on Aquila. His father must be so pissed. It wasn’t his sole interest by far; Surno accounted for maybe ten percent of his holdings at most. But it would definitely sting.


    When he realized what he was doing he groaned and dropped his head back to stare at the art painting the night sky. Don’t even think about getting involved, Noah. Not your problem—not the business, not the war. Just keep the party going.


    He accepted the beer from Dylan with a wry smile and greedily turned it up.


    At that moment Ella lurched out of the crowd and fell into him. He held the bottle out to the side with one hand to avoid sloshing it all over him and grasped onto her with the other. “Hey baby, careful there.”


    She gazed up at him, eyes unfocused and blurry. “Noah, hi…. Whatcha doin?”


    He chuckled. “Not what you are, apparently.” He steadied her and tried to position her on the railing next to him, but she draped her arms clumsily around his shoulders. “You’re hot, you know that righ…?”


    Ella was pretty enough. But she was unstable when sober, which was an increasingly rare occurrence, and nuts when she was high. And if there was one rule he lived by on this mad planet, it was never stick your dick in crazy.


    He eased her off him. “Yeah, baby, I know that.”


    “You wanna—” She reached for him again, missed and tumbled to the floor.


    He squeezed his eyes shut, muttered a curse under his breath and crouched to pick her up. Sometimes having a conscience goddamn sucked. “Come on, Ella, I’m taking you home.”


    “Don’t wanna—”


    “Yes, you do.” He rolled his eyes at Dylan and began guiding her through the reveling crowd to the lift. It wasn’t terribly late; if he got her tucked into bed reasonably quickly, perhaps he’d return.


    The lift circled the building as it descended, and she swayed unsteadily against him. He willed patience. She didn’t…‘live’ was a strong word. She wasn’t staying far from the club.


    The lift settled to the street level and he maneuvered her in the proper direction. They walked slowly down the street, then veered onto a narrower thruway. The entrance to the residences where she stayed was located about a hundred meters farther on the left.


    “Oops!” Ella tripped and stumbled forward.


    Noah leaned over to try to save her from sprawling upon the ground—


    —the brilliant white stream of a laser pulse sliced centimeters above his head.


    “Ella, get down!”


    “Wha—?”


    He grabbed her arm and dragged her along the thruway, trying to stay low and near the wall. They came to a door, and he shoved her into the alcove. He slammed on the door but it appeared hard-locked. “Dammit! Okay, I need you to stay here, stay hidden. I’m going to—”


    “But I wan—” She pulled away from him and staggered into the thruway.


    “Ella, get back here!” He reached for her at the same instant the laser sliced through her neck and she crumbled lifelessly to the ground.


    “Motherfu—” The shot had come from close range. He yanked the small kinetic blade he carried from the narrow pocket in his pants and lunged toward the shadow he saw moving against darker shadows.


    He plowed into a body and they both crashed to the ground, each grappling for an advantage. He swung blindly in the dark and connected with bone, at least if the loud crack was any indication. Before he could do further damage a knee came up and rammed him in the nuts, sending a wave of nausea up his chest into his throat. He fought it back and stabbed wildly while struggling to hold the flailing gun away from his body.


    Abruptly his knife met pliant, sluggish resistance. When the man’s grip on him fell away, he decided the knife had found the man’s gut. He wrenched the gun out of the attacker’s hand, climbed to his feet and pointed it at the attacker’s head.


    “Who do you work for?”


    The man writhed on the ground, clutching at his stomach in the darkness. “Fuck you. They’ll send more. You won’t last the day.”


    “I’ll take that bet.” He pulled the trigger.


    *


    It took twenty seconds of banging on the door for Brian to open it. Music wafted from the living room, punctuated by high-pitched laughter.


    “You need somethi—?”


    Noah grabbed his shirt by the collar. “Why is somebody trying to kill me?”


    “What? Hey, let go! I don’t know!”


    “Is it because of the explosives job? They were for the Vancouver bombing that just happened, weren’t they?”


    “I told you, I don’t know! Give me a break, man….”


    He tightened his grip instead. “Why did you offer the job to me? Did Nguyen tell you to?”


    “No, man. Calm down, okay?”


    “I am not going to calm down. I got shot at and an innocent girl is dead!”


    Brian’s eyes widened into saucers. “Shit. Look, the request came from higher. They didn’t tell me how much higher.”


    “Why?”


    “I don’t know.”


    His grip clenched to the point it began choking off Brian’s air.


    “Okay, okay….” Noah loosened his hold a miniscule amount, and Brian gasped in a breath. “I did overhear one thing—I got no idea what it means though.”


    “What.”


    “Something about you needing to do the job cause you’d worked with some guy named Marano.”


    “Caleb? What the hell does Caleb have to do with this?”


    “I got no idea! That’s all I heard, I swear. I didn’t know they would try to take you out, man, I swear.”


    “Fuck.” He let go of the shirt and shoved Brian into the apartment. “Don’t come looking for me, you understand?”


    He spun and stormed down the hallway, pausing once to punch the wall in frustration. He had no choice. He was going to have to bail, and bail now.


    *


    Noah scanned the travel schedule from the relative safety of a group of tourists. It was the middle of the night, but there were always tourists at the spaceport. He wore a cap he’d bought on the way pulled low over his face.


    He’d sent Caleb a brief message a few minutes earlier. Watch your back. Something screwy is up. He’d expand on it later, if he was still alive.


    He couldn’t go where they would expect him to. Aquila was out, as was New Babel and Atlantis. Hell, if it was Zelones after him all the independent worlds were out. Even Romane, tempting though it was.


    No, he needed to go somewhere random. Somewhere which also offered him some cover and the opportunity to make a few credits until things settled down.


    He scanned the list again.


    Messium. Boring as shit and home to more military than he’d like, but it boasted a healthy population to hide in and a robust tech industry to service. And he was technically an Alliance citizen.


    With a sigh he slid away from the crowd and headed for the boarding platform. So much for the party….

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 64: Space, North-Central Quadrant


    Senecan Federation Space


    Alex watched him sleep.


    She lay against him, her injured side facing up and unhindered. His arms were wrapped gently around her in slumber. Despite his best efforts otherwise he had dozed off, albeit only after going to prodigious lengths to ensure she was comfortable in the bed and not in pain and had everything she needed. It had been overprotective and unnecessary and rather adorable.


    She had insisted on getting downstairs under her own power, much to his frustration. ‘Bullheaded stubborn,’ he had called her; she hadn’t disputed the point. Her wounds still ached, but she felt as if she had her bearings again. By morning she should be functional. Not one hundred percent by a long shot…but functional.


    He must be beyond exhausted. She knew enough about military-grade cybernetics enhancements to recognize both what they empowered the body to do and the toll they inflicted in the aftermath. Human physiology was being pushed to its very limits. Thus far it was keeping up, but barely.


    She probably should be asleep as well…even if three hours of unconsciousness really should count.


    Instead she watched him sleep. She allowed her gaze to trace the line of his jaw, the curves of his exquisite and talented lips and the angular path of his nose.


    Her brow furrowed up a little. Something about the set of his mouth, the relaxed muscles in his cheeks and neck, the way…


    …then she realized. This was how he looked when it was the two of them—when they were talking or working or not doing much of anything and the mood was easy and comfortable. He appeared more serene and peaceful in slumber of course, but it was unquestionably the same aspect.


    He truly wasn’t manipulating her.


    Endorphins flooded through her body; it was all she could do not to laugh out loud.


    Though she had allowed him into her bed, had shared secrets with him, risked arrest and even her ship for him…a part of her had still assumed he was deceiving her. Whether for some purpose or because it was his nature and he didn’t know any other way to be, when he had no further need of her a switch would flip in his eyes and he would be gone.


    His words and especially his actions told her over and over again he was genuine, yet she couldn’t bring herself to foreclose the possibility the persona he showed to her only represented another face of the chameleon—a chameleon he readily admitted existed.


    A mere hour ago she had thought her fears confirmed, thought the day a part of her had assumed would come had done so earlier than expected. Then, when he had fallen to his knees before her, raw and exposed, every sense she possessed had screamed at her to give in and believe the truth of him.


    But now…why now? Was it simply that now she was ready to trust and searching for a reason to do so?


    In the end it didn’t matter, for it was already done.


    She leaned in and kissed him lightly then settled on the pillow to watch him wake. She shouldn’t have done it; he needed the rest…but she needed him.


    He stirred and shifted. After a few seconds he blinked a couple of times to reveal blurry, unfocused irises; warmth flooded them even before they grew clearer. “Hi….”


    Her perception hadn’t deceived her: the set of his mouth, the line of his jaw, the impression his visage conveyed remained unaltered, enhanced solely by the addition of dazzling irises. She matched his smile. “Hi.”


    “I fell asleep?”


    “Just for a little while.”


    He reached up to stroke her cheek. “You should sleep.”


    “I did, remember? Most of the evening I believe.”


    “I’m not certain that counts.”


    “Well….” Her smile broadened. “I’ll sleep in a bit.”


    His eyes narrowed. “What?”


    She tried her best to look innocent. “Nothing.”


    He drew her closer against him. “It’s not nothing…but since you’re smiling, I’ll just go with it.”


    She responded by kissing the corner of his mouth and snuggling into the crook of his arm.


    They lay there in silence for several minutes, and in truth she might have begun to drift off when he shifted beneath her. She blinked awake and covered any drowsiness by dancing fingertips along the curly hair trailing down his abdomen to his navel.


    He raised an eyebrow at her. “Since we’re hanging out here not sleeping, mind if I ask you something random?”


    “Hmm? Sure.” She propped her chin on his chest to be able to catch his gaze.


    “The name of your ship. I’ve run it through every Russian dialect and half a dozen other languages and encyclopedia compendiums, but no matches. And I was…wondering.”


    She laughed and scooted up onto one elbow. “It wouldn’t match anything.”


    One side of her mouth curled up of its own volition. “So the story goes—I was three years old, far too young to remember it with any clarity—my dad and I were stargazing in the backyard one night. I babbled away, asking dozens of wacky questions only a child could think of about the stars and ships and what space was like. He was humoring me, like he always did.


    “And I uttered some nonsensical proclamation like, ‘One day I’m gonna be a star.’ And he…he hugged me and said, ‘Na den’ vy siyat’ s snova siyaniye chem vse svetilo v nebesnyy nebesa,’ which roughly means, ‘One day you will shine with more radiance than every star in the celestial heavens.’”


    He chuckled. “Quite a mouthful for a little girl.”


    “I know, right? He had a definite flair for the dramatic. I understood ‘na den’ vy,’ common words and all, but I’d never heard the rest before and didn’t yet have a full eVi with a translator. I looked up at him, my face scrunched up in a child’s perplexity, and tried to repeat it. But I stumbled over the ‘vs’ and ‘sv’ phonetics, since English doesn’t often use them. I garbled out ‘siya…ssn…niye…v nebe…ne…,’ stopped, went back and tried again and still totally mangled it.


    “Finally I stared at him in desperation and whispered, ‘siya-…ne-…?’ then waited for him to fill in the rest. He laughed, hugged me tighter and said, ‘Siyane is perfect, sweetheart. My little star shining brightly.’”


    She swallowed away the lump in her throat. “And it sort of became his pet name for me. He didn’t use it a lot, but whenever he was acting particularly affectionate or melodramatic he’d whip it out for added impact.”


    She shrugged in his arms. “So I guess the best way to put it is…the name represents an affirmation that I’m trying to live up to his belief in what I could be.”


    He pulled her yet closer, careful not to press on her wounds, and kissed the top of her head. She wished she was able to see his expression, but he held her securely against him.


    “I’d wager if he were here, he’d say you’re doing a hell of a lot more than trying.”


    “In fact…” his embrace loosened “…that’s what it is, isn’t it?”


    “What’s what?”


    “What you do.”


    She regarded him curiously. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


    “How you find things others cannot. How you somehow knew the TLF wave wasn’t coming from the pulsar, and discovered its origin point. How you stared into space and saw where to find a tiny, cold, silent star buried deep within nebular clouds.”


    She bit her lower lip, her gaze drifting away from him. After a moment she rested her head on his chest. “It’s not magic or anything. It’s simply…the universe has rules. Even the exceptions obey the rules. Though so immensely complex it appears to most like chaos, in truth the universe is ordered and structured and perfect.


    “More than that, I understand the structure. It makes sense to me. I look out into the void and I see the interconnections and relationships—the gravitational pull of a supergiant subtly tugging at a stellar system kiloparsecs away, the excess glow along the edges of ionized gas as it collides with an H I region, the absence which marks a dark star or a gray hole.”


    His hand wound leisurely through her hair, reassuring her she wasn’t crazy, encouraging her to continue. “And since I understand the way things must be, when something seems out of place, wrong or merely odd…I can recognize the reality of it. The hidden object or event or force which brings space back into alignment with the rules of the universe.”


    She lifted her head to crinkle her nose up at him. “But I don’t get what any of this has to do with the name of my ship.”


    He brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. “When we were at the center of Metis and you were looking for the pulsar’s companion, you stared out the viewport and whispered, ‘Come on you little star, shine for me.’”


    “No, I didn’t.”


    “Yes, you did.”


    “I don’t…. Well, I suppose it does kind of feel as though that’s what happens, but…. Even if it’s true, the stars do the shining. Not me.”


    He drew her up his body until his lips met hers. They were soft and gentle, like the ocean breeze on a rare warm Pacifica summer afternoon. She’d never imagined a man capable of such violence, of such intensity, could also be capable of the extraordinary tenderness he showed toward her.


    He pulled back a fraction to meet her eyes and gaze into her soul. “Are you sure?”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 65: Earth


    Vancouver: EASC Headquarters


    Miriam did all her staring in disbelieving horror at the unimaginable landscape of destruction from the transport as it circled twice overhead.


    She had seen destruction before. During the First Crux War she had witnessed firsthand the aftermath of more than one battle. But that war had never come close to reaching Earth. To reaching home. This, though…she had spent the last fourteen years of her life working in the building which now lay crumbled in smoldering ruins.


    By the time she stepped off the transport she was instructing on-scene EASC staff who were ambulatory to meet in the primary conference room in Administration in twenty minutes and generating a queue for the intervening minutes.


    She used the limited moments to review the updated list of deceased and missing and set up a routine to customize the condolence notifications. Next she tracked down the head of emergency response and received a personal status report, implemented additional security measures beyond the hastily erected checkpoints, and lastly located Richard and give him a quick, and private, hug.


    Now she stood at the front of the conference room and regarded the gathered staff members. Many were covered in dust and debris and several still bore streaks of blood.


    She gave the room a genuinely sympathetic smile, an expression most had never seen from her. “I won’t take much of your time. I recognize you have a great many things you want and need to do. I imagine for some of you this includes helping in the rescue efforts—but we have emergency responders from the entire Cascades region on-scene, so I ask you to let them do their jobs and instead focus on helping to restore order.


    “For those of you who had offices in the Headquarters building, we will be taking over the 14th–20th floors of the Logistics Building for the immediate future. This means most of you will have to double-up. It’s a necessary and hopefully temporary situation. Submit your request to this address—” she sent the new account to the staff “—and you will receive a space assignment.”


    She paused, pursing her lips for a breath. “Take what time you need to recover your files and anything else you’re able to salvage, but unfortunately there is still a war going on—and make no mistake, our adversary will be all too happy to take advantage of our distraction in the aftermath of the attack. Therefore, I must ask you to return to your regular duties as soon as you are capable of doing so. We have doubtlessly lost a number of good people and good friends today, but we cannot allow this to make us weak. It’s what the enemy wants. Instead, let it make us stronger.


    “Things are bound to be a bit chaotic for the next few days. Route any problems or special requests to the ‘issues’ queue at the same address. Also, please monitor the news updates at the address. Important information, changes and new procedures will be posted there.”


    She nodded sharply. “That’s everything for now. Let’s get to work.”


    As they began to disperse she grabbed her bottle of water and quickly exited. She did not have the time to entertain questions or desperate inquiries regarding loved ones. The fatalities list was available for everyone to examine and she possessed no further information. Many of them would require comfort and that above all was something she could not provide.


    In front of an audience she managed to perform well enough; one-on-one, gazing into broken eyes, however…. In the long run comfort was a hollow, shallow lie, and she simply couldn’t find the will to pretend otherwise.


    She headed down the hall toward her next meeting, with the military police commander. It would be followed by meetings with the admin managerial staff, the transport supervisors, preliminary planning with the maintenance and construction chief, another update from the head of emergency response, and the first of what was certain to be numerous press conferences.


    She wouldn’t be seeing a bed for quite some time.


    *


    Some five hours later she snuck away for a moment of respite in the small gardens between Administration and Logistics. The thermos of coffee warmed her hands and the optic fibers embedded in the pavement lit the path beneath her feet against the late night darkness, though the glare from the enormous floodlights placed by the rescue crews added a sallow glow to the sky.


    The death toll already stood at upwards of two thousand and was likely to double by the morning. While rescue efforts continued, the simple fact was the detonations had been scorching and violent. The few who survived the initial blasts had found themselves with no way down or out before the fire or the pervasive smoke reached them.


    Even five thousand dead represented a mere blip on the scale of historic disasters. But these were the best, the most dedicated and patriotic of humanity. They were also the people essential to managing the bureaucratic intricacies of fighting a war. An indelicate and unfortunate reality.


    Thousands upon thousands of troops needed to be moved around, assigned in a strategic yet orderly fashion and supplied with millions of munitions and foodstuffs and bunks. Important assets needed to be protected while blind spots minimized. Every person and resource needed to be utilized in an efficient and optimized manner.


    War was a complicated affair when spread across the galaxy; it always had been. This she knew all too well.


    



    “Director of Logistics for the entire North American Region? Miri, that’s wonderful.”


    The moonlight shone through the window to transform his beautiful eyes to liquid silver as he grinned at her. She lay facing him in the bed, snuggled up so close their noses almost touched. “Maybe.”


    “With a war on it will be an enormous responsibility and even more work….”


    She frowned. “You don’t think I can do it?”


    “Naoborot dushen’ka, I think you will be spectacular at it. If I possessed your brilliant mind I might get to stay on Earth in a prestigious job, too.”


    “Don’t even start with that, David. They’re not giving you command of a cruiser because of your looks—” his mouth turned down in a playful pout “—they could, of course, but it would make for a poor war strategy.”


    She kissed the pout away then rolled onto her back to stare at the ceiling. “I’m not sure I’m going to accept. I don’t want to send you out into the middle of the war while I get to remain comfortable and cozy in our home. I should be fighting as well.”


    He propped up on an elbow to catch and hold her gaze. “You will be. If you don’t do this job correctly, the whole damn operation falls apart. And besides…it would give me so much peace of mind while I’m out there to know you’re safe.”


    “But David—”


    “Hush. I realize I’m being overprotective—I don’t care. And you’ll be here for Alex, which will make me very, very happy. She needs you.”


    “Perhaps, but she wants you.”


    “Miri….”


    “I know, I know…I’m glad you’re her favorite, honestly. You’re my favorite, too, so it shows good judgment on her part.”


    She exhaled quietly. “Okay. If you’re so certain it’s the right choice, I’ll take the position.” She shifted to face him once more and run a hand through his hair. “But you better come back to me, you understand?”


    He smiled against her lips. “I will. I promise.”


    



    He had not kept his promise. But David had been right in at least one respect—she had excelled at the job. Now she oversaw logistics for the entirety of the Alliance military, and it wasn’t her sole responsibility.


    But she had just lost a significant percentage of the people who made it happen. She’d give it another full day, then start a recruitment search, keeping the hiring standards as strict as possible but—


    Startled, she spun at the sound of approaching footsteps. Richard hurried along the path toward her. Figures…he’d be the only one to know where to find her, after all.


    “Richard, you look terrible. You really should get some rest, or at least take a shower. I’m assuming you have let a medic take a look at you.”


    “Later.” He reached her and came to a stop, at which point she saw the expression on his face.


    “Is something wrong? What happened?”


    “We may have a problem. I think you need to see this.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 66: Earth


    London: Earth Alliance Assembly


    Every Alliance news feed and most of the Senecan and independent feeds carried the open session of the Earth Alliance Assembly live. Some fourteen billion people stopped what they were doing to watch, likely sensing an event of import was on the horizon.


    The Assembly met in the historic Palace of Westminster. It had been gutted nearly two centuries earlier, its foundation restructured to prevent it from sinking into the Thames then redesigned from the ground up to house a single congressional body and support the essentials of the modern world.


    What once had been the Central Hall now formed the core of the Assembly Chamber, an enormous fan-shaped auditorium modeled after the old U.S. Congress—the justification being semicircle seating provided closer vantage points for a greater number of people than the rectangular arrangement of the former British Parliament. Homage had been paid to the original styling in numerous ways, however, from dark oak beams adorning the ceiling to brass accents gilding the doorways and classic fresco paintings decorating the walls.


    The Majority Leader of the Assembly, Charles Gagnon, took the podium as the Secretary gaveled the session to order. In other circumstances it might have been the Speaker at the podium, but in the current situation such an act would have appeared unseemly and transparently self-serving.


    Gagnon’s gaze moved with deliberate attention across the cavernous chamber. “Ladies and Gentlemen, Senators and honored guests. I come before you now in this dark moment for the Alliance to raise a matter I never wished were required.


    “A few short hours ago we experienced a horrific loss in the terroristic bombing of Strategic Command Headquarters. The enemy struck at the very heart of our leadership structure, killing not only the Chairman of Strategic Command and three of its Board members but over 4,500 of our brave fighting men and women. Men and women who had committed their lives to keeping the Alliance and its citizens safe and secure.


    “While emergency responders were still pulling the dead and injured out of the rubble, ships from Northwestern Regional Command were ambushed by Senecan forces while on patrol, the victims of cowardly mining of an asteroid field. They suffered devastating losses which could have been—should have been—avoided.”


    He paused to sigh with dramatic flair. “The grim but undeniable fact is, Alliance governance now lies in chaos—within the military and within the administration. These latest events confirm something many of us had already begun to recognize. Prime Minister Brennon is not prepared to lead us in a time of war.”


    A low rumble rippled through the chamber; he waited for it to subside before continuing.


    “An ill-advised Trade Summit led to the tragic assassination of Mangele Santiagar. Anemic defenses on one of our most important Alliance worlds led to the annihilation of the Forward Naval Base on Arcadia. An inexcusable security lapse allowed high-powered explosives to be smuggled into EASC Headquarters, resulting in the death of thousands and the destruction of Strategic Command.


    “This morning, the Prime Minister issued an executive order appropriating significant production outlays from a number of large Alliance-friendly corporations. Though it pales in comparison to so much loss of life, this move suggests he views this war fundamentally as an opportunity for a power grab rather than the grave threat it is.


    “In these events and more, the Prime Minister has proven himself utterly incapable of responding to the realities of war. Nor can he provide the leadership necessary to drive us to victory over the rebels calling themselves a ‘federation.’”


    He nodded, as if he had only now convinced himself of the necessity of his action. “Therefore, I find I have no choice but to call for a vote of no confidence in Prime Minister Brennon and his administration. Let us adopt new leadership while there is still time to ensure the Alliance remains strong and unbowed. Mr. Secretary, I submit Special Assembly Resolution SGR 2322-3174 for an official vote.”


    The thin young man in black formal attire nodded and loaded the resolution into the Assembly voting system.


    Perhaps cognizant the galaxy was watching, the vote went swiftly for 510 politicians. Four minutes later the vote tally flashed on the oversized screen floating high above the chamber. A low cheer erupted in the chamber, the dissonant contrast of boos echoing beneath it.


    SGR 2322-3174:


    For: 267


    Against: 243


    Within seconds the Majority Leader had returned to the podium. “Thank you all for following reason and logic in performing your solemn duties. Per Constitutional mandate, until the next election the Prime Ministership shall pass to Speaker of the Assembly Luis Barrera, a man I have known for many years and in whom I can confidently entrust the safety of the Alliance. Speaker?”


    Barrera appeared out of nowhere beside Gagnon at the podium. They exchanged a firm yet collegial handshake; then Barrera stood alone.


    “Citizens of the Earth Alliance, of all free space, in service of the future of this great Alliance I humbly accept the position of Prime Minister. Under my leadership and the guidance of a new administration, we will not allow terrorists and insurgents and rebels to threaten our way of life, our freedoms or our safety. We will take the fight to them, we will show them no quarter and we will emerge victorious.”


    In an archway along the left wall of the chamber, offstage and off-camera, Marcus Aguirre smiled.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 67: Space, North-Central Quadrant


    Border of Senecan Federation Space


    Alex rested her elbows on her knees and a palm at her chin. She felt far, far better this morning. Better than she had expected. Of course, she’d never been shot before so she didn’t exactly have anything to compare it to. She doubted she’d be running a marathon or hiking mountains today, but only a very observant person would notice she was injured at all.


    “So what are we going to do once we get to Romane? I mean if we’re truly being hunted, I damn sure want to find out why.”


    She felt his hands rest on her shoulders from behind. He began kneading the muscles up to the curve of her neck. “At this point we have to assume we are being hunted. I can’t get a handle on why, though. A number of people are aware of the alien threat now and—”


    She frowned and twisted around, ignoring the dull twinge in her side. “You think this is about the aliens and not the war? Why—”


    In an instant his expression morphed from thoughtfulness and affection to…horror? Cold hardness and perhaps even fury.


    He backed away from the couch in an explosion of movement. “What in the bloody hell is—Jesus!”


    “What’s wrong?”


    His hand ran violently down his face. “Turn on the news feed….”


    “What is—” Her message indicator began flashing angrily, along with an unfamiliar yellow alert. She waved the news feed on as she opened it.


    Earth Alliance Military Police Order:


    You are requested to report to Military Headquarters in San Francisco for questioning regard—


    On the embedded screen, front and center, floated an image of Caleb.


    “Caleb Andreas Marano, an agent with the Senecan Federation Division of Intelligence, has been named as the prime suspect in the horrific bombing of EASC Headquarters in Vancouver, Earth yesterday. He should be considered armed and extremely dangerous, so approach with caution.”


    Her focus started to shift to him, but froze mid-motion when the image on the screen transitioned—to one of her.


    “Mr. Marano was last seen in the company of Alexis Mallory Solovy. Ms. Solovy is the estranged daughter of EASC Director of Operations Admiral Miriam Solovy and the deceased Commander David Solovy, a well-known hero of the First Crux War. Ms. Solovy is being sought for questioning, but is not currently considered a suspect in the bombing itself.”


    “’Estranged’? Thanks, Mom….”


    Her eVi continued to blink and beep as an avalanche of messages rolled in; she silenced the entire interface to concentrate on him.


    He paced in even greater agitation than the previous night, his eyes dark and ominous. She found herself reminded of her very first impression of him: dangerous.


    “Caleb, what the hell is happening here?”


    His jaw had clenched into a razor-sharp edge. “Apparently since they failed to kill me, they decided to frame me for mass murder instead.”


    He sank against the wall and brought his hands up to seize his jaw in a death grip. “Goddammit! This is fucked up beyond all reason.”


    “I’m sorry. This is my fault. I shouldn’t have forced you to go to Earth.” She stood to go over to him.


    His hands fell away from his jaw. “No.” He met her halfway and grasped both sides of her face. “It was worth it, no matter what happens. And you didn’t force me—I chose to go.”


    A smile pulled at her lips, but refused to materialize. “Is it possible EASC is blaming you solely because they have evidence you were there? To put a face on the enemy?”


    “Maybe….” He resumed pacing, though it had gained a more methodical, deliberate quality. “The thing is, the information I saw—before I was locked out of Division’s network, as it appears I now am—indicated we had no idea who ordered the bombing. I’m not at all convinced Seneca is responsible.”


    “Who else would do it? Terrorists, taking advantage of the war as an opportunity to sow chaos?”


    “Conceivably. Still, that scenario doesn’t jibe with the hit on us or Volosk.”


    “You think they’re related to the bombing?”


    He came to an abrupt stop. “They are now.”


    With a deep breath he visibly willed himself in control. More of the barely restrained rage seeped away. “Okay. We already suspected someone or a group was manipulating events to trigger the war. The bombing could easily be part of it. Any reluctance on the part of the Alliance will evaporate if they believe Seneca attacked their military leadership. And killing me would obviously prevent me from proving I didn’t do it. In which case I’m only a pawn, a convenient patsy.”


    “Why kill me though?”


    “Same reason.” He gave her a smile, yet his expression was so troubled. “You know I didn’t do it.” The smile faded into concentration. “But why kill Volosk? It’s impossible his murder is unrelated.”


    She found she had joined him in pacing, worrying at her lower lip while they crisscrossed the cabin. There was something ticking at the back of her mind….


    She grabbed his shoulder as they passed one another, her eyes lighting up. “You know what you and I, Volosk and EASC Headquarters have in common? The Metis report—” and darkening again “—but others have it, too. Dr. LaRose, for one.”


    “Well, what’s his status?”


    She queried the exanet and scanned the results. “No mention of an attack…hold on.” The scan had also picked up an unread message in her eVi…so she was a little behind in reading her messages. She had been shot.


    “I have a request from him for another hard copy of the data. It seems one of his researchers took the disk home—and never returned.”


    “To work?”


    “To anywhere.”


    A frown grew across his face, tugging his mouth downward. “Okay, that’s…suspicious.”


    The frown deepened into a full grimace. “But still, you were right before—a lot of people have seen the information. Director Delavasi, analysts and scientists on both sides, the rest of the EASC Board, probably our Director of Defense and Field Marshal. The secret’s out. And they didn’t try to kill LaRose—the report is simply missing.”


    He shook his head. “I’m not convinced it isn’t about the war. If there is a conspiracy, the conspirators would absolutely want to eliminate us before we exposed it. And Volosk had the assassination autopsy reports…is that what got him killed?” He pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. “Is he dead because I pulled him into this mess?”


    “He’s dead because they’re bad guys. And while they haven’t tried to kill LaRose, what if they killed his researcher?”


    He nodded. “Right, the report. I wonder—”


    She was pacing rapidly now, any ache from her wounds forgotten and fire now animating her irises. “Not the report. The hard copy of the raw data. Others saw the report, but I only made four copies of the raw data: for us, EASC, LaRose and Volosk.”


    Her gaze shot up to meet his. “We missed something.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “There’s something else in the data I captured. Something important.”


    He stared at her, slowly letting out a weighty breath. “Do you realize what you’re saying?”


    “That the aliens are already among us, or at least have agents working on their behalf? Yes, I do.”


    “Just making sure.”


    “Do you disagree?”


    He shrugged gamely. “No…I don’t believe I do. Because you know what? Last night wasn’t the first time on this mission someone’s tried to kill me. With everything that’s happened I had almost forgotten about it, but three merc ships attacked me on the way to Metis. That’s why I opened fire on you in the first place—I thought you were one of them.”


    She groaned. “And that’s what the job was about….”


    “What job?”


    “Right before I left for Metis, I was offered an absurd amount of money to go to work for the government overseeing the Alliance’s deep space exploration program. The Minister for Extra-Solar Development practically fell on his knees begging me to accept the post, and accept it immediately. I don’t see how anyone knew where I was headed, but it has to be related. Dammit, I knew something was up with that.” With a sigh she flopped down on the couch and opened an aural.


    He resumed a more leisurely pacing, and after a moment gave a wry laugh. “Are we actually saying there is both a conspiracy to foment war and a conspiracy to conceal the nature of the aliens? Stretches the limits of credulity a little far.”


    His eyes rolled at the ceiling. “Unless it’s all one conspiracy—they instigate a war to soften us up ahead of the invasion and ensure we’re so busy killing each other we’ll be unable to mount an effective response. Nope, that’s crazy. Right?”


    She glanced up distractedly. “Hell if I know. You’re the spy.” She had begun scrolling through the data files, looking for the answer. The reason.


    And with a blink it leapt out at her. In retrospect, it was blindingly obvious and she was a svoloch for missing it. “I found it.”


    “Seriously?”


    “Perhaps not all of it, but I found one rather important detail we missed. It’s the TLF wave. I pegged the terahertz as communications in part due to the way it permeated, spreading out across the area as if to blanket the ships. The TLF though….”


    She met his gaze. “It’s coming from the portal. More specifically, from the inside of the portal. See, here? The furthest the wave can be traced back to is the center of the portal, at which point it’s mid-waveform.”


    “Damn. But is it enough to kill over?”


    “For one thing, I’m not sure it’s necessarily a high threshold—see Exhibit A, the fleet of superdreadnoughts. For another, if it draws attention to the portal itself—and to whatever is on the other side of it—then to them it very well could be. Remember, nothing in the universe emits waves at so low a frequency. So the question becomes, what does?”


    She fixated on the aural as her fingertips drummed a staccato étude on her thigh. “There’s one way to find out.”


    “You want to go back to Metis? It’ll be risky.”


    “Not that risky. I’ll need a new dampener field module though. Ken can probably bring one to Romane and—”


    “Ken? Another ‘good friend’ of yours?”


    She returned his smirk in full. “Ken is a she and yes, albeit not in the way you’re implying.”


    He chuckled, but she saw the strain still pulling at the corners of his eyes and the edges of his mouth. “Okay. This is a good plan. I’m in.”


    Her voice dropped to a tentative whisper. “I’m glad…but I’m not certain you grasp the full extent of the ‘plan.’”


    An eyebrow rose. “And it would be?”


    “We’ll see what we find when we get to Metis, but…I expect to find answers we will need to go through the portal.”


    “Through the portal. Alex, I may be crazy, but you are insane.”


    She grinned hopefully. “Is that a problem?”


    He closed the distance between them and draped his arms over her shoulders. “No. In fact, it might be one reason I—” an odd light flickered across his eyes “—think you’re kind of amazing.”


    A tingle of dizzying pleasure raced down her spine to her toes. She kissed him softly. Languidly. For a moment the fact people were trying to kill them and they were now wanted fugitives didn’t matter so much.


    She sank deeper into his arms, letting him envelop her. “Maybe the key to clearing your name is on the other side of the portal.”


    He nodded against her lips. “Maybe the key to defeating those aliens is on the other side of the portal.”


    “Yeah, that too.”


    *


    Richard. Mom.


    You need to understand Caleb did not do this. Irrespective of any moral, philosophical or political considerations, he was with me every second he wasn’t under military guard. It is a physical impossibility for him to have played any role whatsoever.


    Something else is going on here. Something far more sinister than a mere civil war or even a mere alien invasion. I plan to find out what it is.


    In the meantime, Richard, it would be awesome if you could clear his name (and mine). Someone deliberately framed him. If I know you, it should really rankle you. It also means this war truly IS a lie.


    Mom, do try to prevent the aliens from destroying Earth, and as many other worlds as is feasible, until we can return with answers.


    — Alex


    She sat cross-legged on the floor with her back against the couch. While Caleb reached out to whoever he could in search of any information—answers were too much to hope for—she cleared out the deluge of messages. Most of them she deleted without reply; many without reading. Not all of them, though.


    Alex,


    Love, have you gone and gotten yourself mixed up in this sodding war? Daft idea, if you ask me—which of course you never have. Protect that lovely ass of yours and try not to die, please? The world would be a darker place without you in it.


    — Ethan


    She smiled to herself—as much at memories of a simpler time as at the message itself—and sent a quick reply.


    I’ll do what I can to not die. I make no promises regarding the state of my ass, however.


    And…thank you.


    — Alex


    When the backlog had finally been obliterated she sent a livecomm request.


    “Ken, you got a second?”


    “I’m just going to go ahead and assume this little unpleasantness is a small misunderstanding, or a frame job, or simply the fog of war. Are you okay?”


    “Yeah, but it’s worse than you know. I need a favor.”


    “Always.”


    “I need you to bring a new dampener field module to Romane.”


    “What’s wrong with your current one?”


    “I blew it out running from the aliens. I didn’t tell you at dinner the other night?”


    “No, you neglected to mention it. I told you to watch the power spikes.”


    “I know, I know. I panicked. In fairness, I had good reason.”


    “True enough. When do you need it by?”


    “As soon as you can get it there. Yesterday should be fine.”


    “Right. I was leaving for Messium in the morning, but I can leave tonight and swing by Romane first.”


    “We’ll be at the Exia Spaceport, Bay D-24. You’re the best.”


    “I really am. I’ll get to meet him now, won’t I?”


    “Yes….”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 68: Romane


    Independent Colony


    Mia paced around the open space of the gallery office, prepping for the day ahead. Her movements were unhurried; in truth it was more of a stroll than a pace.


    She liked to come in early, when the gallery and the neighborhood outside were quiet and peaceful. Here, unhurried by the daily frenzy which inevitably came with the dawn, she could consider what she must do, what she needed to do and what she hoped to do, and plan accordingly. On good days there was plenty of time for the last category. On bad ones, unexpected ones and surprising ones…well, she just rolled with it.


    This day included a tour group from a local elementary in the morning, gallery open hours interrupted by a lunch meeting at a business owners’ industry association, and the continuation of Ledesma’s exhibit from mid-afternoon until late in the evening. A busy day to be sure. But she enjoyed the exhibit, so not a bad one.


    She was reviewing the discussion topic for the lunch meeting when her eVi flashed a custom alert. She had a number of flagged items for which her eVi maintained a constant passive filter; if one of them showed up in any major news feed, she was notified.


    Seven alerts cascaded in before she finished reading the initial one. She sank against her desk with a long sigh. “Oh, Caleb darling, you truly have gotten yourself into a mess this time….”


    A hand rose to her chin. Her gaze drifted to the windows on the far wall, where the first rays of light from one of Romane’s two suns began to peek over the horizon. After a moment she pivoted and walked out of the office, pulsing Jonathan as she strode through the empty exhibit room.


    Can you cover the tour group for me this morning?


    Uh, sure…how much trouble can twenty nine year-olds be?


    I’m not going to respond to that question except to say ‘thank you.’


    Once the doors to the gallery had closed behind her she sent Caleb a message, presuming he was far too occupied to answer a pulse at the moment.


    Caleb,


    I’ll have the items you—both of you—will need ready by the time you arrive.


    — Mia


    She paused briefly on the sidewalk to consider her options, then headed to the parking lot. She’d go home first, to her very private and very secure office. From there she could hack the entry records and create an ID, which were the most important components. Then if there was time, she’d go shopping.


    So this would be an unexpected day then.


    *


    This time Mia was standing at the airlock when it opened. In noted contrast to their prior arrival, she wore jeans, boots and a red cowled sweater. After all, this was no longer about formality and proper impressions; it was about survival.


    She waved them back toward the rental ship and followed them in. “We need to take care of a few things before you return to your ship.”


    She dropped a large bag on the table and started handing out gear. “Fashionable—but not too fashionable—hat, sunglasses and jacket for each of you.” Caleb accepted the items with a nod. Alex looked a little perplexed and vaguely suspicious, but after a hesitant pause took the gear.


    Next to come out of the bag was several small containers. “Drops to change eye color. They last around two days. Hair dye as well.” She glanced at Alex. “I’d still recommend pulling your hair up, and maybe curl it or something when you go out.”


    Alex frowned at her—frowned more, anyway. “Are you certain? I thought it would be better to wear it down and obscure my face.”


    Mia regarded her curiously, then shifted her attention to Caleb. He was leaning against the wall in an attempt at appearing relaxed. It was a good attempt; she wasn’t fooled. “She honestly has no idea, does she?”


    A corner of his mouth tweaked up as his head shook. “No, she doesn’t.” His focus drew over to Alex and…oh god, he really is in love with her.


    “Um, hello? Standing right here?”


    She gave a dry laugh. “Alex, how you’ve never realized this in your however-many years of existence is beyond me, but you are a rather uncommon-looking woman—especially with that hair of yours. Not in a bad way, mind you. But your image is being spammed across the galaxy right now, and people are most definitely going to remember it. So try to keep that in mind when you show your face in public, okay?”


    She didn’t give Alex a chance to respond. “Now I took the liberty of setting up a comprehensive false identity for you. Load it into your cybernetics and it will pass a mid-level scan, change your fingerprints, the whole works. The name’s Zoe Galanis. I hope it works for you. Caleb, you have many of those. Pick one.”


    “Already done. Riley Knight, mechanical engineer for Atmospheric Solutions.”


    Alex studied the details on the ID. “How did you manage to get your hands on this so quickly?”


    Mia shrugged. “I set it up myself.”


    Alex’s eyes shot over to her. It was possible this time they showed a glint of appreciation. “Impressive.”


    “Well I did pick up a few useful skills during my indentured servitude. The serial number and registration for the Siyane were doctored when you arrived, and as soon as the news broke I back-masked the corridor records. You’ll want to load the doctored information into the ship before departing.”


    She checked the bag to confirm it was now empty, then turned to them, a sigh on her lips. “Listen guys, even given all this, you should try to lie low. Your faces are everywhere, and with the war heating up the Romane government is having kittens trying to make sure it doesn’t piss either side off. Independent or not, they will extradite you in a heartbeat if you’re caught.”


    Alex nodded distractedly while she continued to study the ID. Caleb smiled. “You’re a lifesaver, Mia. We owe you.”


    Were you able to take care of the other matter?


    Your girlfriend has some ridiculously tight security on her ship—but yes, it’s done. Secondary encryption key is Д085401Н129914С.


    Makes sense…an anagram of the dates of her father’s birth and death with his initials.


    Yeah, Meno said the same thing.


    Meno?


    My Artificial.


    Mia….


    Don’t lecture me.


    Fine, I trust you’re being careful. Listen, thank you. I mean it. And know—it’s only in case I need it to save us both.


    You never have to explain yourself to me, Caleb. Are you okay?


    No. I’m pissed.


    Then they had better watch out.


    She shook her head. “No, I still owe you—but I think I might see ‘even’ on the horizon.”


    He chuckled…and she suddenly realized how tired he looked. “Fair enough. We’ll be here for another day, day and a half. We need to make a couple of upgrades and stock up on supplies.”


    Mia’s eyes narrowed. “Stock up for…what, exactly?”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 69: Earth


    Washington: Earth Alliance Headquarters


    Marcus reviewed colony reports while the workers moved his furniture into the new office. He wore a perfect mask of grave concern as befitted the situation, but beneath it he was feeling quite pleased.


    The Foreign Minister merited both a larger, better-appointed office and a suite filled by aides to go with it. The view was different; instead of the gardens, his office now looked out on the Potomac. It painted a congenial scene, but he didn’t intend on getting attached to it.


    Barrera had come to him the night before the Assembly ‘no confidence’ vote to bring him up to speed on developments and to provisionally offer him the post of Foreign Minister.


    Barrera had emphasized the severity and gravity of the circumstances and reiterated what everyone in settled space already knew: the post was, for all intents and purposes, the most powerful one outside of the Prime Ministership itself. He had expressed confidence Marcus was up to the task of serving as the Alliance’s ambassador to the galaxy.


    He had reminded Marcus that while in cases of removal of a Prime Minister by the Assembly for cause, the position passed to the Speaker, this was not the case in the event of a Prime Minister’s death or unforeseen inability to perform his duties. In those instances the administration otherwise continued unchanged, and the line of succession passed through the Foreign Minister’s office before any others.


    He had asked if Marcus was willing to bear such a solemn responsibility.


    Marcus had carefully and thoughtfully considered the question, then answered in the affirmative.


    Barrera actually believed it was all his idea.


    Marcus switched from the colony reports to personnel matters and walked over to one of the windows to give the movers more room. Most of the existing bureaucracy would remain, since it consisted of career civil servants capable enough at their jobs and generally not beholden to any party or faction.


    Nevertheless, there were a number of appointments for him to make—an opportunity to put sympathetic and loyal personnel in place. Then there were additional postings which he did not bear responsibility for filling, but with respect to which his opinion had been requested.


    He scanned the list…and a smile grew on his lips as for a second he forgot the need to publicly maintain a troubled demeanor.


    See, Marcus? If you are patient, solutions to difficulties will often present themselves—almost as if the winds of fate act on your behalf.


    It seemed a vacancy had opened at the position of EASC Chairman, on account of General Alamatto’s tragic death in the bombing. It was the Prime Minister’s appointment to make, but his recommendation—along with the Defense Minister’s, for the pittance it was worth—carried significant weight.


    He may not be able to eliminate Miriam Solovy right away, but perhaps he could render her irrelevant until the scandal of her daughter’s involvement in the bombing ultimately forced her to resign. And the best part was, he didn’t have to do anything more than submit a name. He was certain the man he named would take care of the rest on his own initiative.


    He pulled the draft report containing his recommendations back up and added an entry to the bottom of the list.


    Earth Alliance Strategic Command Chairman: Southwestern Regional Commander General Liam O’Connell


    *


    When the movers had at last departed, he sank into the plush, natural leather chair. Behind the privacy of a closed door his lips rose in a smile which reached his eyes in a bright sparkle and his posture in the rise of both shoulders.


    As with all plans, not everything had proceeded as envisioned. Solovy’s daughter and the Senecan spy remained on the loose for the moment. Though as fugitives they were actually easier to incriminate for the bombing than his initial plan, due to Olivia’s failure to deliver the final element of an airtight frame there existed a miniscule but nonzero chance the two might eventually be exonerated. Not that he expected either of them to live long enough for it to matter. Miriam Solovy lived and Alamatto did not. A high-ranking Senecan Intelligence official had been killed—necessarily so, but when it occurred on the same night a string of bodies littered downtown Cavare it risked attracting unwanted attention.


    A series of loose threads lay scattered around their corner of the galaxy, any one of which if tugged on sufficiently hard would unravel the entire operation. But so long as events continued on their current trajectory they would soon move beyond the point where anyone could alter their path. The inertial force of a galaxy-spanning plan in motion would soon become far too powerful to be diverted.


    He only had a minute to relax, so the boxes cluttering the office were going to have to stay packed for now. Following a quick meeting with Barrera to receive instructions and guidance as to the new administration’s official stance on numerous issues, he was headed to the Orbital to meet the governors of the First Wave worlds. The meeting would be followed by visits to Romane, Sagan and several other notable independent worlds in the hopes of persuading them to express public support for the Alliance in the war.


    Such support would be the first step in coaxing them under the political and military umbrella of the Alliance, but one step at a time. He should—


    We require your attention.


    Jesús Cristo! He scrambled to make sure the security shielding remained active from the office’s previous occupant, then took a deep breath and straightened up in his chair. The alien couldn’t see him—at least, he didn’t think it could—but it helped set the proper frame of mind and demeanor.


    “Certainly. I have news as well. Matters are proceeding according to plan, and I have achieved a position from where I will be able to exert far greater control over events.”


    Your plan is now irrelevant. We warned you escalation may become unavoidable, and so it has.


    “I request you exercise restraint for a short while longer. The war is approaching criticality and will soon overwhelm all other concerns. I promise you, everyone will forget the Metis Nebula even exists, much less the fantastical ramblings of two wanted fugitives.”


    Knowledge of our existence has expanded beyond our or your capability to contain it. Already others have ventured near, seeking answers. We are left with only one option.


    For a brief moment his polite, respectful composure cracked in frustration. He was trying to save the human race, dammit—he simply needed a little more time. “Pray tell, what option might that be?”


    Annihilation.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 70: Romane


    Independent Colony


    Alex gave Kennedy a quick hug at the hangar bay door. “Thank you so much for coming.”


    “Of course. But what’s going on?”


    “We’ll talk about it in a few. Come on inside. Caleb’s heading out, but he wants to meet you.”


    “Does he now? And what have you told him about me?”


    “That you’re a spoiled, over-entitled daddy’s little rich girl.”


    “You didn— ”


    “I’m kidding. Not much I’m afraid. We’ve been a bit busy.”


    “With what you’re doing that you’re not telling me.”


    “Right.” She motioned Kennedy ahead of her into the ship.


    Caleb was leaning casually against the data center, an easy smile lighting his features. He pushed off the table and met them halfway, his hand extended. “Caleb Marano. It’s a genuine pleasure, Ms. Rossi.”


    She was as always the picture of grace and accepted his hand in style. “The pleasure’s all mine—and please, call me Kennedy. I understand you and Alex have had quite the two weeks.”


    “It’s been…well, I’m very glad we met.”


    A wicked grin fought valiantly to pull her lips ever further up. “Indeed.”


    “And now, I will let you two get to work.”


    Alex had paused at the edge of the couch to enjoy their introduction. Caleb came over to run his hands gently along her arms while pressing his mouth equally as gently to hers. She rested her hands on his hips and, when the kiss finally ended, whispered against his lips. “Watch your back, will you?”


    “Always. I’ll only be gone a few hours. Promise.”


    As soon as he had left Kennedy spun around, eyes wide as saucers. “Oh, girl—”


    “Let’s go downstairs. You can help me get the module installed.”


    “And you can tell me how you managed to win the romance lottery while cavorting in uninhabited deep space…Alex, are you okay?”


    She glanced over her shoulder from the second step. “Sure, why?”


    “You’re…limping. Stepping gingerly. I don’t know, not barreling through the ship as per usual.”


    “Oh, yeah.” She rolled her eyes at the ceiling. “I got shot.”


    “You’re serious.”


    “I told you it was worse than you knew.”


    They reached the hatch to the engineering well, and she gingerly climbed down the ladder. “Which is why we’re heading back.”


    Kennedy skipped the last two rungs and landed on the floor. “Back where? Not to Metis—not to the alien ships?”


    “Yep. Though there’s no reason to assume the ships are still there. Regardless, we need answers and Metis is where they are.”


    “You’re insane.”


    She laughed a little and removed one of the panels protecting the core engineering systems. “That’s what Caleb said. But no one else is going to do it. I don’t trust anyone else to do it anyway. Someone, perhaps the aliens themselves—don’t look at me like that—doesn’t want the portal investigated. So it’s exactly what we intend to do.”


    “Wait. You’re not planning to go through the portal, are you?”


    “Um…” her nose scrunched up “…probably.”


    “Dear god, you really are insane.” Alex motioned for the module, and she handed it over. “You know, you ought to think about….” Her voice trailed off as she peered at the floor. “What happened to your hull?”


    Kennedy’s attention had been drawn to the wide streaks of almost luminous silver winding along the center of the hold. It matched neither the onyx of her hull material nor the muted bronze of the salvaged material from his ship.


    “Caleb ripped it open with a pulse laser—to clarify, this was before we were sleeping together—and we had to patch it using scrap from his ship.”


    “Which you blew up,” she mumbled, bending down so close to the floor she was all but lying on it.


    “Right.”


    “What was his ship made of?”


    “Amodiamond. The discoloration is on the seams where we melded the two materials together. It started changing color once it cooled. Some kind of chemical reaction I assume. Do you think it’s weakening the structural integrity?”


    “No, quite the opposite.” She reached behind her and pulled a small scanner out of her bag, then ran it above a segment of the discoloration. “Integrity is definitely solid. Stronger, even. The materials have fully bonded together and….” She glanced up at Alex. “Is it okay if I take a piece back with me to analyze? Just a sliver.”


    “Sure, but why?”


    “Because I think you’ve made something new.” A metamat blade materialized out of Kennedy’s bag; she carefully shaved off a thin three-centimeter long strip. She placed it in a gel pouch and dropped everything back in her bag. At Alex’s raised eyebrow, she chuckled and hugged her knees to her chest. “Ship designer, remember? Exotic metals turn me on.”


    “Everything turns you on.”


    “Hey, that’s low. True, but low—especially when your sex life is far more interesting than mine at the moment.” Her voice lost most of its teasing tenor. “I can’t help but notice you’re using ‘we’ and ‘us’ a lot.”


    “I know.” Alex shrugged. “What do you want me to say? I like him.”


    “Clearly. And I am the last person to dissuade you from running off on a crazy romantic adventure, but this is serious business. He’s accused of terrorism and murder and you’re already being sought for questioning.”


    “He’s being framed. Someone tried to kill us, and did kill his boss. Besides, I could give a fuck about political posturing.”


    “Believe me, I know—though I’m not certain I’d call the military police ‘political posturing.’ Regardless, I wouldn’t be your best and most marvelous friend in the galaxy if I didn’t point out there might be a few negative consequences from all…” she gazed upward and twirled her hand in the air “…this.”


    “Well, as for the frame, Richard’s on it. It’ll get sorted out.”


    “And your mother?”


    Alex closed her eyes and dropped her head against the wall. “What about my mother?”


    “You being implicated in the bombing is going to complicate her job, particularly since she—thank goodness—wasn’t there when the bombs went off.”


    “I can’t care about that right now, I don’t have the bandwidth. My mother can take care of herself. She excels at it. And if she needs to disown me in order to keep her power, so be it.”


    “Alex—”


    “Don’t, Ken. We’ve had this conversation dozens of times. Nothing has changed.”


    “There’s another war. An impending alien invasion. Your life is in danger.”


    “Granted. Look, I actually mean it. She needs to concentrate on this war—not the Senecan war but the war to come. If she has any sense—and she does, as much as I hate to admit it—she won’t let me interfere. It’s too important.”


    “Have you told her any of this?”


    “Well, I think so. I mean, I told her to do something. I thought I was pretty clear.”


    “Oh, Alex, your communication skills are legendary for a reason….”


    “Whatever. Okay, we’re good. The conduits and infrastructure were still in place so I only had to replace the main box. I’ll run some diagnostics, but I don’t want to hold you up.” She grinned. “Thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you. Now you’re off to…Messium, was it? Dare I ask why?”


    Kennedy groaned and glared at the low ceiling. “The Board’s pimping me out for materials.”


    “Are you kidding?”


    “Well not literally. Oh, I hope nobody expects it’s going to come to anything so extreme. No, we require metamats to build ships—big surprise—and our primary supplier got blown up by your Pleasure Model’s military.”


    “Ken!”


    “Fine, fine…your dark, dangerous, subversively sexy intelligence agent’s military. Anyway, I’ve been dispatched to woo a potential new supplier.”


    “Woo how?”


    “With my name and my dazzling smile, apparently.”


    *


    Caleb returned to the spaceport feeling reinvigorated. He knew it probably showed, but he couldn’t help it. While out he had received a message from his sister…he read it again as he entered the hangar bay.


    Hey big brother,


    I’m sure you have a lot going on and a lot on your mind right now, so I won’t bother you with a livecomm. I merely wanted to say I am certain you had nothing to do with the bombing. I know what you do—what you really do. I’ve always known. I understand you were trying to protect me by keeping it a secret, but I will never not be here for you.


    I know your soul. And I believe in you.


    — Isabela


    In the space of two days, the two people he cared for most in the world—wow, the unexpected realization of that truth jarred him for a second—had both willingly accepted him, darkness and all. He’d spent so much time and effort over the years shutting himself off from others emotionally, erecting walls around his heart strong enough to repel any inquisitive soul…when maybe he simply should have had a little faith.


    Then again, Isabela wasn’t just anyone. She was his sister— intelligent, strong, loving and understanding, but not foolish. And Alex…well, she wasn’t just anyone either. To say the least.


    He had told her she was insane for wanting to go through the portal—and she was. But if she hadn’t suggested it he likely would have, because in truth he viewed it as the only strategy worth a damn.


    It was one of the most fundamental lessons in his line of work, if one many never managed to learn: when you find yourself under siege, outnumbered and out of options—attack. Don’t play defense; the enemy’s superior numbers or position will whittle you down until you have nothing left. Don’t run away; the enemy will only shoot you in the back. Once you’re backed into a corner, you’ve already lost.


    While you’re still strong, still have weapons and will and time, do what the enemy least expects—attack. Turn into the punch, grab ahold of the gun, leap into the arena. Take control of your own fate. If you’re quick, good and lucky, you just might survive and be out the other side before the enemy realized what had happened.


    Thus far in his life, when it truly mattered, he had been all three. Now, though….


    Now the enemy was maddeningly elusive. Hidden in the shadows and presumably spread across numerous worlds. There was no target he could locate to attack in settled space—and one very clear one at the edge of it. Every instinct he’d relied upon for almost twenty years to survive seemingly impossible situations told him the real enemy, the ultimate enemy, lay on the other side of that portal.


    Alex intended to go through the portal to search for answers. He intended to go through the portal to win.


    He stepped in the Siyane and found her at the data center, the Metis data spread in front of her yet again. He set his bag on the couch. “Kennedy leave already?”


    “Yeah. The new module installed no problem, and she needed to head out. I’ve set diagnostic tests running, but everything checks out so far.”


    “Well at least you were able to—” In his peripheral vision he sensed an…incongruity. Something was different. His gaze shifted toward the cockpit.


    To the right of the pilot’s chair sat another chair. A bit more minimalistic in design than hers, it fit snugly but completely within the margins of the cockpit space.


    He approached the cockpit curiously. “Alex, what is this?”


    She briefly diverted her attention from the data to glance over, an uncertain smile tugging at her lips. “I got you a chair.”


    “You…you got me a chair.” It was less a question and more a statement of incredulity.


    “It’s only so I don’t always have to be looking over my shoulder to talk to you. It’s not safe, honestly. And I’m sure you must get tired of leaning against the wall.”


    His hand ran along the top of the headrest; the chair glided smoothly beneath it. His gaze returned to her, a vaguely stunned expression on his face. “Alex….”


    Her eyes slid away from him and her voice turned formal tinged with a hint of awkwardness. “It’s magnetically grounded, so it’s not like I tore up the floor or anything, and we can move it if we need to. It’s just practical.”


    But it wasn’t just practical. It was touching and kind and an exceptional gesture on her part. Giving him a place on her ship, even if only a simple chair—hell, especially a simple chair—was tantamount to giving him a place in her life. A real place, in the form of a chair.


    He crossed the cabin and wound his arms around her, pulling her away from the data and into him. “Of course it is….” His lips met hers. “Thank you.”


    No, she wasn’t just ‘anyone’ at all.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 71: Earth


    Vancouver: EASC Headquarters


    Miriam paced in tightly coiled agitation around the temporary office space. With a frown she nudged the temporary hutch flush to the wall.


    Nothing had been salvageable from her office. Not the antique bookcase and certainly not the antique books, of which there remained none in existence to replace them with. Not the leaded glass tumblers that had been a wedding present to her and David and not the heirloom china tea set that had belonged to his grandmother.


    She picked up the teacup—part of the set she had brought from home—off the temporary desk and took a long sip, then set it back down. Too hard; it wobbled unsteadily. Unless the desk was uneven….


    She looked over at Richard. He leaned against the wall, quietly watching her flutter about. “I don’t care how angry Alexis may have been after the Board meeting. There is no way she was involved in the bombing.”


    “Absolutely not. It’s an absurd idea. She’s not a killer.”


    “No, she’s not. But this Marano character?”


    “Oh, he definitely is a killer. His file says he took out two dozen criminal insurgents and blew up an entire hangar bay two months ago, and it’s merely his latest exploit. Conveniently enough he has something of a history of using explosives to get a job done. But he’s not a terrorist. He infiltrates and eliminates dangerous criminal groups in the service of his government. His record indicates no deviation into more questionable activities.”


    She crouched and adjusted the rug beneath the desk. Perhaps it was the source of the unevenness. “We’re at war. Maybe he didn’t consider it terrorism?”


    “From the Senecan perspective, arguably it wasn’t. But regardless, Alex swore he was never out of her sight except while he was in custody. Miriam….”


    Recognizing the tone in his voice, she stood up and met his gaze.


    “In the end it comes down to one very simple matter: either you believe her or you don’t.”


    She sighed and let her eyes drift to the window. Logistics was all of twenty stories tall; outside were only other buildings. “I believe her.”


    A smile sprung to life on his face, possibly in relief. “So do I.” The smile didn’t linger as his hand came to his jaw. “Which means we have a different problem. She said he was framed, and she’s right. The evidence was doctored to implicate him, and by extension, her. By whom? And even more importantly, why?


    “Between the nonsensical Summit assassination, the Palluda attack nobody ordered and now this? Something is severely wrong with this entire situation. The explosives used on the upper levels had to be assembled inside Headquarters. Marano may not have done it, but someone did. They both claim the war has been manufactured by someone, and I’m beginning to suspect they’re right about that, too.”


    She crossed the temporary space and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Luckily, conspiracies and subterfuge happen to be your area of expertise. Richard, get to the bottom of this. And most of all, do whatever you need to in order to clear her name. Please.” She patted his shoulder and returned to the temporary desk, her voice dropping in volume and perhaps in confidence. “I wish I knew where she’s gone.”


    “You never know where she goes.”


    “This is different.” Her gaze drifted once again to the windows, but the view had not improved. She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “Nevertheless, there’s nothing I can do about it for the moment. And now it seems I have to find a way to win a war.”


    “There’s no way Seneca can stand up to our military strength in the long run.”


    “It’s not that war which has me concerned…at least, not only that war.”


    “Well, one thing at—”


    The priority pulse forced itself into her vision.


    Acting Chairman O’Connell requests your presence in his office in five minutes.


    Her lips smacked in annoyance. “It appears I am being summoned to kiss the feet of the new Chairman.”


    “He doesn’t waste any time, does he? He’s been here all of, what, half an hour?”


    “Less than.” Another sigh found its way past her lips. “You know, Alamatto was a weak leader, but I’m afraid O’Connell is going to get everyone killed. You’re correct—Seneca can’t stand up against our military strength. But if he’s in charge, they just might outsmart us.”


    *


    She stood formally in the doorway while O’Connell discussed something with an aide. After twenty seconds she decided he was deliberately dragging it out in an attempt to make her uncomfortable. Silly, petty man.


    After another thirty seconds he finally dismissed the aide and glanced at her. “Ah, Miriam.”


    “Yes, Liam? You wanted to speak with me?”


    He scowled and bowed up his stance in an apparent attempt to intimidate her with his towering, burly build. Also, slow to learn. “You’re as insubordinate as your daughter. I believe you meant ‘General.’”


    “And I believe you meant ‘Admiral.’ You may be head of the Board for now, but you are not my superior officer. In public I will grant you the respect of your position. In private I will grant you the respect you have earned. Thus far you haven’t earned any.”


    His eyes narrowed in blatant hostility. “You arrogant bitch. Your lax security allowed those explosives to be planted. Your daughter gave that fucking Senecan cocksucker inside access and caused the deaths of thousands. You aren’t worthy of your position or your rank.” He paused, as if to see the effect of his intimidation. She refused to flinch.


    With a blink he continued. “I may not possess the authority to fire you, but I plan to do everything in my power to ensure you soon find yourself out on your ass. No rank, no title, no power.”


    The corners of her mouth curled up in a cold, malicious smile. “We’ll see, won’t we?” She turned to go, not waiting or wanting to be excused. When she reached the door she paused to look back at him.


    “Oh, and Liam? Thank you for the warning.”

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 72: Gaiae


    Independent Colony


    Seraphina breathed in the cool morning air, drawing it deep into her lungs as her diaphragm expanded. And hold…hold. With a slow, steady exhale she opened her eyes.


    She floated a meter above the water, suspended by the resistance of the magnetic field generated by Gaiae’s waters against the fibers woven into her stockings. Indigenous fish danced in the waters beneath her, their iridescent scales reflecting brilliantly in the dawn light. They were poisonous to humans, but it was no matter; neither she nor any of the other residents would have stooped so low as to impinge upon Gaiae’s precious ecosystem.


    The glowing pastels of the nearby fauna lingered in her vision when she closed her eyes and inhaled once more. Her ocular implant was enhanced to expand the spectrum of her sight beyond visible light into the ultraviolet range. The effect was spiritual in its beauty, but the odd hues tended to leave halos in their wake.


    And hold…hold.


    She opened her eyes to a shadow.


    It broke her meditation, and she suppressed a frown as she twisted around—careful to engage her core—and looked up.


    The shadow slithered across the landscape until it reached the water’s edge. Her frown deepened. Gaiae had no moons; there could be no eclipse.


    What appeared next was of a nightmare. An impossibility. An evil blackness—harsh, bleak, cold metal surely made of the void itself.


    It continued to grow in the sky, and soon veins of blood slashed the blackness like the war paint of ancient primitives.


    Even as the breadth and length of the blooded darkness grew ever greater, another materialized alongside it. Then another. Soon a dozen phantasms—devils of Hades come to life—blanketed the sky, blotting out the sun and turning morning to dusk.


    Seraphina stood to balance unsteadily atop the magnetic resistance. What horror might this be? She only rarely accessed the so-called ‘exanet,’ but she did not believe even the most powerful governments possessed ships such as these.


    Gaiae was a peaceful planet. Its residents strived ever to be in harmony with all living creatures, with the land and the air and the stars. What sin against nature could possibly have brought such devils down upon them?


    Then the bellies of the beasts wrent apart, and all legions spewed forth. Creatures born of the bowels of Tartarus, their arms counted greater than those of Mahākālī and writhed madly around blazing crimson eyes—a cyclopean blood-gorged eye for each creature in the legion army.


    Their multitudes descended from the sky, and at last she screamed.

  


  



  
    CHAPTER 73: Siyane


    Metis Nebula


    They approached Metis as quietly and furtively as the Siyane permitted. Their route was circuitous, winding around the Nebula until their trajectory was nearly opposite of before.


    All her instincts screamed at her to hurry, to get there faster and to generally get on with it. Yet along about the time her fingers stretched out to hover above the controls, Caleb’s hand found its way to her shoulder or the curve of her jaw. She wouldn’t have expected him to be the calm one…though if she pondered it she had to concede he had often been the patient one.


    When the golden-blue wisps of Metis’ outer bands at last surrounded them, she initiated the sLume drive a final time. One final run for the core at maximum speed, as swift as any human could travel across the stars.


    They would drop out of superluminal 0.1 AU from the portal’s location but still within the thickest of the towering pillars of gas and dust. The instant the sLume drive idled the dampener field would kick in. She had paid a princely sum for a barely legal power allocation optimizer, and now the dampener field could operate at full strength without them being forced to freeze.


    Still the trip took hours upon hours. As many hours as it had taken when they had previously made the journey, in fact. Unlike the prior journey, however, this night they spent together.


    They passed the hours as couples facing the unknown yet temporarily powerless to influence their fate do: they made love as if it were the first time, murmured secrets to one another in the darkness, slept for a bit, and made love as if it were the last time.


    Then there was no space left to travel and their fate returned to their hands.


    They returned to the cockpit as the sLume drive idled and the scene beyond the viewport sharpened into clarity. The ship hovered in luminous, dense fog; as it did not actually travel forward under separate propulsion while inside the superluminal bubble, on exiting it the ship was already at rest.


    Instantly she was a flurry of activity, confirming the dampener field had engaged, beginning scans for threats or any movement whatsoever in the area and attuning the spectrum analyzer across all bands.


    The flare from the pulsar leapt to life on the spectrum display. The gamma beam pulsed in a regular, rapid spin. She filtered it out—and immediately frowned. “It’s gone.”


    “Everything?”


    Her head shook minutely. “The gamma radiation, the local one whose source we weren’t able to pinpoint. The terahertz radiation, too.”


    He leaned closer to stare at the spectrum display with her. “But not the TLF.”


    “But not the TLF.” She blew out a long, slow breath. “Okay. Nothing to do but find out why.” She started the impulse engine.


    The nebular clouds soon began to thin, then abruptly evaporate as before. Yet in stark and rather disturbing contrast to before, the clouds evaporated to reveal only the void.


    The ships were gone. And so was the portal.


    Neither of them spoke. They simply regarded the empty blackness in stunned disbelief. She had prepared herself for a number of scenarios. None of those scenarios involved the portal being gone.


    Because that was impossible.


    He dropped his elbows to his knees with a heavy sigh. “So, new plan then.”


    “No. The portal is there.”


    His attention shifted from the viewport to her. His voice held calm conviction—and trust, she thought. “Okay. Why?”


    “The same reason we’re here.”


    “The TLF signal is still being generated from somewhere.”


    “Correct. Now the question is….” With her left hand she strafed until the ship was positioned exactly perpendicular to the direction the wave propagated. She focused the spectrum analyzer sensors in on a point in space and took two snapshots. Then she threw both measurements to a waveform screen.


    A wondrous breath fell from her lips as she sank into the chair. She was looking at a phase shift across the portal.


    When measured given the precise point where the portal had floated as the origin, the TLF wave exhibited a 4.65° phase difference in each direction. On its own it didn’t tell her anything about the nature or breadth of the realm within the portal, as any number of cycles could have occurred inside—but it did tell her there existed a realm within the portal.


    Caleb’s eyes narrowed at the screen for a moment before he shook his head and chuckled wryly. “And space falls back into alignment with the rules of the universe. The portal is there.”


    “Told you.” She gave him a teasing if weighty smirk. “Now we just need to trigger it.”


    “Which you’ve already determined how to do.”


    The smirk softened to a smile. “Harmonics.”


    He glanced at the row of screens and back to her. “The gamma radiation was a harmonic of the TLF, wasn’t it?”


    “It was, though the frequency disparity was tremendous. I think the gamma frequency was an activation code. It kept the portal open while our alien friends traversed it and shut off once they no longer needed it. But I can mimic it.”


    His gaze met hers, and the look in his eyes sent her stomach into somersaults and a delightful tingle rushing along her skin. She wanted nothing more in the world than to wind her fingers in his hair and pull him close and ask him if he might tell her what the look in his eyes meant.


    Instead she swallowed and focused on the HUD. Her fingertips danced on a holographic panel to her left as she built the gamma wave. Once it was prepped she maneuvered the ship so it lined up directly on the invisible point which represented the center of the former portal.


    “Here goes nothing….” She sucked in a deep breath and turned on the signal.


    From nothingness burst forth a perfect circle of obsidian metal. Luminescent pale gold plasma filled the ring as it expanded in diameter. In two seconds it had attained its previous size and a halo of roiling clouds had billowed over its edges.


    “Well that’s not something you see every day.” She nodded mutely in agreement.


    After the explosion of energy which had propelled the ring outward vanished, a stilled silence seemed to engulf the landscape. The vertical pool of plasma undulated as peacefully as the surface of a pond on a quiet spring dawn. Even the churning clouds appeared to settle into a soothing rhythm. Other than the portal itself, there was no evidence of technology, of an alien force or any force at all.


    The TLF wave continued to pulse—steady, deliberate and strong, as though it were the very heartbeat of the universe—from the exact center of the ring.


    Like the dulcet tones of a siren it called to her, singing a promise of answers beneath the tranquil waters. Waters which happened to be composed of an unknown breed of plasma and ‘lapped’ vertically while suspended within a ring of unknown material and origin in the void of space.


    Caleb’s presence beside her during the trip had been a comfort and a wonderful indulgence. But now it wasn’t close enough, for him or her. He pushed out of his chair to kneel in front of her and draw her into a slow, languorous kiss.


    He drew back a mere centimeter, his voice a whisper upon her lips. “You realize we could die, simply by going through.”


    She closed the centimeter to claim another kiss, lingering an eternal second beyond when it might have ended. She breathed in…breathed him in. “I do. But if we don’t go, maybe everyone dies. And even if I don’t particularly like most of everyone, I find I don’t want that on my conscience.”


    He nodded against her. “Nor do I. So we go together—but only if you’re sure.”


    She smiled—a tiny little smile—and bravely rolled her eyes as she straightened up and settled into the chair. “I’m sure. It’ll be an adventure. New sights, new wonders, new discoveries. It’s what I live for. You too, right?”


    “Absolutely.” He returned to his chair, kicked his feet up on the dash and crossed his ankles. “Lead on. Show me this supposed ‘adventure.’”


    “You got it.”


    His hand reached over and wrapped around hers as she gunned the impulse engine to full power and accelerated into the portal.


    _o0o_
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  2314
(Eight years before the events of Starshine)


  Earth: San Francisco


  I quit.


  Alex Solovy rolled the words around in her mind, trying out different inflections and intonations and generally letting her brain grow comfortable with the notion. Not so much the words themselves as what they signified.


  Freedom, in all its wondrous and terrifying splendor.


  She was on pleasant terms with her boss at Pacifica Aerodynamics—if not necessarily her coworkers—and bore him and the enterprise he operated no particular ill will. The opposite in fact; it was a decent company as companies went, inasmuch as it hadn’t allowed two centuries worth of ship fabrication to weigh it down or stifle an innovative spirit.


  No, unlike so many legions of corporate drones she wasn’t quitting because she hated her job. She was quitting because the job had always been nothing more than a means to an end—a way to gain a fulsome understanding of and skill in operating every conceivable system to be found on a starship, plus each one’s variations, quirks and maintenance requirements.


  Two years before, she had left IS Design on Erisen because she had learned everything they had to teach her. Now she would leave Pacifica Aerodynamics for the same reason.


  Seeing as they were the two premiere civilian starship manufacturers in the Earth Alliance, the only place where she could learn the remaining—and the most important—lessons was space itself.


  She had also spent the previous four years of gainful employment saving every spare credit to pass through her account. Never one to spend frivolously on consumer trappings, she had trimmed her expenses to the bone by sharing a flat with Kennedy while on Erisen and, upon returning to San Francisco, renting a modest one-bedroom apartment in a once-and-not-yet-again-trendy neighborhood.


  The savings had built up quickly, albeit not so quickly as her innate restlessness might have liked. And now ninety-five percent of those savings had been spent on a ship of her own.


  Her ship.


  She let those words roll around exquisitely in her mind as she went to break the good news to her boss.


  *


  Seneca: Cavare


  Caleb Marano flattened himself against the wall and readied the Daemon at his hip.


  From the other side of the entrance Samuel counted down the seconds with his fingers. When the last finger dropped Samuel activated the door and they stormed into the room.


  A makeshift office containing only a collapsible desk sitting askew and cartons stacked along both walls, the setting carried all the hallmarks of shady and transient criminal activity.


  “Pascal Abelli, you are under arrest for blackmail and extortion of a government official. You may—”


  “I don’t think so.” Abelli drew his own Daemon as footsteps pounded down the hallway behind them.


  The investigation had fallen to the Division of Intelligence because there was some question as to whether a government official, Interior Director Orsi De Campo, had in truth engaged in the crime Abelli was blackmailing him to keep secret—selling Federation secrets to the Triene cartel. If the Director had not done so, the pertinent question became how classified material had found its way into Pascal Abelli’s hands.


  Samuel shot Abelli before the gun made it halfway up. Caleb stayed by the entrance, waited a beat, then threw an elbow backwards to smash the face of the guard who burst through the doorway, knocking the man flat on his back as blood gushed from a crushed nasal septum.


  He spun and fired as the guard tried to get up, confiscated the man’s gun and tossed it to Samuel. Next he crouched to search the now unconscious form for other weapons.


  Laser fire streaked above his head. He lunged forward to tackle the second guard at the knees when the opposite wall turned red in a spray of blood propelled out of the hole burned through the man’s chest. The body collapsed to the floor.


  After Caleb checked to confirm the hallway harbored no further attackers, he climbed to his feet and found Samuel lowering the gun Caleb had tossed to him, his personal shield sparking with residual energy dissipation.


  “Guess his gun wasn’t set to stun. And I thought I might actually finish this op without having to kill anyone.”


  “When was the last time that happened?”


  “Too long ago to remember, seems like.” Samuel flipped Abelli’s prone body onto his stomach and secured his arms in wrist restraints. “This guy’s a lard-ass. Help me drag him out?”


  Caleb wiped stray blood off his cheek using his shirt before grabbing hold of the unconscious man’s left arm. Together they hauled him past the two guards and down the hallway.


  “Thanks for tagging along with me tonight—turns out I did need the backup. Logistics ought to be here by the time we get outside. I’d invite you to go get a beer or four, but I suspect I’m going to be ass-deep in red tape for hours. Killing politicians, their friends or even their enemies always means mountains of bureaucracy.”


  A beer or four would serve well to calm the adrenaline still coursing hot through Caleb’s veins and the agitated energy which inevitably lingered longer than it should after such confrontations.


  But there was more than one way to appease the restlessness.


  “It’s all good. I’ve got plans on Romane later.” ‘Plans’ was perhaps a strong word, but Samuel didn’t need to know that. “Next time?”


  Samuel grunted as they lugged Abelli around another corner. “Next time it is.”


  *


  Erisen: Earth Alliance Colony


  “Are you ready?”


  “For fuck’s sake, Ken, I’ve been waiting a month for the ship to be finished. I am beyond ready.”


  Kennedy Rossi rolled her eyes as they approached one of the hangar bays at IS Design’s production facility. “I just don’t want you to faint when you see it or anything.”


  “I’ve never fainted in my life. Why on Earth would I faint now?”


  “Well….” Kennedy entered a code on the panel beside the interior bay entrance and let the door slide open.


  Alex crossed the threshold, at which point all other thoughts vacated her mind as her perception narrowed, transfixed by the vision exposed before her.


  The ship gleamed a charcoal two shades from black. All curves and edges, the broad midsection flared out to expansive wings which housed—or would soon house—a plethora of instruments and sensors. From an aesthetic viewpoint, the silhouette resembled an Indian Black Eagle preparing to swoop upon its prey.


  Her gaze ran bow to stern and back again. Though a small vessel by any objective measure, here in the hangar it loomed large and powerful to dominate its environs.


  “You’re blocking the door, Alex.”


  “I know I’m blocking the door. Give me a minute.”


  She had to credit the engineers. She had provided them a design, and they had brought it to life more vividly than it had ever existed in her imagination. A grin spread across her face as she at last approached the ship.


  “You would not believe how much grumbling I caught from, well, everyone on the project. ‘Nobody makes ships like this,’ ‘We’ll never fit slots for so many instruments on the frame,’ ‘I’ve never even heard of this material’…on and on it went.”


  Alex ignored her to run a hand along the hull, following it all the way to the sLume drive suspended beneath a gracefully tapered tail section. Though faster than eighty percent of civilian drives, it was a previous-generation model and the most she could afford right now.


  Everything was designed with an affinity toward continual iterative transformation, though, and if all went according to plan she’d be able to upgrade it soon enough. This was the case for many of the on-board components: solid, quality last-gen equipment she intended would one day be replaced by the state of the art.


  But the ship…the ship holding them was one of a kind.


  She traced the hull to the hatch. Already keyed to her, it opened at her touch. She was vaguely cognizant of Kennedy trailing her up the ramp, then rather more cognizant of it when she halted at the top and Kennedy bumped into her and sent her skidding into the cabin.


  She stood silently in the center of the cabin for several seconds…then she was laughing and twirling around in the cavernous open space like a carefree child. “Ken, look. This is amazing!”


  Her best friend leaned against the cabin wall to watch the rare display of exuberance in amusement. “So it’s what you wanted?”


  “Well, I’ll need to run diagnostics on the mechanical systems and confirm the HUD layout and test all the modules against my specs and I hope like hell the engineering core’s wiring isn’t a complete disaster…” she glanced at Kennedy to find her wearing a mock glare “…but yes. It’s exactly what I wanted. It’s—it’s everything I wanted. Thank you.”


  “You are most welcome. But we hardly worked gratis. You paid my company bucket-loads of credits for it.”


  “True, but those bucket-loads were a scintilla above cost, so I’ll double-down on the ‘thank you.’ I could not have commissioned this ship if it had included a retail markup.”


  “You’ve given the designers here some clever ideas to pursue. I predict we will soon recoup the initial loss in profit.”


  “Hmm.” Alex scrutinized the main cabin once more before arching an eyebrow. “Want to go somewhere? Take her for a test run?”


  Kennedy made a show of considering the question. “Only if we go somewhere with top-shelf shopping. I need new shoes. Lots of new shoes.”


  “Well I’m broke now, so I’ll be a poor shopping partner.”


  “That’s fine, I don’t require an enabler. I’ll do plenty of buying for both of us.”


  Alex pondered it a moment. “Romane?”


  Kennedy’s face lit up. “Romane.”


  *


  Romane: Independent Colony


  “Caleb, this is a surprise.” Mia Requelme’s lips curled up in an expression somewhere between delight and anticipation. “A pleasant one, naturally.”


  He placed a kiss at her temple then stepped a respectful distance away, as they had an audience. “How are you? It’s been a few months.”


  “I’m good. I signed a lease last week on a new retail location. I’m expanding the store.” She gestured at the cramped, cluttered space to emphasize the necessity of the act.


  He wasn’t surprised. It had taken her a few months to get her feet under her after arriving on Romane, but once she had it was off to the races. In less than five years she had gone from renting a cubbyhole behind a flat to a five-room apartment, from trading secondhand gear in the flea market to owning a custom tech shop in an upscale neighborhood. And he suspected she was barely getting started.


  Mia checked the two customers browsing her shelves then leaned in close to murmur in his ear. “I’m devastated to say I can’t leave for another five hours. I only have part-time help, and said help is currently on vacation.”


  He chuckled; she had obviously deduced why he was here. “Well, I don’t—”


  Mia’s eyes darted to the entrance, her expression darkening. He turned to see what had distracted her.


  A man hovered a step inside the store. His scruffy appearance and grungy clothes set him apart from not only the other customers but everyone in a six-block radius. They marked him as a thug.


  Caleb demanded the entrant’s attention with his eyes and held it hostage with a sharp, silent stare.


  The man balked under the scrutiny. He glared at Mia and departed.


  “So anyway—”


  “What just happened?”


  “Nothing. As I was saying—”


  “Mia….”


  She blew out an exasperated breath. “Don’t worry about it. It’s fine.”


  Now he demanded her attention, though in a far softer manner. “Are you in some kind of trouble?”


  “Not at all. I can take care of myself.”


  “I know you can. So tell me what it was about.”


  She drew him to the rear wall of the shop, farther from her customers’ hearing. “He’s an enforcer for this upstart local gang. They’ve gotten it in their heads they’re going to run a protection racket.” She sighed in blatant disgust. “Even here, at the center of a pillar of our civilization, there are still goons and delinquents lurking in the shadows.”


  “Are you paying them?”


  “No. But….”


  “But?”


  “I’m starting to think it may be better for me to simply do so and be done with it.” Her gaze slid away as she shifted her weight from one leg to the other. Her arms crossed over her chest. “They’re low-rent scum, but they have muscle. They’ve gotten violent against several of the more recalcitrant store owners. Two have ended up in the hospital, and…the last person who said ‘no’ more than twice ended up dead.”


  “Okay, that’s it.” He pivoted toward the door, but was halted by her hand grasping his wrist.


  “Caleb, please don’t. This isn’t your fight. The police are investigating, and if they don’t handle it, I will.”


  “Mia, this is what I do. Let me help you.”


  Dark irises glittered beneath long lashes pinched tight. The intensity of the look reminded him she was indeed a formidable woman. “You’ve already helped me enough for two lifetimes—given me the capability to live a life of my own—and I adore you for it. But you’ve done enough.” She studied his face. “Do you hear me?”


  He nodded with an air of thoughtfulness, careful to project the impression he was taking her words to heart. “I hear you. Just watch yourself, will you?”


  She smiled broadly, breaking the somber mood. “Always.”


  He forced a devilish smirk. “So five hours, huh? All right, I’ll make myself scarce.” He drew her close and his lips found her ear. “I’ll come by later tonight. You haven’t moved your apartment, have you?”


  “No, but who said I wanted you to come by tonight? Maybe I have a date.”


  “Then I’ll come by after your date.” His teeth grazed her neck as he pulled back to find a glint in her eyes he recognized as assent. With a casual wave he left her to her customers and headed out.


  *


  Kennedy’s shopping bags were jammed under their patio table. Empty plates sat discarded to the side, a nearly-empty bottle of shiraz in the center. They took turns devouring an enormous slice of cheesecake drizzled in raspberries as the sky began darkening to a cool lavender. Romane’s two suns made for a very long if most lovely evening.


  “So what are your initial plans for this new venture?”


  Alex enjoyed savoring her bite of cheesecake before answering. “I have an appointment first of the week with the R&D Director of Suiren about mining for nanodiamonds in NGC 2027, and one the next day with a rep from the Gagarin Institute about scouting M10 for potentially habitable worlds.”


  “You don’t waste any time, do you?”


  “Hell, no. I’ve been preparing for this opportunity my whole life. I am ready to get on with it.”


  “And you won’t get lonely, out there by yourself in the void for weeks at a stretch? Wait, what am I saying? This is you we’re talking about.” She paused to take another bite and wipe away the raspberry sauce left behind on her chin. “So did you tell your mother you left Pacifica to go freelance?”


  Alex scowled over the top of her glass of shiraz. “As if she would care. She’s a newly-minted Admiral and on the shortlist to be the next EASC Director of Operations.”


  “So…?”


  “Yes, I sent her a message. In vintage Miriam Solovy fashion, she responded that she hoped I understood I bore the responsibility for my own foolish choices.”


  “Well…nope, sorry, can’t defend her on this one. You’ve worked your ass off for four years—for a decade if you count earning multiple degrees—so you could make your dream a reality. She should respect what you’ve accomplished.”


  Alex didn’t dispute the truth of the statement, though she did swallow a brief disquiet when Kennedy paid the check. She’d feel bad about it, except for the fact that while she wasn’t quite ‘broke’ by the most technical definition, the ship had eradicated her savings. And she didn’t have a proper job. Or any clients. Not yet.


  So she decided not to feel bad about it. She and Kennedy had traded implicit debts which never needed to be repaid yet always were more times than she dared count over the years. This debt too was sure to come back around again eventually.


  *


  The instant Caleb exited Mia’s store his demeanor transformed. He traded the relaxed gait for a careful, alert posture and the friendly countenance for a cool mask.


  It did not surprise him to see the enforcer exit a store three doors down a moment later. The man was making his scheduled rounds. When his target continued on he followed.


  The sidewalk ferried a busy flow of young professionals out after work and tourists perusing the shops and restaurants. The thug’s distinctly unkempt appearance made him easy to track from a distance.


  A line spilled out of a particularly popular Chinasian grill restaurant on the next corner. An expansive outdoor patio decorated in wrought iron and blooming alyssi blended into an open-air interior, and the place bustled with energy. In another circumstance he’d likely have wandered inside for stir-fry and a cold beer.


  As he slipped past the busy entrance someone tripped into him. He stiffened, keeping the stranger at a safe distance until he realized the person was merely inebriated beyond public decency. He tried to stabilize the young man, but his efforts were for naught when the guy stumbled to the ground.


  Caleb stepped away to avoid the prone figure and immediately bumped into someone else. Golden curls whipped past him as he muttered, “Excuse me.”


  “Not a problem.”


  At the sound of the rich, almost sultry voice he instinctively glanced back. The golden curls belonged to an attractive, poised young woman and were promptly forgotten when beyond her he caught a glimpse of tresses the color of fine Bordeaux and a flash of startlingly bright silver-gray eyes.


  The sight was enough to hitch his gait for half a step, to overwhelm his mission for a frozen frame of time.


  Then she was gone, and he resumed his tail.


  *


  The waitress cleared away the dessert plates and Kennedy gathered her bags up. Alex frowned as they wound into the restaurant from the patio and navigated a growing crowd near the exit. “You seriously need to be on Erisen by first thing in the morning?”


  “I do. I have to work. You’ve been job-free for all of a day, surely you remember what ‘working’ means?”


  “Sosi yego i past’ zakroi, suka.”


  “Right, right.”


  “Next thing I know you’re going to want to sleep in the big bed. First night on my shiny, brand new ship and I’m bunking on the guest cot.”


  “Now that you mention it, I do need to be well-rested and refreshed for work in the morn—” Kennedy jostled into Alex’s side, pushed by someone bumping into her as they exited the busy doorway.


  “Excuse me.” The deep, lilting voice resonated beneath the buzz of the patrons, sending a sensual tremor fluttering along Alex’s spine. Taken aback by the unexpected, visceral response, she blinked and forcibly shook it off.


  “Not a problem.” Kennedy’s focus lingered over her shoulder as they reached the sidewalk. “He was handsome, in a rugged, ‘rock my world for a weekend’ sort of way.”


  “Whatever. Come on, there’s a tech gear shop on the next block I want to check out.”


  “I thought you were broke?”


  “This is why they invented credit. I’m investing in my ship.”


  “Clearly. Speaking of, have you decided what you’re going to name her?”


  A whimsical smile grew to brighten Alex’s features as they strolled down the sidewalk in the slowly fading light. “Oh yes.”


  *


  Several blocks past the restaurant the ambience of the area began to shift. Meter by meter it became shabbier, darkening in sync with the evening sky. The crowd thinned and was replaced by working-class then barely working-class inhabitants. Finally Caleb’s opportunity came.


  He increased his pace to draw near to his prey. As the enforcer crossed an alley between two shabby tenements he sprang, forcing the man down the alley, deep into the shadows and far from prying bystanders, and shoving his head into the stone.


  Yanking the right arm up at an awkward angle flush against the man’s back, he held it at the end of its range of motion for a beat then thrust it upward from the elbow.


  The man screamed in pain as the bone ripped out of the elbow and shoulder sockets and the tendons tore apart.


  The other arm flailed at Caleb; he pinned it high on the wall, knifed his hand and slammed it forward. The crack was audible as the man’s forearm fractured under the blow.


  In the next motion he wrenched his captive around and got in his face. “You are going to take me to the leaders of your little ‘gang’ and you are going to do it now.”


  Beads of sweat drizzled down greasy skin, doubtless triggered by what must be fairly intense pain if not fear. “I can’t—”


  “Don’t talk. Don’t sputter out a solitary protest or it will be your last. Take me to them.”


  “Who the fuck are you?”


  Caleb palmed the man’s forehead and slammed his skull against the wall. “I said don’t talk, and you want to do as I say because I’m the one thing monsters like you and your kind fear. I’m what haunts your nightmares and hunts you in the darkness. Now move.”


  The man’s head jerked wildly, slinging greasy sweat in Caleb’s direction. He wiped the fluid off his chin then grabbed the arm flopping limply at his captive’s side and pointed to the street.


  Their destination lay a few short blocks further to the west, which was probably for the best because his charge was not holding up well. He groaned and moaned and eventually begged for Caleb to punch him hard enough to render him unconscious. Caleb kept driving him forward.


  When they stepped through the door to the hideout he tossed his captive to the side and drew his Daemon.


  Three men sat around a table. All were muscled and similarly greasy and easily identifiable as scum. As he breached the entrance all three were moving, drawing their own guns in surprise.


  Only one got off a shot. Caleb had put a laser through the skulls of the other two before their arms had fully raised.


  The third man wore a minimal personal shield and weathered Caleb’s first volley to return fire.


  The shots bounced harmlessly off his own shield. He advanced while firing into the gangster’s chest. The laser overloaded the cheap shield to blow the man’s chest open.


  Ozone permeated the air to scorch his nostrils. He stood silently in the center of the room and allowed the scene to settle to its conclusion.


  The body collapsed to the floor to join its companions, leaving the far wall free to reveal its gory tableau. The sound of glass cracking followed the thud of the corpse. A display panel on the desk behind the bodies, grazed by the gunfire, teetered and fell.


  Another breath…in and out…and he was moving. After checking for immediate threats he went over to where the panel had landed.


  A visual flickered, distorted in the damaged display, but he discerned a woman and a small boy. The woman was pretty in a mildly trashy way, sporting a crooked grin and too-blonde hair. The boy looked three or four and clearly favored his mother.


  All the adrenaline abandoned him in a rush, leaving his shoulders sagging and the gun dangling from his hand.


  They were thugs and bullies and murderers. They preyed on the weak and stole from those who worked rather than work themselves. They used fear as a weapon to impose their will on others. And they had pointed guns at him.


  Yet a traitorous voice in his mind whispered that he had provoked the encounter; he had stormed into their lair, gun drawn. Yes, they would have killed him, but in the present situation perhaps only because he would have done—and did—the same to them.


  Caleb didn’t know which of the dead men the woman was attached to or which might be the father of the boy. For an instant it was the only question that mattered.


  He snatched the display off the floor, spun on a heel and strode to the enforcer who had brought him here, now sprawled in a pile on the floor. He crouched and nudged him onto his back without a response. The man had passed out. Annoyed, Caleb slapped him awake.


  As soon as an eyelid opened he grabbed the man’s shirt and lifted him up to shove the display in his face. “Do you know this woman?”


  He nodded vaguely, eyes bleary and unfocused.


  “What is her name?”


  “Tam—Tamatha Baker.”


  Caleb buried the tumult he had briefly allowed to flare, and his bearing took on an uncanny stillness. He smiled.


  “This is your lucky day. You get to live—on one condition, so listen carefully. Your sole purpose from this day forward is to watch over Tamatha and her son and make certain neither of them come to harm. Use your meager, pathetic skills to protect them. Do you understand me?”


  The man’s eyes widened until they were all whites. A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead and merged with a trickle of blood to weave down his cheek and splatter onto his shirt. He nodded again, more definitively this time.


  “If you fail in this task I will know, and I will come back and end your life as effortlessly as I ended theirs. Remember that whenever you start thinking you can slack off.” He stared at the man another second to guarantee the message had been received, then dropped him to the floor and stood. “I’ll send the paramedics and the cops in a few minutes. Make sure you don’t get yourself arrested—can’t do your job from prison.”


  “Why? Why did you kill them?”


  Caleb laughed, and even he recognized it bore a frightening coldness. “Because you walked through the wrong door, and they paid you to do it. Mia Requelme is off limits. You will be a testament to the terror that arrives the moment you or anyone else crosses the invisible line you didn’t know existed until tonight. Spread the word.”


  *


  Erisen: Earth Alliance Colony


  The Siyane banked to soar above snow-capped mountains as the dawn sun glittered off the powdery crystals. The sky shone a perfect turquoise blue.


  Alex had deposited Kennedy at the spaceport moments earlier, somewhat less refreshed and well-rested than requested. But it had been an enjoyable night. She stifled a yawn as she gained altitude and approached the nearest atmosphere corridor, but a smile replaced it. A couple of minutes remained for her to decide her destination once she hit space.


  It was a subversive notion, the idea that she was free. Free to choose where to go and what to do with her time.


  She wasn’t a goldbricker. She intended to run a business and had crucial appointments the next week she intended to keep.


  But at the conclusion of those appointments she would choose to take the jobs or not. If she took the jobs she would choose how best to fulfill the contracts. The path between the agreement and the delivery was hers to chart. She would succeed or fail on her own merits; her rise or fall would be of her own making.


  Until then she had six days to herself, nothing but her ship and the expanse of space to distract her.


  The ship exited the atmosphere corridor. The sky darkened to onyx and the stars brightened to opalescent ivory. Her father’s words from so long ago echoed in her mind.


  Siyane is perfect, sweetheart. My little star shining brightly. One day, milaya, the cosmos will be yours to tame. One day you will hold the galaxy in the palm of your hand. I know it.


  She killed the lights in the cabin and stood to take in the view as the fullness of space spread before her.


  Her head tilted in contemplation. Could she make it to Carina and get back to Earth in six days? She double-checked the parameters on the sLume drive…yep, she absolutely could. Six days round-trip for a spectacular view? Worth it.


  Now clear of Erisen Traffic Control, she ran a quick safety check then engaged the sLume drive. The stars blurred away to surround the ship in a soft halo.


  Hey Dad? I made it. I made it to the stars.


  


  _o0o_
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  The Legend Continues...


  Ten years after the end of part one, Ari receives a message from someone she believed long dead.


  Shocking events are set in motion...


  Note: If you have not read "The Forever Gate - Part 1" yet, you can grab the book for free here:


  http://amzn.to/1psrjDc


  "The Forever Gate - Part 1" is also available in the original Stars & Empire bundle.


  



  


  CHAPTER ONE


  Ari sat by the frosty window, and sipped rosemary tea with shaking hands. She stared at the snow-covered street outside, and contemplated a life that was nearing its end.


  She was only twenty-nine years old, though she looked ninety-nine. Vitra had ravaged her body, sucked away her youth, leaving a shriveled shell. Like all Users, she was destined to flare blindingly bright in life, only to burn out all too soon.


  Ten years had passed since Hoodwink had gone. Somehow he'd gotten his message through. Somehow he'd passed the Forever Gate and communicated with the gols. He'd become legendary among the Users for it.


  But the contact had proven disastrous. The gols used the opportunity to lay a trap, and almost every last User had died. Only Ari and Leader survived.


  She was Leader now. In those ten years, she'd relaunched the group, and given everything she had to them. Body. Mind. Soul. For what? It hadn't mattered. She hadn't changed a thing. The world was still dying and there was nothing she could do about it. The snowstorms worsened, the cold became colder. More and more of the gols fell victim to the mind plague. And then there was The Drop, a relatively recent phenomenon that involved human beings dropping dead for no apparent reason. Not just one at a time, mind, but hundreds throughout the city. Men, women and children. Young and old. It didn't matter who you were, or what you were doing, you weren't immune to The Drop. If you don't watch out, The Drop's going to get you. Don't do any wrong, or The Drop'll have ya. The Drop. The Drop. The Drop.


  Society was falling apart. Despite her best efforts. Despite her attempts to seize power from Jeremy, the mayor.


  Jeremy.


  She'd had to leave him, seven years ago, when it became too obvious she was a User, and aging at a rate far faster than normal. Jeremy hadn't seemed all that disappointed. He'd taken another wife soon thereafter, apparently glad to replace her with a young, beautiful wife.


  Beauty. It'd been a curse, in her youth. Suitors had pursued her relentlessly, never granting her peace. Jeremy had protected her through it all, and only he won her heart in the end. He was—no, those were false memories. Just as most of her personality had been false, fashioned specifically for the marriage. Her knowledge of poetry, music, and painting. Her comprehension of politics, social intelligence, and manipulation. Her skills in the bedroom. She was programmed—revised—to be his perfect mate.


  Only her political talents were still of some use. The remaining skills? Utter chaff. She had no piano to play. No canvas to paint. No one cared about her poetry. And no one would make love to her.


  She was alone in this tiny shack of a house, which was a pittance compared to the luxury she had been used to, and her only contact with the outside world was through the furtive missives sent to the New Users. That and the human nurse who visited once a day to bathe her and prepare her meals. Sometimes she confused him for Jeremy, and even addressed him "Mayor." The nurse always humored her, saying "yes Ari" to most everything she said. Because of that, occasionally she played tricks on him, or told him terrible swear words involving her most intimate body parts to see how he'd react, but the response was always the same. "Yes Ari."


  She set down her cup angrily. Yes Ari. How she despised that patronizing nurse. Didn't he understand the power she could wield? Didn't he realize that she could vaporize him with a thought? She'd grown vast in power these past ten years. She was one of the strongest Users, despite her outward appearance, and vitra literally stormed within her.


  Her tea had grown cold. She allowed electricity to spark from her fingertips, and instantly the liquid boiled. She took a tentative sip. Ah, much better. She remembered a time when hot tea scalded her tongue. These days it was the only thing she could drink—everything else felt cold. It was getting so very hard to keep warm at her age. So very hard.


  But I'm not that old! a part of her shouted. All she had to do was look at the liver spots on her trembling hands. Oh yes you are.


  A hurried knock came at the front door and she almost dropped the cup.


  "I'm coming! I'm coming!" She crankily grabbed her cane, and steeled herself for what would come. She stood all at once, and flinched at the agony in her left knee. Something always hurt these days. Her left knee. Her right shoulder. Her lower back. She massaged electricity into the knee, and it helped, a little.


  The knocking at the front door became more frantic.


  "I said I was coming!" She began the long journey to the door. The shack was small, but so was her stride, and she crossed the room step by tiny step. She wondered who was bothering her this morning. The nurse wasn't scheduled to visit for another three hours.


  She finally reached the door, and paused a moment, not at all looking forward to the cold that would come.


  The blasted fool outside the door knocked again, and she opened the door irritably. A wave of frigid air assailed her.


  Damn this cold!


  Shivering, she recognized Jackson, a messenger who'd joined the New Users a year ago. He was the highly-connected cousin of the mayor. A little on the dumb side.


  "What is it?" Her breath misted. "Why have you come here in broad daylight? Were you followed?" She glanced at the snowy street behind him. There were only a few people about. Human.


  "Leader Ari!" Jackson bowed excitedly.


  "Yes yes." Ari waved a dismissive hand. "Spare me the formalities and answer the question damn you."


  Jackson bounced on his heels rather exuberantly. "He's done it. He's really done it. He's crossed back!"


  "Who's crossed back? Speak plainly, idiot!" Old age had made her a little crabby, she had to admit. That, and the irrepressible cold.


  The man offered her an open journal.


  Ari no longer noticed the man, nor the breath misting between them, nor even the cold. All of her attention was on that diary, which she recognized immediately. It was the diary that was twin to the one Hoodwink had taken with him, a diary rigged to instantly reflect any words written in his copy. It was the diary that was kept on display in the New User headquarters deep underground, reverently left open to the page of Hoodwink's last missive ten years ago. It was the diary she'd sat beside for weeks after he'd gone, futilely waiting for a message from her father, a message that never came.


  Something new was written beneath the last entry, in Hoodwink's own handwriting. A single sentence:


  Told you I'd come back.


  



   


  CHAPTER TWO


  Ari snatched the book from Jackson and slammed the door. She made the long return journey to her spot by the window and plunked herself down in the chair.


  Her eyes drifted to the bookshelf hammered into the wall by the window, a shelf whose tomes had made her laugh and cry throughout the lonely nights. Some of those books had kept her warm, filling her mind with visions of sandy, tropical islands teeming with palm trees and coconuts. Others had only made her pin-prick cold. Much like the book she held now in her lap.


  Told you I'd come back.


  Jeremy had laid an intricate trap for her. Of that she had no doubt. He must have discovered his cousin Jackson was one of the Users, and he'd arranged for him to deliver the book in a bid to reveal her hiding place.


  That meant the gols were coming.


  She was too tired to run. She'd run at first, those seven years ago. Constantly moving from place to place. But then five years ago she went into permanent hiding because she just couldn't run anymore, and she swore then that if she were discovered, she'd make her last stand here.


  She renewed that promise now, swearing to go down in a storm of glory that would be talked about among the New Users for years. Well, for as long as this fragile society lasted, anyway.


  A strange sense of peace came over her, now that the choice to stay was made, and the book in her lap didn't feel so cold, nor so heavy. She stretched her fingers and let her gaze return to the snowy street outside, and she waited, conserving her charge, readying herself for one final hurrah.


  After a time, she heard the jangle of keys in the door.


  The time to die had come.


  She let the current flow through her body, allowed it to crisscross her skin in deadly waves. She looked like a harmless little old lady, she was sure.


  But the first gol, or man, to touch this little old lady would be utterly incinerated.


  



  


  CHAPTER THREE


  Ari heard the door open and close behind her. Then the footfalls came. Muted. Cautious. She couldn't tell how many intruders had entered. Two. Three? If that was so, the gols had grossly underestimated her.


  She stoked the charge inside her, and the air above her skin began to crackle with a subtle hint of energy.


  "Hello Ari," Nurse Richard said.


  Those words saved his life—Ari released the charge a split second before Richard's fingers wrapped around her upper arm.


  "Time for your bath," Richard said.


  Ari slumped in relief. Not yet, then.


  Not yet.


  She set aside the diary. "Why so early today?"


  Richard shrugged. "I'm here at the usual time."


  Had she really whiled away the entire morning already?


  Richard glanced at the book, nosy as always. "What were you reading?" His features were angular and harsh, his eyes close-set.


  She bared her teeth in a smile. "A pleasant fiction about a dead man who returns to life ten years after abandoning his daughter."


  Ari numbly let the nurse lead her from the main chamber to the only other room in the shack, a room that was more a closet than anything else. Without comment, Richard emptied her chamber pot into the sack he'd brought along for the purpose. Normally the residents of Luckdown District just dumped their excretions out the window, but over time disgusting brown stalagmites formed along the walls, half buried in the snow. She hated that. A lot of people liked it, unfortunately. Take her neighbors. They were always talking about how solid their walls of wattle-and-shit were. At least they weren't nosy, though they had to wonder how she could afford a nurse. As did others in the neighborhood apparently—a robber tried to steal from her, once. She'd left him with a seriously blistered hand, and a message for other aspiring thieves—this house was off-limits.


  Richard undressed her, and lowered her into the small tub that took up half the room. As usual, he'd brought along a water bladder. She didn't have a fireplace, so he boiled the water before coming, and by the time he reached here the contents had always cooled to a pleasant lukewarm. Pleasant or no, today she shivered for the entire session. Normally she would've made some crude joke at least once, but she wasn't in the mood. Not today. She kept expecting gols to come rushing inside. If they did come, she supposed there was one plus to being caught with her pants down like this—the water would amplify her charge.


  Afterward, she dressed, and Richard set out her meal. Today it was previously cooked chicken, now cold, with hard bread on the side. She hated cold chicken. When Richard glanced away, distracted by the distant screaming of one of the neighbors, she unleashed a trickle of electricity into the meat. There, much better.


  "Is everything all right Ari?" Richard said.


  She chewed on, just as if he'd said nothing. Chewed. Her teeth were the one thing the ravages of vitra had left intact, thankfully.


  At last she deigned to answer him. "Everything's just fine." She glanced at the doorway.


  "There," Richard said. "You did it again."


  "What?" She set down the chicken. "Well speak up you blathering idiot! I may be old, but I won't stand for patronizing."


  Richard merely smiled. "Why do you keep looking at the door?"


  "The door. I—" Why indeed? If the gols were going to come, they would have arrived already. What was Jeremy's game?


  They planned to come in the night, no doubt, and collar her while she slept. That was the best way to capture a User. Without casualties, anyway. Well she'd be damned if she let herself go out that way. If she was to die, she was going to do it on her own terms. Uncollared and free.


  She was sick of Jeremy playing with her.


  "Richard," she said. "Would you help me with something?"


  "That's what you pay me for, dear Ari," Richard said.


  She grated her teeth at his patronizing tone. "I want to go for a walk."


  He raised his eyebrows and stared at her for a moment, then he smiled that infuriating smile of his. "As you wish, dear Ari."


  And so he helped her dress. Normally she put on a threadbare jacket and moth-ridden scarf so as not to attract attention, but today she donned her fur cloak, fur cap, and fur boots, clothes reserved for special occasions only.


  Dying was a special occasion.


  Richard led her out into the raw cold. She walked across the snowpack with one hand clenching his, and the other clenching her cane.


  She saw the Forever Gate in the distance, looming over the city like an indomitable titan. She'd always regretted that she hadn't climbed the Gate to search for her father. She should have gone while she was still young in body. She should have abandoned the Users, and let the previous Leader rebuild the group on his own. Likely there'd be no Users today if she'd done that, she had to remind herself. Regret and second guesses were dark pits she'd struggled against her entire life. Very soon she'd never know those pits again. A comfort, though a small one.


  She saw a small child nearby. A little girl, huddling in the cold. She paused beside the child, and looked down at those weary, sad eyes.


  "Ah to hell with it." She took off her fur cloak, and before she could change her mind, dumped it in the child's lap.


  The little girl looked at her prize in disbelief, and then took off with it at a run.


  If Ari was cold before, now she was positively frigid.


  "Why'd you do that?" Richard said.


  "Just shut-up and walk with me." She could hardly talk for her chattering teeth.


  A group of ten gols in the armor of the city guard stood in the square ahead. All of them were looking at her. None of them seemed to have the slobbering faces that marked those with the gol mind disease.


  She filled herself with vitra, and steered Richard toward the group.


  "What's your game, Ari?" Richard said.


  "What, no dear before my name this time?" The vitra flowed through her veins and filled her with warmth. She dragged Richard onward, and she could feel him struggling to pull her away. Likely he was surprised by her strength. It was an illusion of course. Little bursts of strategically-placed electricity that weakened his muscles in just the right places, at just the right times. That, and the gentle boost the flowing current gave to her own strength.


  "Hello gentle men," Ari said to the gols. She smiled a sweet, grandmotherly smile. "Lounging around in the cold, spying on the citizens, are we?"


  She pushed Richard away, and before any of the guards could answer, she attacked with everything she had.


  Bolts of lightning flashed from her fingertips. Tendrils of energy sparked from her hair. Surely she looked a demon arisen from the nine hells, born into this world to wreak vengeance upon those who would collar humankind. In moments, all that remained of the ten gols were cinder blocks and charred bodies. Those all-too-human faces wore expressions of shock and disbelief.


  When you used massive quantities of vitra like that, you drew the city guards by the score. Small amounts of vitra were virtually undetectable, and you could even get away with medium quantities if gols were far away. But for what she just used, why, guards would come calling from all quarters of the city.


  And though she'd used up her entire charge in that attack, she began to laugh.


  Let them come.


  She was ready to die. More than ready.


  But then she had a thought. What if they recognized that she had no charge left? What if they collared her instead of killing her? No. No. She couldn't let them take her.


  She surveyed the square in a panic. She could still run. It didn't have to end like this. A few human bystanders stared at her in horror, but when she met their gaze, they ran off. None of them would follow her. And the nearest gol barracks were still a ways distant. Yes, she could make it.


  But she needed Richard's help now more than ever. "Richard? Where are you, you imbecile! We have to get out of here!"


  In answer, a fist slammed into her ribs, and she collapsed to the snow.


  



   


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Ari nearly blacked out when she struck the hard snowpack. Her hip and ribs ached something nasty. So cold. So very cold. Why had she given up her fur cloak?


  "You're a User!" Richard kicked her now in those same ribs, and she felt the age-brittle bones crack. No, she wanted to say. You're killing me! But no voice would come to her. Didn't she just want to die a few moments ago? Yes, but she wanted to fall in battle, not to some idiot nurse beating her to death.


  She tried vainly to reach the spark inside her, hoping the pain would ignite something within, but she had nothing left.


  She would've laughed again, if she could.


  Ari, the great Leader of the New Users, kicked to death by her own nurse.


  Richard rammed his boot into her ribs still again. More cracks.


  "You fool," she finally managed through the pain. "They'll kill you too when they come." Would he believe her deception?


  Richard raised his boot to kick her a third time, but hesitated.


  She heard it then. The crunch of approaching boots. She tried to lift her head, but she couldn't see who was coming, not from where she lay.


  Richard backed away. "I don't know this woman," she heard him say.


  Her heart sank. So the gols were here already. She'd be collared, and jailed, and would die rotting in the dungeon.


  This was the end.


  She relaxed her neck muscles. She didn't feel so cold anymore. No. The warmth of sleep beckoned. The warmth of oblivion.


  The newcomer strode right up to Richard and planted a fist squarely in his jaw. Richard fell backward in the snow.


  "Run," the newcomer said to Richard.


  Richard got up and stumbled backward a few paces, then he turned around and hightailed it out of there.


  The newcomer knelt beside Ari.


  "Are you all right?" He said.


  She looked up groggily. It must be a dream.


  The newcomer furrowed his brow, and he gently explored her ribs with one hand.


  She moaned. The pain of his touch brought her away from the edge, and the cold crept back with a vengeance. She shivered uncontrollably.


  "We'll have to heal that before we can go on," he said.


  She stared at him, shivering. So many words filled her mind, but her chattering teeth managed to form just one. "You."


  "Nice to see you too, Ari, it is. You'll have to thank your friend Jackson for me later. Led me right to you, though he didn't know it. I was going to drop in later, when I was sure you were alone. Shame that you've burned the pals I brought, though. I leave my escort for a minute and look what you go and do. If only you knew how much convincing it took to bring them along." He glanced over his shoulder at the charred bodies and sighed. "Well, there's nothing for it now. Just the two of us, then. We don't have much time."


  It was him all right. He hadn't aged a day, and in fact he seemed younger than the last time she saw him, with not a trace of gray in his hair, nor a wrinkle on his face. He looked a nobleman in those red boots and black pants, topped by that green tunic. An odd costume to wear in the heart of winter, to be sure. Without a coat and gloves, he should have been shivering, but the cold didn't touch him.


  There was something else wrong. The clothes fit him too tightly, just as if each piece was melded into the skin and could never be taken off. Worse, there was a symbol stamped into the tunic, a symbol Ari didn't recognize.


  The number 1000.


  Hoodwink was a gol.


  



   


  CHAPTER FIVE


  The heat of rage banished any cold she might have felt.


  "Where have you been all these years you hoodwinking bastard?" Ari felt the tears coming. It was almost easier to believe this was some trick of Jeremy's. Easier than thinking Hoodwink had abandoned her for ten years and returned as a gol, of all things. "I thought you were dead. All this time. Dead."


  "Ari," Hoodwink said, with a gentleness that melted her old, rigid heart. "I tried. Really, I tried."


  He tore open the side of her sweater and his jaw clenched angrily when he saw her ribs. "I should've killed that bastard." He reached into a pocket and fetched a shard. The five appendages throbbed eerily. She was always reminded of a frozen starfish whenever she saw those crystalline life forms. "You'll have to use your own charge."


  "I don't—" She winced at the pain in her ribs. "I don't have any left."


  "You have to try," Hoodwink said. "Can you do that for me, Ari?"


  Her father was back. Her father. She nodded quickly. "I'll do what I can."


  She glanced down at the shard. The creature felt like ice against her skin, and it only added to her uncontrollable shivering. She took two deep breaths, and focused.


  But the spark was nowhere to be found inside her.


  "I can't," she said. "What about you?" He had no collar that she could see.


  Hoodwink shook his head. "Gols don't have the ability. Most of them, anyway."


  Gols. Her father had become a gol. She still couldn't believe it.


  She heard the distant trudge of boots in the snow. The first wave of guards emerged at a run onto the far side of the square.


  "Ari," Hoodwink said. "We can't let them see the shard."


  Yes. And the damn thing wouldn't come off once you let it touch your skin.


  "Well cover it then!" she said.


  "You don't get it, you don't," he said. "Once a shard grabs you, it's like a town crier to us gols. It's practically glowing to my eyes. Doesn't matter how much you cover it. Trust me, we have to melt the thing! And now!"


  She gritted her teeth, and rested her fingers on the shard. She closed her eyes and reached into herself, searching, roving for the power that had warmed her all these years.


  But it was spent.


  She hadn't a glimmer left.


  She shook her head. She was beginning to feel sleepy again. It would be so easy to close her eyes. "I'm done, Hoodwink. I'm sorry. I'm old and spent. I just, I want to sleep. Go. Leave me here."


  He stared at her, the disbelief plain on his face, then he flashed that easy smile she remembered so well. "I'll do nothing like that, I won't."


  The guards were closing.


  "It's not like my Ari to give up like that. And I won't let her." Hoodwink flung one of her arms around his neck, and raised her upper body. She started to protest, but then the pain of what he just did reached her, and fresh excruciation pulsed through her torso. She wasn't sure what stung more, the pain, or her father's words.


  It's not like my Ari to give up like that.


  He was right. She wasn't a quitter.


  She'd prove it to him.


  She reached again.


  Still nothing.


  It was hopeless.


  She was a quitter. A quitter and a failure.


  And she was going to die.


  



   


  CHAPTER SIX


  Ari glanced at the guards in defeat. The gols were almost upon them. She felt Hoodwink tighten his grip.


  And then she noticed something.


  The pain, pulsing through her torso, was like a current passing through her, signaling agony upward from the chest and into the brain. That current fanned the tiniest of sparks in the recesses of her mind, and if she listened, really listened, she could almost hear it calling to her.


  She reached for that spark, fumbled for it, but it slipped from her grasp.


  She reached again.


  Got it.


  She let a trickle of electricity, all she could manage, flow from the spark and into the shard.


  That was all it took. The crystalline life form warmed pleasantly, and the heat spread outward from her ribs. The pain immediately lessened, and then faded entirely.


  Hoodwink glanced down in shock as the shard melted into her. And then he smiled fondly. "That's my Ari."


  "They don't call me... the greatest User... for nothing," she said, panting.


  Hoodwink helped her to her feet, and the guards approached, halting in a semicircle around them. Many of them stared uncertainly at the number on Hoodwink's chest.


  Ari knew that if Hoodwink spoke, the ruse would be up. No gol talked like he did.


  She feigned a sob. "A man killed them." She intentionally fingered the fake collar around her neck. "A lightning-shooting hooligan." She indicated the direction Richard had escaped. "He ran that way."


  The gols didn't move. They gave no indication they'd even heard her. Their eyes were on Hoodwink. More than a few of them were slobbering.


  "She speaks the truth." Hoodwink's words and manner had changed entirely. He spoke like a man who expected to be obeyed. "The User flees to the south. Pursue the krub. Now!"


  The gols didn't even hesitate. They made off at a run in the direction Richard had gone.


  "They'll kill him if they catch him," Ari said.


  Hoodwink scowled. "Bastard deserves it for what he did to you."


  She regarded him warily, not sure she knew who he was anymore. Not sure she knew who she herself was. "How did you do that anyway?"


  "Do what? Oh. Make them run, you mean. Well, sometimes the convincing works right well. The numbers on my suit trick them, make them think I'm a gol somebody. And if I believe I'm a gol somebody myself, well, you know what they say—if he looks like a somebody, talks like a somebody, well he must be a somebody."


  Ari gazed at the numbers on his chest. "What does it mean?"


  "Eight."


  She raised an eyebrow. "Eight."


  "My gol name." He wrapped his free hand around her waist. "Nothing you need concern yourself with for now. We're going back to your house." He glanced at the snowpack around her. "Where's your coat? Or cloak?"


  "Don't ask."


  She'd forgotten the cold until he mentioned the cloak, and now she felt it keenly. She snuggled against Hoodwink like a little girl. Though the shard had healed her ribs, it had done nothing for the pain in her knee, which flared up again, and she limped worse than ever.


  "Everyone's going to think I'm your mother," she said in that cranky tone of hers. Everything she said sounded cranky these days.


  "Good." He grinned. Of all the things about her father, she remembered his grin the most fondly. It comforted her. "Then our disguise is complete. No one'd ever suspect the leader of the New Users is the mother of a gol."


  "Yes," she said, the sarcasm oozing. "And a fine leader she is. In her dotage." She looked at him. "How did you become a gol?"


  He frowned, saying nothing. Another guard patrol jogged past. That signaled the end of the conversation, apparently.


  A short while later Ari was back inside her tiny home, seated by the frosted window, a fresh cup of tea in hand, the door sealed up against the cold, Hoodwink sitting in the chair across from her. She took a deep sip, then rested the cup on her leg. Her knee had stopped acting up, at least.


  Hoodwink. She stared at him, at a loss for words. He seemed to be waiting for her to speak first.


  "I never thought this day would come," she said at last. "The day you returned from beyond the Gate. From beyond death."


  "So you knew, then." Hoodwink nodded absently. "That passing the Gate would kill me. And you let me go anyway."


  She stared at him, the indignation rising inside her. "Now just a minute young man—" Young man? What was she thinking? She cleared her throat, and tried again. Not so cranky this time. "Just hold on... Hoodwink. I didn't know that crossing the Gate would kill you. There was a chance you'd fall during the climb, true enough. And that the gols on the other side would greet you with swords. But killed just for crossing? I didn't know. How could I? Besides, if I recall, you did accept the risk."


  Yes. He'd accepted the risk to save her. Her. Why was she hiding her true feelings like this? Was it the indignation she felt over his tone? Partially. No, truth was, she'd hardened over the years. She'd had to surround herself with a shell of iron as Leader of the New Users. It was the only way to protect herself.


  "Oh the gols on the other side greeted me with swords all right," Hoodwink said. "But maybe not in the way you think. Tell me something, just what do you believe is on the Outside? What notes did you get back from the Users who went before me?"


  She scratched her head vigorously. Her scalp could really itch sometimes. Another mark of old age, she supposed. "Only some gibberish about sand, and giant skeletons."


  "That's outside the city walls, sure," Hoodwink said. "But I mean the real Outside."


  She set aside her tea, and regarded him warily. "The real Outside? I don't— come on, out with it."


  He smiled enigmatically. "The Outside beyond the Outside."


  She shook her head. "Now you've really lost me, dad."


  He laughed, and looked away. "This feels wrong somehow, doesn't it? You calling me dad. Grandson might be more appropriate."


  She smiled coldly. "So even you would patronize me?"


  The humor left him. "No Ari. That's not what I meant, not at all." He stood, and walked to the bookshelf hammered into the wall. He pulled out a volume. Ubik, by Philip K. Dick. One of her favorites. He flipped through the tome. "Look, the gols need our help, but their inner workings won't allow them to accept it. This isn't news to you. It's what the old Leader wanted ten years ago. It's what you want. Well, jump up and down for joy, Ari, because I've found a way to do it."


  She stared at him a moment. "How?"


  "I'll get into that later. For now all you need to know is, well, to succeed I need someone on the Inside who can track the gols, and keep me in the loop on how well the changes I've planned for them take. Someone who can get to the Control Room in the mayor's office. Someone who knows the halls of his house. I want you to be that someone. But first we need to fix up your body."


  She frowned. "Someone on the Inside? What are you talking about? Inside the mayor's house?"


  He smiled briefly—an impatient smile, she thought—and returned the book to the shelf. He strode to the stand-up mirror by the dusty make-up desk, and with a dramatic flourish he removed the white blanket that covered it.


  "There are levels of the mind." He had his back to her, and his reflection spoke from the mirror's depths. "As different from this one as ice to stone. You need to go up a level before you'll know what we're facing." He glanced over his shoulder at her. "Tell me, Ari. What would you give to have your youth back? Your beauty?"


  



   


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  "My youth?" That piqued Ari's interest, which of course he must have known it would. Who wouldn't want their youth back?


  She answered slowly. "I would give quite a lot. But, tell me, what's the price? And don't tell me there isn't one. There's always a price. Especially for something so valuable."


  "Oh there's a price all right," Hoodwink said. "And I wouldn't dare tell you differently."


  Ari tapped her foot impatiently. "So what is it?"


  "Your innocence, mostly. You'll learn the truth the other Leader thought he knew, but didn't."


  Her eyes focused on the numbers on his chest. "Will I become a gol, like you?"


  His face became grave. "When you come back, yes. But you'll be safe from the mind disease."


  "And will I lose vitra?"


  He nodded. "Yes."


  She sighed. Always a price.


  "But there are other powers you can tap into," Hoodwink added hastily. "I swear it's true."


  Her gaze drifted to the window. "I've sat in this same chair every day for the past two years, stared out at the same snowy street. A recluse, waiting to die alone."


  "Come back with me, Ari." He strode to her, and held out his hands. "Come back and be young again. Cross the Forever Gate with me."


  She grunted dubiously. "How? I can't climb it, not in my condition."


  "The Forever Gate isn't the wall that hugs the city. It's a token for crossing over to the other side of life. For jumping up a level of the mind. It can be crossed in two ways. The first is by dying. Die, and you'll find yourself in the Outside. That way is a bit of a blow to the body though, and I don't suggest it. A lot of people die for real. Definitely don't want that." He turned toward the mirror, and spoke to his reflection. "The second way is by denying reality. You just refuse it. It's where you know, deep inside, that none of this is real. That your heart beats in a far-off place. That your thinking comes and goes in a mind that lives on the Outside." He smiled at his reflection. "It helps to have a symbol. Something to focus on. I like to use a mirror."


  He extended a palm toward her. "So? Have you made your choice?"


  She took his fingers.


  Hoodwink helped her to the mirror. She hadn't looked at her reflection in so long. Was she really so old? So ugly? Already?


  "Place your hand on the mirror," Hoodwink said.


  She did so, joining her hand to its reflected twin.


  "You know what you see in the mirror is an illusion, right?" Hoodwink said. "A copy?"


  "Sure," Ari said.


  "Okay. So what if I told you that you were the illusion, and the person in the mirror was the real one?"


  "What?" Ari glanced at him. "That's absurd."


  "Maybe. But it's not so absurd. Not when you know the truth. Look in the mirror. Good. Believe that the world you see there, past your fingers, is the real world. Believe that the person you see there is the real you, and that the person standing here is the copy. That's the key to all this. See the mirror for the illusion it shows you to be."


  She cocked an eyebrow, unable to keep from smiling. When she saw that Hoodwink was dead serious, she bit her lip, and concentrated on her reflection. I'm the copy. Every gesture, no matter how subtle, was played back to her in the way that mirrors did. The reflection was obviously the copy, not her.


  At last she couldn't take it and erupted in a haggard giggle. "I feel like a fool! This is silly. Of course my reflection is the illusion, and not the other way around."


  Hoodwink lifted an eyebrow. "So you're sure that the idea for each action starts with you, and not the person in the mirror?"


  She tapped her foot irritably. "I am."


  "How do you know the old woman you see there isn't staring back at a mirror on her own side, believing for all the world that you're the one copying her?"


  Ari opened her mouth, but didn't know what to say to that. Of course it was impossible, but Hoodwink was right, she couldn't know for sure. There were few certainties in this world.


  "That's what I thought," Hoodwink said. "Now look back to the mirror."


  She did.


  "Let your eyes lose focus. Stare past yourself, into the copy of the room. Gaze at your bookshelf, or out the window, at the street beyond. Let the walls of reality tumble down."


  Ari gazed intently into the mirror. She focused on the window beside the bookshelf, and stared, unblinking, at the reflected street beyond. After some moments, she no longer felt like she gazed at a reflection at all, but the real world. It was only when her eyes drifted back to her own image that the illusion fell apart, and so she concentrated on the window and nothing else.


  Her thoughts wandered as the moments dragged on, and again her eyes were drawn to her own reflection. She pretended her image was a part of her, and that together they formed the twin halves of some unified whole, a conscious entity more than the sum of its parts.


  Gazing at her trembling hand, she realized she couldn't tell if the hand in the mirror originated the motion first, or her own hand. And when she blinked, was it the image that blinked first, a split-second before her? Or was it she?


  Was it really possible that none of this was real? That the mirror, herself, the floor she stood on, the very air she breathed, was all illusion? Was she merely the reflection of some distant being, connected to this body by thin strings that existed in dimensions she couldn't see? The puppet of an invisible puppeteer?


  She leaned forward, steadily increasing the pressure she applied to the mirror. Her image was definitely blinking its eyes first, now, and she was the one playing catch-up.


  I'm an illusion! I've been tricked my entire life!


  It felt like the hand in the mirror pushed back. She should have been shocked. Instead, she felt outraged.


  Outraged at the lie.


  Without warning the surface gave and swallowed her arm up to the elbow. Her reflection stared back in mock disbelief. She tried to pull the hand away, but it was stuck, just as if she'd pressed it into some thick sludge. There was no way to go but forward—into the mirror.


  She glanced around frantically. "Hoodwink!"


  But he was gone.


  She knew she had to press on, but she couldn't bring herself to. Hadn't Hoodwink said that passing through the Forever Gate was the same as death? If that was true, wasn't she killing herself by doing this?


  She tugged and tugged, but couldn't wrest her arm free. Exhaustion began to seep into her limbs.


  Come back and be young again.


  Her heart raced in her chest. Was she really going to go through with this?


  Be young again!


  Hoodwink wouldn't lie to her. Would he?


  Be young.


  She surrendered. She slid her arm further into the unseen sludge. The mirror ate her flesh greedily.


  Young...


  Her face was almost touching the surface now, and she was eye-to-eye with her reflection.


  "Be young," she said.


  Without warning an invisible hand grabbed her from the other side and yanked her through.


  



   


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Ari was enveloped in gluey sludge. Sap, mud, mucus, whatever it was, it hampered her every movement. She couldn't open her eyes. Her ears were plugged. She tried to hold her breathe against the sludge, but she realized her lungs were already full of the stuff. She was drowning in it.


  The hand still grasped her firmly, and continued to pull, though the grip didn't feel solid, just as if it clutched her through some kind of membrane. Panicking, she tried to break free of its hold, but then the membrane gave. She slid through an ever-expanding orifice and smashed into a hard surface with a clang. She banged her knee pretty bad. The sludge piled down on top of her.


  She hacked the mucilage from her lungs, feeling for all the world like she was dying. Dying might have been preferable to the burning pain she felt in her throat and lungs just then. She expected to black out from lack of air, but her vision remained clear, and her mind lucid through it all. Her fingers tightened reflexively, and wrapped around the cold bars beneath her. Some kind of grill, a part of her mind noted.


  She wasn't sure how long she lay there, hacking away, but eventually the sludge seemed mostly expunged from her lungs, and she gave two long, painful inhales. After that, she was able to breathe evenly, with only a few coughs here and there. Her lungs still burned though, like she'd run a marathon.


  She released the grill, wiped the guck from her eyes, and opened her lids after much blinking and shedding of tears.


  "It's a bit upsetting at first isn't it? Shit from one world, to the next. But you'll get over it, you will." Hoodwink towered above her. The nobleman outfit was gone, replaced by a tight blue uniform that sheathed him from neck to toe. The red boots had become black, the hair, ash gray. He held a strange metallic clamp in his right hand, one that had small, flashing blue and green lights on it. He followed her gaze to the clamp. "My own little access port. Wireless, mind. But you wouldn't know what that means yet, would you?" He dropped the clamp into the duffel bag beside him, then knelt and lifted her upper body from the floor. "Welcome to the Outside, my daughter." His face looked older than before. About the same as she remembered it ten years ago. His eyes crinkled as he grinned.


  "I'm too old for this." Ari slurred the words, just as if she'd never used her tongue her entire life.


  "Are you really?" Hoodwink glanced down at her naked body.


  Ari followed his gaze. She couldn't remember ever looking so gaunt. Her arms and legs were all elbows and knees. She ran two fingers along her side. Every rib protruded. Her breasts were deflated pockets. Her hands were all knuckles and bones. But the wrinkles were gone from her hands, that was true. As were the liver spots.


  She shook her head. "Not old then. But definitely not beautiful. And why do I talk like thith?" Her voice repulsed her.


  Hoodwink chuckled. "We'll fatten you up, don't worry. Get you nice and plump. And you'll be talking like your old self in no time."


  She realized something else, and slumped.


  Hoodwink raised his eyebrows, and he seemed concerned. "What's wrong?"


  "I guess I didn't really believe it. I didn't really understand. The spark." She looked up at him. "The spark's gone. Ripped away."


  "Part of the price." Hoodwink said. "Vitra never existed in the first place. People never evolved electrical powers. It's only part of the program, on the Inside. We'll set you up real good when we send you back though. Promise." His eyes twinkled, but she didn't feel all that reassured. She couldn't, not after what had become of her body.


  He lowered her to the floor and dug into that duffel bag of his. He pulled out a pair of scissors.


  "You're breathing on your own now, so we can snip this." He lifted the scissors to her belly. "Won't hurt a bit."


  "What—" She looked down, and watched as he cut away the umbilical cord that jutted from her belly. He was right, she felt nothing. When he was done, he expertly knotted the severed end. It only hurt when he bent the cord a little too far, and she felt the pain deep in her belly. But she kept a straight face. She'd known worse pain.


  "You've done this before," Ari said. "Besides the fact I have an umbilical cord in my stomach!" She flexed her lips—the corners of her mouth were getting sore from talking.


  Hoodwink patted her head fatherly-like, then he wiped the scissors on his knee and returned them to the duffel bag. "Think of this as your real birth. From the intestines of the old world to the—"


  "Yes Hoodwink, I get the picture." She sat up on those bony elbows, and glanced at the deflated pod she'd emerged from. There were other pods beside it, cylindrical, with human shapes inside them. Slime still dripped from her own pod, and she followed the guck downward with her eyes, and watched the translucent, glistening substance ooze past the gaps in the floor. She squinted, looking beyond the grill that was the floor, and she saw another corridor, just like this one, filled with similar pods. And below that corridor, another one.


  "Don't look too long." Hoodwink said. "It's a bit like gazing upon a mirror in a mirror."


  "You have a thing for mirrors don't you?" Ari said distractedly. "Where are we?"


  "A ship of some kind, far as I can tell."


  "A ship." She tried to stand, but couldn't. Her legs were a withered mess. And she thought being old was bad.


  "Easy now. You've no muscle to stand. You'll find your arms are a little stronger than your legs, since they move from time to time in the pod-dream. The hands clench and unclench, and whatnot. But your legs, well, other than the occasional kick, you haven't used them your entire life."


  Hoodwink wiped the sludge from her body with a towel, then grabbed a blue uniform from the duffel bag and tossed it to her. "Put this on."


  The full body suit he gave her seemed much the same as his, with a single zipper running along the back from nape to bum. When it became clear that she wouldn't be able to slide into the thing on her own, not while sitting on the floor, Hoodwink bounded to her side. She felt no chagrin at being naked in front of her father. It may as well have been Nurse Richard helping her.


  Hoodwink sealed the zipper, and as the suit closed, the remnants of her umbilical cord folded painfully against her stomach. She bit her lip, taking the pain. Hoodwink slid two black boots onto her feet, then retrieved a set of long metallic braces from his duffel bag. "I remember a time not so long ago when you were the one handing me toys from a duffel bag. Here." He clamped the braces around each of her legs. "These will help until you have the strength to walk on your own."


  She tried standing again. The braces immediately came to life and she stood in a whir of gyrating parts. She almost lost her balance when she was fully upright, and she had to grab onto Hoodwink for a moment.


  "That's the way," he said. "That's the way."


  When she released him and stood on her own, Hoodwink positively beamed. He looked her up and down. "Looking quite dapper, you are! My shit and image."


  She frowned. "Dapper's what you call men. And don't you mean spit and image?"


  "That's right! Been hanging around blasted juveniles too long." His face seemed a little flushed, as if he were embarrassed, and he masked it by quickly glancing both ways down the corridor. "Come on then. We don't have all that much time. A sentry golem will loop by here soon. I was lucky it didn't get me while I was in with you. They come and pick up the dead, or those who wake-up too early. Some of them make a sport of it, and this is their hunting ground."


  "On this so-called ship," Ari said.


  He nodded absently, scooped the duffel bag over one shoulder, and let her hook a hand around his neck. He slid the other hand around her waist. She had so many questions, but didn't know what to ask first. Didn't know if she even wanted to ask them.


  So she let him lead the way in silence. Her weak legs obeyed, the tiny parts in the braces whirring away. Her knee still throbbed from the impact with the floor, but it was already getting better. If she had been in that old body of hers, the pain would have lasted for days.


  Glowing white slabs were set in the ceiling, and illuminated walls lined with more of the translucent pods. She couldn't get over the fact that there were human shapes inside them, floating in the same sludge that had birthed her.


  "There's so many of them," she said. "They're all from our city?"


  "Was wondering when you'd ask about them," Hoodwink said. "They're from all the cities of humanity. Or those on the Inside, anyway."


  "How many people?"


  "I don't know," Hoodwink said. "Thousands. Tens of thousands. This place is one giant inn, except the travelers don't know they've checked-in, and they never wake up."


  Just then a siren wailed to life. The white slabs in the ceiling dimmed, and a rotating beacon she hadn't noticed before began cutting a swathe of red along the corridor.


  "Pick it up, Ari," Hoodwink said above the siren.


  She felt her heart thump in her breast. "Why? What is it?"


  "An attack." He tightened his grip on her waist, and doubled the pace. "Not safe in the halls during an attack!"


  An incredible boom resounded and the corridor shook.


  "What was that?" she said.


  "That's the attack." Hoodwink dragged her along even faster. "It's been happening since I came to this place. The halls shake, and sometimes whole sections catch fire, killing everyone. And then the attack stops, just like that."


  "Entire sections catch fire?" She glanced at Hoodwink. "What about the pods?"


  "Fried."


  Well, that explained why some people on the Inside suddenly dropped dead where they stood—The Drop.


  Hoodwink was pulling a little too hard now, and his wrist dug into her side. "Let go let go." She retracted the arm she'd slung over his neck and wiggled out from her father's grip. "I can walk on my own."


  "Okay, but keep up."


  Another boom. The floor shook. "Who are the attackers?" she said, joining his side. She was panting. The mechanical braces helped, true, but her body was still weak.


  "The attackers?" Hoodwink spread his arms to steady himself against the latest tremor, and he almost fell into her. "I have an idea. But I can't tell you. Not yet. Your mind isn't ready."


  She let him leave it at that. The two continued onward. Each segment of hall contained its own siren, and its own beacon, so that Ari and her father were constantly bombarded by wails and spinning red lights, in addition to those unending booms.


  "Dad," she said, a thought coming to her. "How long have you been here?"


  He pursed his lips, not slowing the pace. "Let's see. About ten months, I think."


  "What? But you were gone ten years."


  He smiled gently. "I know, Ari. Time passes faster on the Inside. It always does. At least for that level of the mind."


  "That level of the mind?" She shook her head. "You make it sound like there's more than one Inside."


  Hoodwink looked at her, and he seemed like he was about to tell her something, but a distant rumble shook the chamber, and he changed his mind.


  "Is this the real world or not?" she said.


  Hoodwink glanced over his shoulder. "Now's not the time, Ari." His voice had a strange tightness to it. "We got one on our tail. Take a look, and meet the gols of the Outside."


  She glanced back. At the far end of the corridor she saw a shadowy, boxlike figure. It nearly filled the entire dimensions of the hallway, but in the dim light she couldn't tell exactly what it was.


  And then one of the rotating alarm beacons shined over the figure.


  She gasped.


  It was some kind of mechanical monster.


  A steel barrel embossed with rectangles and symbols served as its torso. It rolled on treads. It had pincers for arms. She couldn't make out the face from here, but a devious red light shone where the forehead should've been.


  Hoodwink grabbed her hand and pulled her onward.


  Her father abruptly froze.


  "What?" She glanced at him. "What is it? Why are you stopping?"


  Behind, the monster closed. A terrible crash shook the chamber.


  When the trembling faded, she followed Hoodwink's gaze, and instantly she understood why he'd stopped.


  Ahead, another iron monster blocked the corridor.


  


  



   


  CHAPTER NINE


  The second iron monster bore down on them. It was a lot closer than the one behind, and Ari could see its features in their grim entirety. The head looked similar to a sword hilt with those curved cross-guards and that central, cylindrical haft. Beneath the red light at the top of the hilt, three glass disks reflected the corridor with cold indifference.


  As she stared into those disks—the apparent eyes of the monstrosity—Ari decided that her father must live no matter what. He was too important. And she owed him her life for what he did those ten years ago when he climbed the Forever Gate in her place. She'd never been able to forgive herself for that. Never been able to thank him. Never been able to tell him she loved him.


  She wouldn't make the same mistake again.


  She'd lost her childhood memories of this man, but he was her father, her father. And that meant everything to her.


  She dug deep within herself as she'd done at crucial times in the past, seeking bravery where there was hopelessness, and fortitude where there was weakness.


  Her body didn't disappoint. She broke ahead, using those motorized leg braces for all they were worth.


  She didn't have lightning anymore.


  But she had courage.


  "Ari no!" Hoodwink's voice barely carried over the pounding of her boots into the floor grill.


  The monster paused as she neared.


  Her leg braces whirred madly.


  Let's see what these babies can do.


  She vaulted into the air when she was only a pace out from the monster. Her timing was slightly off, as could be expected from a body that had slept a lifetime. She'd wanted to kick out, and strike the monster in the head with her braces. Instead her entire body crashed sidelong into the thing. She got lucky, and one of the leg braces hit the monstrosity in the head anyway. She heard the glass disks on its head shatter.


  She landed sprawling on the floor in front of it. The wind was completely knocked out of her.


  Hoodwink was at her side almost immediately, and he dragged her away from the monster.


  It didn't pursue.


  A thunderous boom shook the corridor.


  Hoodwink set the duffel bag down and he helped her up.


  The monstrosity still hadn't moved. The small red light on its forehead flashed on and off in counterpoint to the rotating beacon on the ceiling.


  "Never do that again," Hoodwink said above the siren, lifting her arm over his neck.


  "I can walk!" She forced Hoodwink away and took a step. One of the motors in her right leg whined in protest, and she felt its support give out before she set the foot down, so that her foot stamped. She took another tentative step. Again her right foot gave out at the last moment. The overall effect was to give her a nasty limp. Not to mention that her entire right leg throbbed with pain. She'd just have to manage.


  "I don't suppose you have any healing shards in this world?" she said.


  Hoodwink remained grave. "Did you hear what I said?"


  Above the siren she could hear the rising clicks and whirs of the other monstrosity. "Hoodwink, I don't think we have time for this..."


  But he seemed adamant, and crossed his arms. "Never do that again. Say yes. You're too important."


  A boom. The corridor quaked.


  "Me?" Ari said. "You're the one who's important. What makes me so special?"


  "You're my daughter."


  "Oh." She looked away. She didn't want him to see the tears that threatened to fall. She pressed her lips together and forced iron into her voice. "Come on dad, let's go." She glanced at the monster she'd smashed. "I think I killed it."


  She started forward, but Hoodwink stopped her with a hand and a severe look. He approached the monster alone, and lifted a palm to the ruined disks. He waved two fingers back and forth. The red light continued to blink on and off above the disks, but otherwise the iron monster gave no indication it saw him.


  Hoodwink glanced at Ari, put a finger to his lips, and motioned her onward.


  She slowly eased herself into the narrow gap between the monster's body and the wall. Up close, she saw that a series of small holes were dug into the barrel of its chest. Numbers were embossed above the holes. There was a kind of a grill in its side, and beyond that she could see the insides of the monster—different colored strings tied together in bundles. Connecting the torso to the treads was a corrugated black bag that reminded her of the material in a smith's bellows. She realized the bag allowed the entire upper torso to turn and bend. The monster could easily crush her if it decided to swivel.


  Her gaze was drawn to the three smashed disks on its head, and the blinking light above them. Don't look at me don't look. The subtle whir of her leg clamps seemed all too loud in her ears. She vaguely noted that the booms of attack were coming less frequently now, and that the floor barely rumbled.


  When she was halfway past, one of the monster's arms abruptly shot forward.


  She froze.


  The sound of her beating heart seemed louder to her than the siren. She waited. The roof beacon pulsed over her, bathing her at times in red, at others in gloom. She didn't dare breath. Or blink.


  But the monster made no other movement.


  Death throes?


  She didn't want to take any more chances. She took a wide, tentative step, and then squeezed through to the other side in a hurry. She spun about, expecting the worst.


  The monster remained still.


  She watched nervously as Hoodwink hoisted the duffel bag over his head and edged past. He moved a little faster than she had, but just as quietly, and in moments he was at her side.


  "Have to be careful when the light on their heads is flashing like that," he said. "You think they're done for, but sometimes they still strike. Oh, they strike." He fingered his side as if remembering some injury.


  She noticed a corridor leading off from the hallway. Within, the walls and ceiling fell away. The distant roof seemed made of glass, and she saw the nighttime sky, the stars out in full. Flashes of light came in time with the distant booms she heard. The icy landscape beneath that sky looked a little odd, and was pocked with holes.


  She took a reflexive step toward the passage, but Hoodwink grabbed her arm. "No Ari. It's this way."


  And then she saw it. Within that offshoot corridor, along the walkway that led across the chamber, another iron monster approached.


  This one was smaller.


  Faster.


  And those pincers snapped at the air with deadly certainty.


  



   


  CHAPTER TEN


  "Hood..." Ari said.


  "I see it." Hoodwink increased his pace. "Can you still run?"


  She nodded. She noted that her father hadn't tried to offer his neck or shoulder as a crutch. Good, he was being trained. Though maybe a crutch wasn't such a bad idea right about now...


  She alternately limped, and ran, and limped again at a quick jog. The siren droned on.


  Hoodwink stayed by her side, purposely not running ahead. He paused beside a pod that had gone black inside, and he forced his hand into the membrane, breaking it. Black sludge vomited onto the floor. That, and a human body. The withered person—she couldn't tell the age, or the gender—was very much dead. Most of the muck dripped through the grill onto the level below.


  "Help me lay the body across the corridor." Hoodwink snatched the dead man's hands.


  Ari wrinkled her nose and grabbed the feet. She could barely lift those stiff legs, and ended up dragging them. The flesh felt clammy and spongy, and she kept expecting the skin to slough right off the bone. She sincerely hoped that wouldn't happen—she didn't want to throw up in front of Hoodwink.


  In seconds the two had positioned the body so that it blocked most of the corridor. Hoodwink scooped up handfuls of black sludge from the pod and tossed it over the corpse. Some of the sludge spilled down the dead man's sides and onto the grill, where it dripped like tar to the level below, but most of it remained on the body, the dark, gelatinous blobs quivering over the flesh.


  "That'll slow our friend," Hoodwink said.


  The two raced on. Ari kept glancing back, and she saw the smaller iron monster easily roll over the body, snapping bones and splattering the insides.


  "I don't think it's working..." Ari began, but then she saw sparks flying from the monster's treads.


  "The sludge gets in the wheels of the smaller golems," Hoodwink said. "Fucks them up. Only reason I put the body there was to hold the sludge. Hurry now, we're almost there."


  The corridor looked the same, as far as she could tell. There were no further side passages or branches, just endless pods, metal walls, flashing beacons, and that siren. That wailing siren.


  Hoodwink abruptly knelt. He jabbed his fingers into the grill, and lifted away a floor segment. Below, a ladder led down along the wall.


  "I don't know how the hell you noticed that," she said.


  He tapped his temple. "Smarts! And I got a bit of an eagle eye, I do!"


  "Sure dad." Ari took the ladder. Her grip was so weak that she had to wrap her elbows around each rung rather than her fingers, and that made for a slow, awkward descent.


  Hoodwink came down after her, and he replaced the grill segment halfway down. The join was seamless, as far as she could tell, and she still wondered how he knew to lift the segment in the first place.


  "It's just ahead, it is," Hoodwink said.


  He led her down a hallway that seemed, for all intents and purposes, exactly the same as the one she just left, the sleepers in the pods just as oblivious to her presence as those on the floor above.


  The warning siren abruptly fell silent, and Ari realized she hadn't heard or felt any trembles in a while. The red beacon flicked off, and the white slabs in the ceiling brightened.


  "These attacks have been going on since you came here?" Ari said.


  Hoodwink nodded.


  "Why hasn't this place crumpled into so much snowpack then?" she said.


  Hoodwink smiled. "Snowpack. Yes, it should have, by rights. But the ship has special armor, and heals between attacks. That armor can only take so many hits though, and the iron golems struggle to keep it in good shape. They've been falling behind, as you might've guessed."


  Hoodwink stopped beside a sealed door set between two of the pods. Finally, something else besides pods and walls and pods again.


  "I've formed my own little group of Users here, I have." Hoodwink pressed numbers on a pad by the door. "One or two are people who woke up a tad early, and lived. People I saved from the iron golems. The rest, well, they're unlucky people whose worlds I ripped away. Just like I did yours."


  "But at least you gave me warning," Ari said. "A choice."


  "I did. Something these poor wretches never had. I've committed many sins while I've been gone, Ari. More than I care to admit to. Abandoning you was one of the biggest, though it wasn't entirely by choice. Either way, one day I'll have to pay for these sins, I expect." The numbers on the pad flashed, and Hoodwink seemingly addressed the door. "Let me in, Tanner."


  The door slid open.


  What awaited inside was not exactly what she had expected.


  Not at all.


  



   


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Ari entered a control room of sorts. The stars of the night sky peered at her from a broad window, above which green numbers scrolled along from left to right. The main area of the chamber was crowded with small desks covered in dials, buttons, blinking lights, and white pads with words inside them. But it wasn't so much the fancy desks that caught her attention. Rather, it was those who sat in front of them.


  Ari lifted an eyebrow, and glanced at Hoodwink. "This is the group you put together?"


  Almost all of them were children.


  Hoodwink spread his arms. "Ari, say hello to my little geniuses. Geniuses, say hello to my daughter Ari."


  "Hello Ari," the children said together, just as if they were in class.


  She walked forward. All the children were looking at her. Some seemed expectant in some way. Others, despondent, distant. Every single one of them was dressed in a white gown, and with their pale skin and haunted eyes, they seemed like little ghosts to her, the phantoms of those who had seen the truth, their previous selves burned away when they died in that cold world of ice only to awaken in a cold world of metal.


  One little girl slid from her chair and shyly approached. "You're so pretty."


  Ari knelt, and touched the child's hand. "I was, once. Maybe. But not anymore. Now I'm just a hollow-cheeked skeleton." Or so she imagined, given what the rest of her body looked like.


  "I don't think so." The little girl touched her cheek.


  Ari had always thought it one of life's greatest jokes that the face closest to her was the face she hardly saw—her own. And when she did see it, catching a glimpse of her reflection in a mirror, or in the polished bronze of a sword, she rarely liked what peered back. Despite that most people, like the little girl, called her pretty, and sometimes beautiful.


  "What's your name, sweetheart?" Ari said.


  The little girl looked down. "Caylin..."


  Ari smiled. "Caylin. That's a nice name. I like it. I really do. I'm Ari."


  Caylin glanced up, beaming. "Are you going to stay with us, nice lady?"


  "I—" Ari glanced at Hoodwink. She gently turned the girl around and gave her a shove. "Go back to your friends Caylin. Go on."


  Caylin returned to the desk and sat in the oversized chair. She gave Ari a reproachful look.


  Ari lowered her voice. "Why would you do this to them?" she told Hoodwink.


  Hoodwink stiffened visibly. "What, set them free? I treat them well. Like my own family. I love them. I do. Without them I would've gone mad months ago. And don't you be giving me that self-righteous look. You did the same thing with your New Users."


  "Yes, but at least I waited until they were in their teens. And I had a reason. The young survive the ravages of vitra longer."


  Hoodwink nodded slowly. A shadow passed across his face. "I have reasons, too. I do. Children, well, they're growing, and they learn faster. Their bodies have a better chance of surviving the pod-birth, and they get used to walking, and everything else, real snappy. Sure, they all needed the iron legs, just like you. But only for one or two days. When your body weighs fifty pounds, your muscles grow quick."


  "What about him?" She nodded toward the oldest among them. A young man who couldn't have been more than twenty, maybe twenty-one. Half a head taller than Ari, with short, curly hair. Cute, in his own way. Though he had a conceit about him that stroked her the wrong way. And a darkness. Thinks a lot of himself, that one, she thought. And he's quick to anger. Unlike the children, he wore the same blue uniform as Hoodwink and herself.


  Hoodwink looked at the man and grinned. "That's Tanner." He strode up to the man and beckoned Ari near.


  She smirked, but obeyed. She was no fool—she knew when someone was trying to pair her off, especially when that someone was her own father.


  "He's one of those who woke up too early," Hoodwink said. "Shit from the pod right when I was walking by, can you believe that? Lucky for him I was there, because the iron golems were scouting that section of tunnel real good that day, almost as if they were expecting him to come out."


  Tanner reached into his pocket, and offered her a packet of some shiny material. "Hungry?"


  She was, actually. Ravenous.


  Reading her mind, Tanner tossed her the packet. She caught it, and regarded the thing suspiciously. The texture was smooth, almost slippery, and felt squishy inside. She bit into it, but couldn't tear off a piece.


  "You have to open it, first..." Tanner said. He held out a hand, and she reluctantly returned the packet to him. Tanner held the edge with two fingers, and ripped the corner open. He gave it back to her.


  She regarded the packet warily. Some kind of gel oozed out.


  "It's good..." Tanner said.


  "Looks like that stuff from the pods." She smelled it, but the gel was scentless.


  "It's actually pretty good," Hoodwink acknowledged.


  She licked a small corner tentatively. Tasteless, too. She took a mouthful and swallowed. "You know, for laughs I was going to say it tastes like chicken, but I just can't bring myself to. This is the blandest, most tasteless stuff I've ever had in my life. Worse than piss."


  "How do you know what piss tastes like?" Tanner said with a wild grin.


  She smiled sardonically. "Funny." She took another mouthful. "You're off to a bad start, mister. First the terrible food, then the joke at my expense. I'd appreciate the same respect I've granted you. Try not to be so full of yourself."


  Tanner seemed about to reply, but then he averted his eyes. She thought he reddened a little.


  "Easy, Ari, I'm sure he meant nothing by it," Hoodwink said.


  She had a way of making men uncomfortable, didn't she? She was judging again, when she hardly knew the man. What right did she have to say that he was full of himself? It was just her political instincts, is what it was. The need to put everyone in their place before they could get the upper hand. First rule of politics: Never let your opponent gain the upper hand.


  Her eyes were drawn to the long window beyond the desks. She hadn't really looked out at the landscape yet. She approached the glass, edging between the children. She passed near one boy, and gave him a smile, but the child only stared back with pale, haunted eyes.


  She reached the window. What she saw didn't at first seem possible.


  She felt faint, and pressed one hand to the glass so she wouldn't fall.


  "Could it be true?" she said.


  



   


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  Outside, a landscape marred with dark pits and abrasions stretched to the horizon. The pocked, yellow surface reminded her of old bone. Above, a gaseous ball the size of an outstretched fist floated among the stars. In the depths of that ball, a swirl of gases formed an eye of sorts, and she couldn't shake the feeling that it stared at her.


  "Where are we?" she said, still feeling a bit woozy.


  Hoodwink was at her side. "In space. On a moon called Ganymedes. That jumbo orange eye in the sky? Jupiter."


  "In space." She couldn't conceal the awe from her voice. Or was that terror? "This is the real world? How? Why?"


  Hoodwink sighed. His face was grave. "We don't know the truth of it all, but we're settlers, we think. Sent into space to escape some sort of ruin on earth. The pods kept us alive on the journey here, and amused our minds with an illusory world that was quite the hit on earth before we left."


  "Are you saying we did this to ourselves?" she said. "The Inside. The gols. The collars."


  Hoodwink nodded gravely. "That's exactly what I'm saying. When we landed, the iron golems were supposed to let us out. They never did. We're not entirely sure why yet, but from what we can tell, we weren't supposed to land here. The trip from earth took six years. But this ship was built to last centuries. By our reckoning, we've been stuck on this moon for at least two. Centuries, that is. Generations of men and women, born into the pod world. Generations who lived and died in illusion. We're not sure, but we think it was the attacks that caused the ship to crash here in the first place. Anyway, there's not enough food for a bunch of active, awake people, nor enough room. Not on this ship, on this moon. That's why the golems never woke us up. If they did, we'd all die from hunger and overcrowding."


  "I see." She thought she did, anyway. "So what's your plan then? Obviously you have one, or you wouldn't be showing me all this."


  Hoodwink gazed at Jupiter. "My ultimate plan?"


  She frowned. There was something in his tone she didn't like. Zeal, she thought. The maddest and most dangerous men she'd ever met had been those with zeal. Fanatics willing to sacrifice everyone and everything to achieve their ends. "Sure."


  "Stop the attacks. Get rid of the need to fix the ship. Let it finally heal on its own. Most of the golems have devoted themselves to the ship, swarming her wounds like flies to a scabby dog. This devotion is partly what's causing the gol mind disease on the Inside. That, and the germ the attackers have hidden in the system. That's why we need the mayor's control center. With it we'll be able to change the inner workings of the gols. And track down the germ."


  Ari shook her head. "I don't think the control center can do that. If it could, Jeremy would have tinkered with the gols a long time ago."


  "Well Jeremy's a whole different nest of voles, he is, and we'll get to him shortly. But you're right. The control center can't change the gols. We'll make the changes here. But it's hard to see the effect, given how fast things pass when you're Outside. The control center gives us a way to watch those changes. Anyway, the nitty-gritty is, I plan to bring order to the Inside. I'm going to make the utopia we were meant to live in, rather than the hell. And save another world while I'm at it."


  Ari wasn't sure what he meant by that last remark—hell, she wasn't sure what half the things he said meant—but her mind was already moving past it. "You want to stop the attacks. I can agree with that, though I'm not sure how you plan to do it. But when it's done we should get as many people out from the Inside as we can, and start over here."


  Hoodwink cocked an eyebrow. "You would doom the tens of thousands on the Inside to misery?"


  "Well, no," Ari said. "That's not what I meant. We could still help those on the Inside. All I'm saying is we should try to get as many people out into the real world as possible."


  "The real world?" Hoodwink said it as though he knew some profound secret. "Never minding the food issue, you've seen the haunted look in the eyes of the children. I know you have. And you've seen it in my own eyes, or at least you would if you looked, really looked. So tell me, would you rather live life beneath the veil, a good life, a happy life, where all your wants are yours? Where lightning flows through your veins, and the sun shines warm every day? Or would you rather live in the real world as you call it, inside metal rooms on a sunless moon, where each day is a fight for survival, and within yourself you're deader than dead?"


  Ari was adamant. "I'd choose the real world."


  Hoodwink smiled patiently. "Real is only a matter of opinion, it is. But I want you to know, as things currently stand the worlds are joined at the hip, and depend on each other. If one world dies, all worlds die."


  "All worlds." Ari rubbed her chin. "Earlier you mentioned different levels of the mind, and I asked you if this, right here, right now, was real. So tell me plainly. Is this world false? And if so, what's above it?"


  "Nothing." He said it just a little too quickly for her to believe him. "As far as you're concerned, there's only the two. The Inside, and the Outside. Focus on these. Please."


  A flash came from beyond the window, and a distant rumble shook the floor.


  All the children turned toward the glass.


  "So soon?" Hoodwink said.


  Outside, a dust wave swept rapidly over the yellow landscape, bringing with it the threat of utter annihilation.


  "That's not good," Hoodwink said, gripping a nearby desk. "Not good at all. Hang on."


  



   


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Ari braced herself as the wave struck the window. The iron walls rumbled in protest. The siren started up again, and a beacon she hadn't noticed before came to life in the ceiling, cutting that familiar revolving swathe of light across the room.


  "Damn it," Hoodwink rushed over to Caylin, who was moving her fingers rapidly over the white pad on her desk. "They don't usually attack on this side."


  She saw it beyond the glass then. Some kind of falling star, streaking through the night sky. It struck the surface almost right outside. Dust and chunks of rock—or was that ice?—smashed into the glass and completely obscured the view. She felt the vibration of the impact deep in her chest, and the whole room tossed.


  Cracks began to spider along the window.


  "Uh, Hoodwink?" Tanner said.


  "Stanson!" Hoodwink said. "Get the children to Beta Station! Everyone out!"


  Stanson, an androgynous-looking child who seemed the second oldest after Tanner at fifteen or so, ran to the door, and most of the children piled up behind him. He punched in a code and the door opened. Stanson fled the room, and the children drained after him, white gowns swirling like miniature snowstorms. Tanner, Ari, and Hoodwink herded the remaining kids. Now was the time for calming words, but all Ari could think to say was go go go.


  Another boom shook the chamber. The children began elbowing one another.


  "Easy now kids," Hoodwink said. He seemed the only levelheaded one there. "Give each other room."


  Little Caylin was the last child to go through, and she paused at the door to look up at Ari. She seemed about to say something.


  "Go girl!" Tanner shoved the child outside.


  Ari gave Tanner a dirty look, then hurried after Caylin. But before she could make it through the door, a terrible crash shook the room, and Ari lost her balance and keeled backwards into Tanner. The two of them fell to the floor, and their faces were only inches apart. She saw something then, in his eyes. Fear. And something else. Something she hadn't seen in a long time.


  "Warning," a female voice monotoned. "Decompression imminent. Warning. Decompression imminent."


  Ari quickly rolled away from Tanner.


  She spun toward the door, but it sealed before her eyes.


  Tanner scrambled to his feet, and frantically pressed the buttons beside the door. The pad flashed in confirmation, but the door didn't open. Tanner tried again. Still nothing. He looked at Ari, his face a mask of fear. "It's stuck!"


  Cracks continued to etch their way across the window.


  Somewhere in the room, Hoodwink moaned.


  Ari spun around, not caring then that death was coming down on them. Her father was injured. And he needed her help.


  Right now.


  She rushed to Hoodwink. A section of the roof had caved, and he was pinned beneath a steel girder.


  "Guess I'm paying for my sins sooner than I thought." Hoodwink managed a smile, though he was obviously in pain.


  "We're going to get you out of this," Ari said.


  She noticed Tanner at her side, and nodded to him. "On three." She gripped one corner of the girder, and waited for Tanner to grab the opposite corner.


  "One."


  Though her fingers and arms were skeletal-thin, she would find the strength to lift that girder.


  "Two."


  Her father was pinned. Her father. She wouldn't see him die. Not if she could help it. She would lift that girder.


  "Three!"


  She heaved. The strength came from a part of herself she didn't know she had, a part that was close, yet far away somehow. She couldn't explain it.


  Her side of the girder lifted just a fraction compared to Tanner's side, but it was enough for Hoodwink to slide his leg free.


  And not an instant too soon, because Ari lost her grip and the girder crunched to the floor.


  Ari and Tanner helped Hoodwink to his feet.


  "Tanner," Hoodwink said. "Get to a terminal. We have to close the blast shield."


  "Warning," the female voice droned. "Decompression imminent."


  Tanner rushed to one of the desks, and Ari helped Hoodwink over to him. The room shook with the resound of a nearby strike.


  Tanner studied the white pad on the desk. He swiped his fingers across it, and paragraphs of text slid by repeatedly. He entered a code.


  Tanner glanced at the window nervously. "The shield won't respond!"


  "Try again!' Hoodwink said.


  Tanner did. He looked at Hoodwink and shook his head.


  Behind them, the dust-obscured window cracked audibly now. It sounded all too much like ice that was about to collapse.


  "Warning. Decompression imminent."


  



   


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Ari glanced at the door behind her. "Can't we force the entrance instead?"


  "There's no way." Hoodwink didn't even look at her, his eyes intent on the small pad. He shoved Tanner's hand away, and he began swiping and tapping his own fingers across the thing. "And no time. But the blast shield will close. It will."


  If that thing operated on the sheer force of Hoodwink's will, she might have believed it. Unfortunately, she didn't think the shield worked that way.


  Ari rushed to the entrance by herself and tried to squeeze her bony fingers between the edge of the door and the wall. It was useless. The door may as well have been melded to the wall. She let her eyes wander the room, looking for something she could actually use to open the door. Something like an ax.


  "Warning. Decompression imminent."


  She saw a steel cabinet off to one side. She ran to it, momentarily losing her balance as the room shook. When she opened the cabinet she found a pair of strange metallic suits inside. "Dad," she said above the siren. "What are these?"


  Hoodwink glanced up distractedly. His eyes widened when he saw the suits, and he limped over immediately.


  "That's my Ari!" He slid the first suit from the rack. It was a bulky, single-piece costume similar to the uniform she wore, complete with arm and leg holes, and a zipper on the back. But it was much roomier then her own suit, and all puffed up just as if someone was already inside.


  Hoodwink shoved the suit toward Ari. "Put it on."


  The thing was heavy, at least for one with her withered strength. She managed to slide her feet into the leg holes, and once that was done it was easy enough to yank the bottom on like breeches. The fabric slid over the iron braces on her legs, but the fit was a little tight, and portions of the braces dug into her flesh. Nothing for it but to grin and bear it.


  She shoved her hands into the arm holes, and thrust her fingers into the extremities as if she were putting on long gloves.


  When that was done, Hoodwink zipped up the front of the suit, and then he lowered a glass globe over her head. The globe warped the edge of her vision, but also had the welcome effect of considerably muting the attack siren.


  Hoodwink twisted the globe sideways until it locked in place, and then he touched something near her neck. A mechanism whirred to life behind her ear, and fresh air brushed her cheek. A green light turned on near the top of her vision.


  "Tanner," Hoodwink said. "Over here! Now!"


  Tanner abandoned the desk and rushed over. Hoodwink helped him into the second suit.


  "What about you?" Ari said. Her voice sounded odd in the tight environment of the suit. Distorted, and full of fear.


  "When the glass breaks," Hoodwink said, his words sounding muted through the helmet. "All the air will be sucked out, along with anything that isn't tied down. Depressurized, it's called." Hoodwink nodded toward the cabinet. "Hold on to the rack inside. The cabinet's bolted to the wall. You'll be safe."


  "There has to be another suit in here." She scanned the chamber, her heart pounding in sudden alarm. But there were no other cabinets. No other suits.


  "Warning," the mechanical voice intoned. "Decompression imminent."


  Hoodwink grabbed her by the shoulders. "Ari. You have to hold on."


  "But what will happen to you? Will you survive without a suit?"


  Hoodwink smiled sadly. "I have to go Topside anyway. But I'll be back. I promise. Tanner knows what to do."


  "Can't you hold on with us?" she pleaded.


  He shook his head. "Then you'd just get to watch me die up close."


  "But I've only just found you." Ari felt the tears coming. She held them back. She wanted her father to see how strong she was. "You can't go."


  "Ari, I have to." He shoved her into the cabinet, and fetched a cord from the wall. He tied her and Tanner to the rack. "Look at that. Not even crying. You're so strong, Ari." He said it with such tenderness.


  She shook her head. "I'm not. Please don't go. You've already died once for me."


  "And I'll die a thousand times more for you."


  Her chin quivered uncontrollably. "I love you."


  "I—" The chamber depressurized, and her father was sucked out into space.


  



   


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  Ari felt the pull of the outside, and if it weren't for the cord that fastened her to the rack, she would've joined her father. The pull soon subsided, and she remained there, motionless, staring into the void, watching her father and other debris spin away. When she could no longer pick out his distant form on the rocky landscape, she suppressed a fresh wave of tears.


  The siren abruptly stopped, and the red beacon turned off.


  The attack had ended.


  When she was sure she could speak without a quaver, she turned to Tanner and said, "I hate you."


  "Why?"


  She was surprised to hear his voice come from inside the helmet, near her ear, but the astonishment barely registered against the backdrop of sorrow within her. "For seeing me at my weakest. For watching my father die, and doing nothing. I'll never forgive you."


  He had nothing to say to that. Smart.


  She closed her eyes. Pull yourself together Ari. Tanner was the only one she had left. She didn't hate him, not really. She was more mad at herself than at him. Besides, she had to work with him to get out of this. Pull yourself together girl.


  She looked at Tanner. "So what now? Can we open the door to the hall?" It was hard to keep the tremble from her voice, but she had to fight the sorrow. Had to move forward and find a way out of this.


  Tanner met her eye. There was sadness there. And pity, she saw. The latter only angered her.


  "The safety protocols won't let the door open," Tanner said. His voice had a strange, tinny quality. "Not when the room's depressurized like this. And we can't restore the pressure because the mechanism that operates the blast shield is fused."


  She stared at him blankly. "English."


  Tanner raised his voice. "We're fucked, okay?"


  Ari felt like swatting him. She'd heard enough patronizing for one lifetime. "Would you mind not swearing?"


  He didn't answer.


  She gazed beyond the broken window. "I say we go out there, then. Look for another way back in."


  Tanner shook his head, though the globe around his face remained still. "Won't matter. All the compromised areas will be the same, the doors sealed by safety locks."


  "Override the damn locks."


  "Can't."


  Ari couldn't believe his closed-mindedness. "I'm sure we'll find a hallway that's been torn open, or something."


  "There are doors in the hallways, and they seal too when there's a breach. Otherwise the whole place would depressurize."


  Ari wasn't going to let him off the hook so easily. "Aren't there hatches or something?"


  "There are, but we won't be able to open them. Only Hoodwink knew the access codes. And he kept them to himself. For our protection."


  Ari raised her voice incredulously. "Our protection?"


  "He was worried that some of the children would kill themselves. Either accidentally, or intentionally."


  "Oh." She remembered the haunted looks in those eyes.


  "Besides, we can't go out on the moon. There's iron golems outside, fixing damaged sections of the hull. If they spot us..."


  She stared at the jagged pieces of glass along the windowsill. One fragment in particular caught her eye. The tip was smeared red. She quickly looked away.


  "I thought the ship was self-repairing?" She spoke fast, trying get her mind off that jagged shard. The tears threatened to come all over again. Focus Ari.


  "It is self-repairing," Tanner said. "To a degree. But hit a certain section too many times, and the iron golems have to send the repair units."


  "So what can we do then? I need options Tanner!"


  "As I said, we're fuh—" He cut himself off.


  "Once you hit a snowdrift in your path, you don't give up right away and turn back," she said. "You look closer. You test the snow, see where it holds your weight. You find a path."


  Tanner frowned. "If you say so."


  "You're a pessimist, that's what you are."


  Tanner shrugged. Inside that suit it looked more like he bobbed up on his toes. "I'm a realist."


  "There's always a way. Always. Hoodwink put his trust in you." Ari bit her lip. The pain distracted her from the sorrow. "Said you knew what to do. Guess he was wrong."


  She untied herself from the rack, and approached the shattered window, intending to go out there on her own. Even with the leg clamps aiding her, that bulky suit made it seem like she waded through deep snow.


  Most of the desks had been sucked outside, and a couple of them lay smashed beneath the window. She avoided the thick cords that protruded from the floor where the desks had been. The cord ends were severed, and some sparked visibly. Interesting. Did that mean vitra flowed through the lifeless veins of this place?


  When she neared the windowsill, she climbed the debris, and just stared out across the landscape. It looked as barren and lifeless as she felt inside. Going out there didn't seem like such a good idea just then.


  Tanner's voice spoke in her ear. "When Hoodwink said I knew what to do, he meant the mission Inside. Not this." Tanner was on the other side of the room, still at the cabinet. "And I haven't given up, you know. There's a chance Stanson and the others will find a way to reach us."


  "Relying on others is a bad business," Ari said. "Especially when your life is in their hands. They probably think we're dead already." She was becoming hopeless now, too. The sorrow was spreading inside her like a poison, and it threatened to overwhelm her.


  "Maybe I can send the children a message from one of the terminals." Tanner waded across the room, toward one of the few surviving desks. The legs of the desk had shifted so that the black cord anchoring it to the floor was visible.


  Ari gazed out across the moonscape one last time. Hoodwink was out there, somewhere. I'll find you again, dad. I promise.


  Ari hopped down the debris pile. It was slow-going in that suit. When she reached him, Tanner was already swiping his fingers across the desk pad, causing words and images to come and go in rapid succession.


  "Mm," he said. "No answer. I guess they haven't reached Beta Station yet. I'll set it on ping, and they'll get the message when they arrive." He pressed more buttons below the pad. "Don't worry. They'll save us."


  "Assuming the iron golems don't reach us first."


  "Who's the pessimist now?" Tanner said.


  "Well, you did say the ship dispatches 'repair units,' didn't you?"


  "Yes." He glanced at her from inside his helmet. "But this isn't a critical section, and the inside door's already sealed off. Repair units won't swing by here for a long time, if ever."


  "How did you learn all this?" Ari said.


  Tanner returned his attention to the pad, apparently eager to show off his knowledge. "There are manuals in the system. Here, I'll show you."


  He pressed a button labeled Help on the pad. New words appeared.


  Hercules XIXV System Guide.


  A sudden, more urgent thought occurred to her. "How much air do we have in these things?"


  "About two days I think," Tanner said.


  But she knew the answer just as Tanner spoke it, because her words had triggered something in the suit, and a sentence now overlaid her vision.


  Estimated Oxygen: 48 Hours.


  The green letters faded, leaving only clear glass once more.


  Tanner was still playing with that pad. "Guess I have time to teach you a few things."


  "Later," she said. She wanted to give up. Wanted to lie down and just cry. But she couldn't. Focus, Ari. "So. Can we get back to the Inside from here? And complete the mission father planned?"


  "Back to the simulation?" Tanner considered this. "There should be an input on the suit." He examined his belly, and found a small aperture in the fabric. "There." Hers had a similar opening.


  "Good," Ari said. "Then that's what we'll do. Forty-eight hours of air? Is that enough time to complete father's plan?"


  Tanner studied her a moment, then he nodded slowly. "Forty-eight hours is about three weeks on the Inside, so yes, that should be more than enough time." He reached behind the terminal and unraveled a cord with a pronged end. "I'm not sure if Hoodwink told you, but the only way to go back Inside is as a gol. Going in as A.I.s lets us bypass the whole human birthing mechanism. You won't have any actual nutrients when you descend this way though, so you'll be starving on the Inside after about three days of simulation time, no matter how much you think you're eating."


  She stopped him before he plugged the cord into her suit. "What about you?"


  He glanced across the room, toward the other remaining desk. "I'll use the tether on that terminal."


  She nodded, and let him continue. When the cord connected with her suit, she heard an audible beep. Tanner pressed something on the desk pad, and a spoken message played inside her helmet.


  "External Connect Initiated." She recognized the female voice that had droned on about imminent decompression. "Simulator Access Requested. Allow?"


  Two options appeared on the inside of the helmet, yes and no. She focused on yes.


  The word flashed.


  "Access Granted," the female voice said.


  Inside the suit, she felt a metal prong extend from the navel region, and she winced as it pressed into the fabric of her clothing. The metal fastened painfully onto her umbilical cord, and a sudden current flowed through her—for a moment she thought she'd found vitra again.


  And then a jab of incredible, body-wide pain blocked out all thought.


  Her head fell forward on the globe, and darkness consumed her vision.


  



   


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  Ari lay on a wooden floor. Above her, a lone beam of sunlight lanced through a frosty window. The ray touched her forehead, but held no warmth. She sat up groggily.


  She recognized her shack of a house. The make-up desk. The table. The bookshelf. The mirror. Everything was as she remembered. Only an hour had passed on the Outside. That was what, a day or two on the Inside?


  She noted that no collar, fake or otherwise, burdened her neck. Even so, the spark of vitra was completely gone inside her.


  She clambered upright, blinked the stars from her vision, and stumbled to the mirror.


  She gasped.


  She had no reflection.


  She looked down at herself. Her body was very much there. Odd.


  She noticed that her arms and legs were no longer bone thin, and the backs of her hands were free of wrinkles and liver spots. So she was still young at least. And well-nourished this time.


  Looking down at herself, she thought her skin-tight blue shirt accentuated her breasts a little more than she was comfortable with. Damn that Tanner. The sleeves reached to her wrists, where the cuffs seemed to meld into her flesh just as if the fabric were tattooed into it. She tried to lift the too-tight shirt off, but she found no collar to grip. She slid her arms across her chest, scrabbling at the thin cloth, but she succeeded only in pinching and folding her own skin.


  She glanced at the vacant mirror once more. It reminded her that she wasn't really here in this world, but resided in another.


  Though it sure felt like she existed here.


  "What am I?" She stumbled over to the chair beside the window, and sat down heavily. The same chair she'd used countless times as an old woman, waiting for her life to end. Waiting for her father.


  "So what do you think, Nine?" Tanner said from behind her.


  She started. "Don't ever do that again." She forced herself to be mad, when all she wanted to do was bawl her eyes out. She had to remain focused. In charge. "Why did you call me Nine?"


  Tanner was wearing a goatee now, matched to a flourishing mustache. It didn't really suit him. "It's written on your chest in binary. 1001. Supposed to mark you as one of the main A.I.s of the system. In theory the gols will give us more respect because of it." He touched his own chest, which had the number 1010 embossed into the tight fabric. "Ten."


  "Tell me father's plan," she said. "He wants a utopia, does he?" It was hard not to sound bitter. He'd died for this utopia of his. And right now, Ari didn't care if this false world stayed a cold pit of ice for all eternity. In fact, she almost preferred it that way.


  "First of all," Tanner said. "We have to seize the Control Room from the mayor."


  Tanner went on to detail the plan, but she was scarcely listening.


  Seize the Control Room from the mayor.


  Hoodwink had mentioned that before, but the words hadn't registered. They did now, however, and stirred something deep inside Ari, the memory of payback long ago given up.


  She momentarily forgot her grief.


  Jeremy. Good old Mayor Jeremy. She had a score to settle with that one.


  More than a score.


  She smiled inside.


  Her ex-husband would certainly be in for a little shock when he saw her.


  



   


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  Ari marched across the snowpack, ermine cloak worn high to conceal the numbers written into her chest. At her neck was a fake bronze bitch, taken from the headquarters of the New Users. Though her breath misted, she didn't feel cold. She was a gol now, after all.


  She made for Jeremy's estate. Tanner accompanied her on the right, and gray-haired Marks, one of the New Users, took her left. Jeremy owned the largest estate in the city, nestled near the heart of Highbrow District. As a rule, the elected mayor always ran the city out of his or her home. Men and women of high office were expected to live and breathe their jobs, eating and sleeping and defecating in the same building where they made the big decisions. He'd bought out three portal traders to secure the land, and blackmailed a fourth. The son of a portal trader himself, Jeremy had grown his wealth by taking advantage of the price spreads between cities. They say absolute power corrupts absolutely. The same can be said about wealth. So what did it mean then, when Jeremy had both?


  The latest rumor among the New Users was that Jeremy had found a way to replicate gols, and that he was surrounding himself with a new type that fed on the fears of the common people. He was building an army, according to the New User scouts, though for what purpose no one knew. Ari was looking forward to having Jeremy at the tip of her sword, begging to reveal all his secrets.


  Her sword. She reverently fingered the hilt at her waist. Tanner had stashed two special swords in the system before he came Inside, blades crafted specifically for just such a mission. The weapons worked similar to vitra once you gripped the haft, but unlike vitra, the charge was unlimited, and the swords spat flame, not electricity.


  The children couldn't just make a Control Room, like they had the swords. According to Tanner, the children had found the "source" to vitra, swords, and fire, so creating the weapons had been relatively easy. But making something like the special Box that, when opened, would expand to fill up a room and turn it into the coveted control center that they so badly needed, well, that was something the children couldn't do without the "source."


  "Why can't you just inject us into the Control Room directly?" she'd asked Tanner. "The same way you sent us back to my house?"


  "Can't," Tanner had said. "The only reason we could go back to your house in the first place was because Hoodwink placed a tracker there."


  Three days had passed since that conversation. Three days of planning, scouting, and meetings with the New Users. In the end, she'd elected to throw away most of those plans, and wing it. Any plan that called for her to lick the boots of her ex-husband was no plan at all as far as she was concerned. Too bad she hadn't informed Tanner of that decision yet.


  Her boots crunched in the snow, and the sound seemed an intrusion into a night that was all too calm. Roughly half of the street lamps were out, and no one was about, giving the street an eerie, dead feel. Three years ago, the streets of Highbrow District would have been shoveled to the cobblestone. But because of gol neglect, today the ground was covered in snowpack. The houses on either side were dark—the rumors of unnatural things roaming in the night had apparently caused more than a few residents to move away.


  Ahead, two sentries flanked the iron gate to Jeremy's manor. The sentries wore long black coats, and capes that flared at the top. She had almost expected human sentries, given that ordinary gols couldn't be trusted for this kind of work these days, but the image stamped into their chests definitely marked them gol. She didn't recognize the symbol though—a curved tooth, dripping blood. The new gols her scouts had reported?


  As she approached, the sentries swept back their capes and rested their hands on the hilts of their swords. An action meant to be menacing, she supposed, but her thoughts only registered annoyance.


  The first sentry, fashioned as a man just short of the middle years, planted itself in front of Ari. The gol had an angular nose and a sneering mouth. When it smiled, it revealed a set of finger-long canines.


  "Direwalkers," Ari said. "Jeremy's gone and made Direwalkers."


  Direwalkers were imaginary creatures from myth and folklore that were used to frighten little children into doing what their mothers' wanted. According to the legends, Direwalkers looked like ordinary human beings except for one distinguishing feature: their overly long canines, which they used to drain blood from potential victims. Their nails could elongate and slurp up your blood too, and their eyes could pop out of their heads a few centimeters, which was supposed to scare you into not moving. In the stories Direwalkers didn't have reflections in mirrors, were afraid of garlic and cinnamon, and could unhinge their jaws and swallow you whole if they wanted. Some Direwalkers even had more than two arms.


  None of that scared Ari in the least.


  "State your business," the Direwalker demanded.


  Ari lowered the collar of her ermine cloak so that the number inscribed on her chest was visible.


  The two Direwalkers looked at one another, and then stepped aside. One made to open the gate.


  She casually drew her sword and beheaded the first Direwalker in a blur of flame. The second had time only to half-draw its weapon before its own head bounced on the ground.


  "Haven't seen you do something like that in years," Marks said with a grin.


  "Ari!" The shock was plain in Tanner's voice. "I thought we'd decided—"


  She rammed the flaming sword into the gate lock, and the metal melted around her blade. She kicked the gate open.


  Damn it felt good to be young again.


  "So much for our well-laid plans!" Tanner cursed.


  Ari led the way forward, sword at the ready. Pines flanked the shoveled walkway that led to the mansion. Deer lay beyond those trees—Jeremy preferred his food fresh, raw. With pricked ears and upright tails, the motionless animals watched the intruders. Something seemed a bit off about the animals. She couldn't quite place it.


  When Ari reached the middle of that tree-lined walkway, she realized what it was. The animals weren't staring at her, but above her.


  Swords drawn, seven black-coated Direwalkers leapt down from the pines in an avalanche of loose snow.


  She and Tanner set to work. They weaved among the Direwalkers, creating art out of the gols, painting the white canvas of snow around them with blood, bone and flesh.


  Marks stayed back, conserving his charge. When no more Direwalkers faced her, Ari turned to Tanner and almost struck him down too—he was nearly unrecognizable beneath all that gore, his hair no longer curly but matted and streaked, his mustache plastered to his cheeks. She doubted she looked much better herself, face smeared in gol blood, ermine cloak splashed with the juices of opened intestines.


  "Five gols," Ari said. "Including the gate guards. What's your count?"


  "Four," Tanner said, rather curtly. He pressed his lips together. "I think we should go back. None of this was in the plan. It's only going to get worse."


  She grinned. "You're just pissed because I'm winning."


  "I'm pissed because we're going to die."


  Ari ignored him. She was young, powerful, at the peak of her womanhood, and wreaking vengeance for the crime done to her ten years ago. She led her companions from the tree-lined path and out onto the terrace before the mansion. Two rows of windows fronted the house, and four columns supported the triangular portico that draped the entrance. The red flag of office dangled limply from a pole at the mansion's highest point.


  Ari paused beside the frozen fountain at the center of the terrace. The same fountain had stood here when she lived in this place ten years ago, its water imprisoned by the unending winter.


  Just as she had been imprisoned.


  She jabbed her sword into the fountain and the ice shattered.


  Three more Direwalkers clambered headfirst down the portico columns.


  "Mine!" Ari rushed them, intending to add the Direwalkers to her count before Tanner had a chance.


  But she was sloppy. The first Direwalker went down smoothly, but as the second fell, she slipped in its blood and dropped the sword. Before she could retrieve the weapon, the third Direwalker hauled her upright and pressed its teeth to her throat.


  



   


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  Ari waited for those teeth to penetrate, but the Direwalker made no further move.


  Tanner and Marks approached warily.


  "Another step and I tear out her jugular!" the Direwalker told Tanner. "Drop the weapon, krub. Now!" It licked the blood of its brethren from her neck.


  Tanner looked at her, unsure what to do.


  "This is where you save my life." She slammed her foot down on the Direwalker's boot and wrenched sideways, slipping from its grip.


  Tanner's sword was there instantly, and he staked the Direwalker through the heart.


  "Five!" he said grimly.


  She retrieved her sword. "Well I'm at seven now."


  "Next time it's probably best if you don't go rushing in alone. In fact, next time let's stick to the plan okay?"


  Ari shrugged. "Sore loser." She gave him a sly smile over her shoulder. Sly, and just a little flirtatious. Though how flirtatious could you be, covered in blood?


  Tanner rested a hand on her shoulder, and his voice softened. "Ari. Hoodwink put you in my care. I don't want to see you hurt."


  "More like he put you in my care!" Ari shook free.


  "Women," Tanner cursed.


  Sword held before her, Ari strode under the portico and approached the main doors in a huff. She thrust out her hands and the doors swung open. Not locked, then. Why lock the doors when your mansion was surrounded by Direwalkers?


  She strode inside and her footsteps echoed from the tile floor. She crossed a wide foyer. Set at intervals along it, candelabras illuminated tapestries and paintings of underwater scenes—schools of fish, coral reefs, an octopus at the heart of a dark cove.


  Wary, she continued to advance, but met no further opposition. Strange. She glanced at Tanner, but he shrugged.


  The rising chatter of some mayoral function came to her ears as she approached the reception hall. Ari recognized the colors of the city-state on the flags outside the entrance—three horizontal bars of green, red and white. A servant in white livery watched the door, but he fled inside when he spotted the gore-covered nightmare that was Ari.


  She stepped unhindered into the lavish hall.


  Marble pillars lined marble walls. Wooden planks crisscrossed the vaulted ceiling. Bright red ermine—white when she'd lived here previously—carpeted the floor. Rows of blackwood tables were set along the far side of the room. Tables not for sitting, but browsing, the counters overflowing with appetizers of all kinds. Honeybread from the west. Goat cheese from the south. Sweetmeats from the north.


  Dressed in outrageous silks of every color imaginable, with jewelry dripping from fingers, ears, wrists, and necks, a hundred sycophants milled about the remaining space. They held plates of meat and cheese in one hand, glasses of wine in the other, and chatted amiably, almost oblivious to their surroundings.


  She spotted Jeremy himself, at the center of the dinner party. He was like a king at court. He wore a suit of a style she'd never seen before. Black pants and black shoes. A ruffled white shirt, covered by a black jacket that tapered in the front. A piece of dark cloth dangled from the bronze bitch around his neck like some kind of noose.


  The servant she'd seen at the entrance was whispering in Jeremy's ear, and the mayor shot an alarmed glance her way.


  The chatter faded as Ari and her companions, swords dripping blood, approached. The carefree faces were replaced with looks of fear. Among them she spotted Uncle Briar, stuffing his mouth as usual. He froze when he saw her, and the piece of cake tumbled from his fingers, leaving lips framed in icing. The last time she'd seen the man was eight years ago, when she'd gone to visit her mother for the first time. That meeting hadn't gone well.


  She looked from Briar, and at the periphery of her vision she saw him slump in relief.


  The elaborately-dressed men and women parted, leaving her a clean path to Jeremy.


  She stopped three paces from the man. Her blade was pointed at the ground, but she had more than enough time, and room, to deliver a killing blow.


  She mustered all the icy sweetness she could, and said, "Am I interrupting your little dinner party, Jeremy?"


  He merely stared. His gaze dropped to her sword.


  "Don't worry, I'm not here to kill you." She smiled. "Where's your new wife?"


  Jeremy abruptly returned her grin. He could play with the best of them. That was why he was mayor. "My new wife? Which one?" From his voice she could almost believe he was merry, till she saw the murder in those black, tilted eyes.


  "Don't you look at me like that," she said.


  Jeremy shook his head, as if he didn't understand. His eyes cast daggers the whole time, though he was still smiling.


  Ari glanced at the fat nobles. "Tell your friends to leave."


  He frowned. "Oh no." The thread-of-gold tentacles of the sea creatures that climbed the sleeves of his jacket glittered in the light. "I shan't do that. You see, now that you're here, well, you're going to be the night's main attraction! My dear, lovely, blood-covered Ari." His murderous gaze drifted over her shoulder.


  Marks let out a yelp. Ari spun. A Direwalker had slunk up behind the group and clamped a bronze bitch just above Marks' fake collar.


  She stepped toward the Direwalker, raising her sword, already reaching for the spark of vitra contained within the blade—


  The floor came alive. The carpet stretched into fingers and wrapped around her ankles. She tripped.


  More hands rose from the carpet. Some of those hands plucked the sword from her grip, others restrained her.


  Beside her Tanner and Marks were similarly detained. They struggled helplessly against the carpet's iron grip.


  The Direwalker who'd collared Marks came forward and bronze-bitched Ari and Tanner as a precaution, placing the bitches just above the fake collars they wore.


  "Bring them to me," Jeremy said.


  The carpet abruptly shifted, pushing upward until it became vaguely humanlike, those hands extending into arms that wrapped her tight. The carpet figures slid forward and in moments she stood before Jeremy, humiliated and defeated. Marks and Tanner squirmed beside her.


  "I've made a few additions to my household since you were last here," Jeremy said.


  The Direwalker came forward and, whispering something in his ear, handed Jeremy the swords.


  Jeremy took the blades eagerly, and swung one about, testing its weight. The metal left trails of fire in the air. He turned toward the back of the room, which was empty, and swung the blade hard. Flame arced forth, scorching the far tapestries. Some of the dinner guests gasped.


  "Lovely!" Jeremy said. "Though I'm collared, I can sense vitra again, through the blade. Marvelous. It makes me wonder: How easily can these take a man's head?" He met her eyes and stepped forward. "Or a woman's."


  He held the tip of the blade to her throat.


  



   


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  The sword point kissed the hollow in Ari's neck and drew blood. Gols weren't supposed to feel pain the same way humans did, but she felt the blade's terrible heat well enough. Still, she refused to flinch. Not in front of Jeremy her archenemy. Not in front of Tanner and Marks.


  She squeezed her jaw. This wasn't real, she reminded herself.


  Then why the hell did it feel so real? She remembered what Hoodwink had said about dying in here.


  Die, and you'll find yourself in the Outside. That way is a bit of a blow to the body though, and I don't suggest it. A lot of people die for real.


  Die for real.


  Jeremy pressed his lips together in disappointment, and lowered the blade. "Well, you could at least quake for me, darling. You always did have a cold heart though. And you were just as cold in bed. Well. What about if I take this one's head instead?"


  He brought the blade to Tanner's neck.


  She bit back the plea that formed at the back of her throat. She knew if she showed any sign of concern, any sign of weakness, Jeremy would gain the upper hand. First rule of politics: Never let your opponent gain the upper hand.


  "Aha!" Jeremy said. "You care about him. I see it in your eyes."


  Jeremy wouldn't kill him. Not with all his sycophants around.


  "Kill him," she said. "He's nothing to me."


  Please don't kill him. Please don't.


  Jeremy cocked his head. "Really. Nothing."


  Her eyes slid to Tanner. His jaw was clenched, and he stared at Jeremy with visible defiance. His skin was beginning to blister where the hot blade touched his neck, and she smelled the subtle hint of cooked meat.


  She quickly looked back to Jeremy, at that smirking face of his, and again she felt the urge to beg. But she'd been trained in politics and manipulation. She could get the better of Jeremy. This was a game. The stakes were life and death, but it was still a game.


  "When you're done playing with your new swords, Jeremy sweetheart, let me know," she said, thinking on her feet. "Because I've come to make a proposition."


  Jeremy frowned, and then lowered the blade.


  Good. Curiosity was the first step.


  "You come inside my house," Jeremy said. "With swords swinging and faces bloodied, killing the men that guard my estate. And now you say you have a proposition? Surely there are better ways to introduce yourself?"


  Yes, but I didn't expect you to have a carpet that could transform into a jailer.


  Jeremy tapped the two swords together impatiently. "Well?" The blades arced flames when they touched. The threat was clear.


  "I can teach you how to live forever," Ari said.


  Jeremy studied her a moment, and one eyebrow climbed up his head. Then he burst out in raucous laughter.


  He glanced at the sycophants around him. "She can teach me how to live forever!"


  Stiff, nervous laughter erupted here and there among the onlookers. Uncle Briar laughed loudest, she noted.


  "Ari, Ari, Ari," Jeremy said. "Even if it were true, and that's a big if, what makes you think I'd even be interested? Immortality. Pah! Who wants to live forever on this iceberg of dried shit?"


  "Look at my face," Ari said. "Do you see a single wrinkle? Do you remember how I looked when I left you?"


  He regarded her closely. "Hmm."


  "Open my cloak," she said.


  His brow furrowed suspiciously, but then he nodded to the nearby Direwalker. The gol came forward and ripped open her ermine cloak.


  Jeremy gasped when he saw the numbers stamped there. He handed the Direwalker the fire swords, and he tried to slip his fingers under the collar of her shirt, but of course the cloth was melded to her flesh. "Impossible."


  In answer, she merely looked at him. She had him now.


  Jeremy marched over to Tanner and tore off his cloak as well. The number 1010 stood out plainly on his chest. "Gol as well. Also high ranking." Jeremy went to Marks and flung open the man's coat. "Just a User."


  Jeremy strolled over to a rack of swords arrayed against one wall. She recognized his showcase pieces, a collection of fine blades he'd collected from cities all over the world during his trader years. "Immortality you say? As a gol?"


  "Yes," she said.


  Jeremy ran his fingers along the many hilts. Sometimes he'd pause to pick a sword from the rack and test its weight. "It is enticing, I must admit. Gols can't get sick. Physically, at least. And gols don't notice pain like ordinary men and women, or so it's said. I'd accept your offer, I really would. Except for one thing."


  Jeremy picked out a sword and sauntered back to her side. "I'm not quite sure I want to be a gol. That whole mind plague business, you know. It quite turns me off to the prospect. And it's spreading faster than ever. Did you know I have to replace twenty of my pet Direwalkers each day because of it?" He rotated the blade in front of his eyes and light pinpricked the surface. A fine weapon—numerous gems inlaid the hilt, and silver-chased scrollwork etched the blade beneath the cutting edge. "You promise immortality, darling Ari, but your argument is seriously flawed. Because you see, gols can die."


  He slammed the blade into the Direwalker's belly. The stunned gol dropped the fire swords, and looked down at the weapon impaling it. When the Direwalker looked up, its expression was all too human. Heartbroken. Filled with one question. Why?


  Jeremy slid the weapon free, and an intestinal loop followed it in a spurt of blood. The Direwalker fell to its knees, vainly trying to hold back its insides, and collapsed, squirming. Blood pooled on the ermineskin, and Ari understood now why Jeremy had dyed the carpet red.


  "Did you like how I gave him the other swords to hold?" Jeremy's voice was filled with malicious glee. His eyes didn't lift from the twitching body. "Politics. It's all about misdirection." Jeremy swung the blade down and cruelly severed its head. The body gave one final kick and then ceased all motion.


  Jeremy looked up. He seemed to realize for the first time that his guests were fidgeting uncomfortably. "What? It's just a gol! He had the beginnings of the mind sickness anyway. Had to be replaced."


  Jeremy raised a hand, and three Direwalkers stepped forward to replace the fallen one. "Take her and her friends to the Black Room. I'll deal with them shortly. And bring someone to clean up this mess!" Jeremy turned to his house guests, and segued into goodbyes and thanks-for-comings.


  The carpet released Ari and her companions, and the Direwalkers brought her upstairs, disarmed, humiliated, and conquered, into the heart of the enemy's domain.


  The enemy who had once been her husband.


  



   


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  


  Hands secured behind her back, Ari knelt with her companions in the center of the Black Room, so named for the paint that blackened floor, ceiling, and walls. Only the bronze brazier with its hot coals and the iron desk with its wicked instruments gave the room any color, malevolent though that color might be. The bronze candle lamps completed the disturbing scene.


  Jeremy stood before her, his hands gloved, a long apron tied around his suit. The gloves and apron were, of course, black. Jeremy held a pair of dental forceps, and he smiled like a madman.


  "You've never seen this room," Jeremy said. "I was always careful to hide it from you. It's my special room, the place I take certain bad people who've done certain bad things to me. For example, people who rush into my house and kill my guardsmen. Only I'm allowed to do that. You understand why I'm angry, don't you?"


  "Oh, I know you're mad, that's for certain," Ari said.


  His grin widened. "At least I'm not afraid to admit it. There's something to be said about a man elected by the people, a man who embraces his madness, for the people..."


  "Elected?" She glanced at Tanner and Marks. "No one would ever vote for this sorry excuse of a man. He fixed all the elections."


  Jeremy spread his arms in what Ari supposed was meant to be a gesture of apology, or conciliation. "Call me a perfectionist."


  "I call you a liar," she said. "And a dictator."


  "Come now Ari, why so harsh? After all I've done for you?"


  She glanced at the forceps. "I wonder why."


  "Oh, you need not fear, this isn't for you." Jeremy opened and closed the forceps. "At least not yet."


  "Why are you creating an army of Direwalkers?" she said.


  Jeremy slitted his dark eyes. "Maybe I like Direwalkers."


  "What's next? Zombies? Werewolves?"


  He shrugged. "This world is mine to do with as I please. It's been promised me."


  "Promised? By who?"


  Jeremy glanced at his Direwalker assistants, and nodded toward Tanner and Marks. "Hold them."


  The Direwalkers restrained her and her friends, though all three of them had their hands tied behind their backs already.


  "I've grown quite proficient in dentistry, did you know?" Jeremy studied the forceps. "Having a tooth pulled is one of the most excruciating experiences of the human condition. It's almost beyond the mind's pain threshold. When you pass that threshold, the brain turns on its defenses, and the person faints. But what happens when you turn off that preservation mechanism? When the mind can't faint to save itself from the pain?" He smiled. There was a twinkle in his eye. "Madness. Pure and utter."


  He went to the desk, and retrieved a small vial. He approached Tanner and one of the Direwalkers forced her friend's mouth open.


  "A little something to prevent you from fainting." Jeremy casually poured a third of the vial's contents into Tanner's mouth. He repeated the procedure with Marks. And her.


  When it was done, she felt incredibly alert, and awake.


  "Have you heard of the Schmidt pain index?" Jeremy said. "It's a rating of the agony inflicted by different hymenopteran stings. Kind of a grading scale for pain, as it were."


  He strode to the iron desk, and opened a jar. "On the scale, which increases exponentially, zero rates as a pain that barely registers, like a kiss with a bit of a bite. At two, we have a familiar pain, such as a quick, rude pinprick. Having a tooth pulled rates a three, though for obvious reasons it's not included on the scale. The index maxes-out at four, the most painful level. Unfortunately, most of the insects included on the scale are now extinct. But I've managed to get my hands on a particularly resilient species that has survived in the homes of the south."


  He inserted the forceps into the jar and removed a squirming insect about the size of Ari's little finger. "Paraponera clavata. Also known as the bullet ant. The Schmidt pain index rates this little creature a four-plus. Yes. It's beyond the scale. The sting induces pure excruciation, concentrated on an area the size of a pencil-point. The affected body part exhibits a totally uncontrollable urge to shake, and throbs with pain for an entire day afterward. It's like walking over a firepit with a rusty nail grinding into your heel with each step. And that's from one sting. Imagine what twenty stings would do."


  Jeremy approached Tanner, and the Direwalker assistant forced his mouth open.


  The insect wriggled at the tip of the forceps. Its legs opened and closed, its mandibles snapped at the air, its stinger flexed and unflexed.


  Tanner's eyes were focused, unbroken, on that insect, his face a mask of fear. Ari had seen raw terror on only a few people in her life, and seeing it now on her friend made a small part of her die inside. The innocent part.


  Jeremy lifted the ant toward Tanner's open mouth—


  



   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  "Stop it!" Ari said. "Stop!"


  Jeremy lowered the ant. He looked at her blandly, as though she had ruined his fun. "Tell me how you became a gol, sweet Ari."


  "I—" She shook her head. "You wouldn't believe it anyway."


  Jeremy raised the ant once more—


  "We crossed the Forever Gate," Ari said.


  Tanner shook his head free of the Direwalker's grip. "Don't tell him a thing Ari!"


  The Direwalker punched Tanner in the jaw, and forced his mouth open again.


  Jeremy was facing Ari fully now. "Crossed the Gate, you say? And then what?"


  "No, you don't understand," she said. "The Outside is a completely different world. We're actually on a moon, around Jupiter. On a crashed ship of some kind. And we're being attacked. We're trying to help the gols. We need the Control Room. The Box."


  "We're on a moon," Jeremy said flatly. "Around Jupiter. Now I see why you came in here with swords swinging. A story like that... it's more than ridiculous. It's preposterous." Jeremy shook his head. "I'm disappointed in you, Ari. You can do better than this."


  He lifted the insect back to Tanner's mouth—


  "Wait!" she said. "Please. Don't do this. You'll kill him."


  "I know that," Jeremy said.


  The insect was so close now that it perceived Tanner's lips, and it started flexing its stinger toward him, anticipating the contact, perhaps believing that by stinging him it would know freedom.


  She closed her eyes. She couldn't watch. This was her fault. She should've followed the plan, and now, because of her rashness, she'd have to watch her friend die. Tanner had grown on her these past three days on the Inside. It was too soon to lose him. She'd just lost her father. Hadn't she lost enough already?


  "You were right Jeremy," Ari said, swallowing the last of her pride. "You win. I care about him. Please don't do this. You win. I'll do whatever you want."


  Jeremy paused. The insect was a fingersbreadth from Tanner's lips. Then he nodded to himself. "Very well. I will grant you this one favor. For what you and I once had."


  He swung about and in two quicks steps covered the distance to Marks. One of the Direwalkers forced Marks' mouth wide.


  "Jeremy no!" she said, but inside she was relieved.


  And she hated herself for it.


  Jeremy opened the forceps and dropped the ant inside.


  The Direwalker clamped Marks' mouth shut with those corded arms, and squeezed tight so that he couldn't chew.


  Marks struggled a few moments, the pain apparently not registering. And then his eyes widened. He began shaking violently all over. Frantic, muffled yelps emerged from his sealed lips.


  Faint faint please faint, Ari thought.


  But Marks didn't faint. Froth formed at the corners of his mouth, and the flesh all around the lower part of his face puffed up.


  "Release him," Jeremy said.


  Marks fell forward and spat the ant on the floor. The insect was crimped, and quivered sickly. Marks lay there for a few moments, shuddering like the insect, eyes closed, his breath coming in deep, painful-sounding wheezes. His swollen tongue puffed from his lips.


  His lids shot open and he let out a bloodcurdling, muffled scream. His eyes were bloodshot and filled with madness. He scrambled to his feet. His body trembled wildly. His head shook from side to side. He hooted deliriously and dashed from the room.


  Two of the Direwalkers made to follow him.


  Jeremy raised a hand. "Leave him."


  Outside the room, Marks' hooting changed pitch suddenly, and Ari heard a sickening splat, just as if he'd stumbled over the balcony and fallen headfirst to the marble below.


  "What have I done?" she said.


  Jeremy smiled sadly. "Killed your friend."


  "He was only eighteen."


  "Looked older to me." Jeremy strode to the table and set the forceps among the other instruments of torture. "I have some good news. I've decided what I'm going to do with you and your lover." He smiled lifelessly. "I'm going to be kind. Somehow you've become a gol. I'm happy being human, but I very much want to know how you accomplished this neat little trick. Without the lies, mind you. You said you would do whatever I want? You will indeed."


  He waltzed over to Ari and tightly gripped her chin in his gloved palm, just as if he were examining a goat or cow for the slaughter. She could feel his fingers pressing into the bone. "Gols can be revised just like any human. It doesn't work on the mentally damaged ones of course. But for the rest, it's fabulous. I've turned gol executioners into seamstresses, gol whores into assassins. The symbol on the chest remains the same. It's great for hoodwinking people. Anyway, the good news is, I'm going to revise you. Again! Yes, I thought you'd be delighted. I'm going to suck out all your memories so I can view them at my leisure. I'll learn how you became a gol soon enough.


  "And those empty memories will be replaced with, well, something fun! You and your lover are going to be my personal fellators. Every day when I wake up, you'll take turns. You'll follow me around my house all day, naked, begging to fulfill me. But you won't be allowed until the next morning. You'll live only to pleasure me, and my pleasure will be your greatest reward. You'll be so debased, so degenerate, no one will recognize you as anything even remotely resembling a woman. And the sad part is, you'll be loving every minute of it." He glanced at the Direwalkers. "Take them to the revision chamber."


  "You can't do this," Ari said as the Direwalkers hauled her to her feet. "You can't destroy us like this. You wouldn't."


  "I can. I would. And I will." Jeremy walked to the door. "I look forward to many mornings of mulled wine, my dearest Ari, the daily crier in my hands, your head between my legs, your mouth right where it belongs. Ta-ta."


  



   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  Memories.


  Was Ari truly just the sum of her memories? Or was she something more? Something that experience couldn't change. Something that amnesia, or circumstance, could never wipe away. And if she were wiped and rewritten, her memories replaced by a lifetime in a whorehouse, would she still retain the dauntless spirit that had kept her going all these long years? The love of humanity that she'd held in her heart through it all? Sure, she'd grown crabby, and maybe a bit cynical in her later years, but she still loved the world and its people. That love was sorely tested at times, especially recently, but it was a love she'd retained despite everything, a love that allowed her to fight for humanity. Would she lose that love? Or would it remain deep inside her, hidden away by revision, out of reach but still present, like vitra beneath the collar?


  The collar. The bronze bitch was a hiccup in the program, according to Tanner. A rule inherited from the days when the world was based on what he called an immersive video game.


  "We will have a world uncollared," Tanner had told her. "A world where every man can freely use the spark inside him without aging." She had once thought him a pessimist, but she was wrong. He was more a romantic. Much like she'd been when the Users had first inducted her. Maybe that's why she'd grown to like Tanner so much.


  "But it will be a false world," she said, taking over the role of pessimist. "A fake one."


  "But isn't the world that the eyes see, the ears hear, and the senses feel, the only reality there is? Isn't what we taste and smell, real? Bits of light called photons shine from the sun and reflect from surfaces onto our eyes, and our mind puts them back together to form an image. Would the world be any less real if we didn't have eyes and sent out waves of sound instead, and those waves returned to us and were interpreted the same way our minds interpreted photons? Or if we had some device plugged into our bellies that tapped into the wires implanted in our spinal cords, and fed images and sounds and data for all five senses to our heads? Aren't all three cases the same? Isn't what feeds our minds real?"


  "You really buy into this reality-is-what-feeds-the-mind crap, don't you?"


  "I buy into the truth, Ari," Tanner said. "And the truth is, what feeds the mind is reality. No matter who or what is doing the feeding. The eyes. A wire. The mind itself."


  As the grim-faced revisor strapped Ari into the revision chair, she understood the truth of Tanner's words more than ever. She would be rewritten again, her greatest fear. She'd forget all she knew of the Outside. Her reality would become a living hell.


  She'd failed in her mission. She'd failed Hoodwink. She'd failed herself.


  It was a small consolation, knowing her air would run out in the real world two days from now. Only three weeks on the Inside, living this hell, then she'd die without warning. Just another victim of The Drop.


  Her wrists were clamped in an iron vise. There was a handhold beneath her palms, so that she had something to grip "when the pain comes," as the revisor told her. She was strapped to an iron chair, and two prongs had been folded down from above to touch her temples. Was it the prongs that would reshape her?


  Though she'd been revised before, she remembered none of this.


  For the first time since she left the house in this new body, she felt cold.


  Tanner was strapped into a revision chair opposite her. Behind him, the headrest contained radial bars of light, each a different shade of purple, the hues changing in sequential intensity so that the bars appeared to rotate. Similar light bars lay behind her own head. She knew because she could see the different tones of purple reflecting on her arms.


  Who would be first, she wondered. Tanner or her? Who would have to sit and watch as the mind of the other was rewritten? Would the last image she'd have of this life, this personality, be of Tanner howling and writhing and vomiting through the pain of revision? Or would she go first and be spared the anguish of seeing him destroyed?


  Maybe the machines would revise them at the same time. But why did it matter? Neither of them would remember when it was done. Everything they knew would be wiped away in an instant. All to massage the ego of the man who once named her wife.


  She gave Tanner her bravest smile, but he didn't return it. His eyes seemed full of regret for the future that could have been. At least his eyes weren't accusing. She didn't think she could handle that.


  "Power's been low the past few days," the revisor said, wiping its nose with a sniff. "Battery problems." The revisor wore a long white coat with the image of a human brain on it. "Welp, nothing for it then. Have to do you one at a time. Start with you, little lady, I suppose."


  "Thank you," she said, and meant it. She wouldn't have to watch Tanner's revision.


  The revisor looked at her strangely. "You're thanking me for doing this? You krub are an odd lot. An odd, odd lot."


  "I'm a gol, like you."


  The revisor glanced down at her chest, and lowered the telescopic monocle that was secured to a band around its head. "And so you are. A high ranking one at that. Too bad for you." The gol pressed a button on the pad beside the chair.


  The machine turned on.


  



   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  Ari stood on a tiny island of sand. There was a palm tree beside her, with a single coconut hanging from the branches. Around her the ocean seethed and boiled, though the massive waves never touched her island. Directly above, the sky was clear, sunny. A few miles off, the horizons on all sides were devoured by swirling, black clouds.


  In the storm she saw her existing memories. They fought and grappled with one another for a chance to bubble to the surface, if only fleetingly. New, foreign memories competed with the old, becoming stronger and more frequent with each moment, so that as she watched, the seething mass of clouds became a potpourri of sights and sounds, tastes and smells, touches and emotions.


  Old memories of triumph, friendship, and ascension. Of service to humankind.


  New memories of loss, beatings, and captivity. Of service to Jeremy.


  Pain spasmed through her body. The pulses of agony originated at her temples, and resounded through the core of her being like the hammer blows of a smith at the forge, refashioning her into a shape designed by another. All that she was, all that she was meant to be, destroyed and changed by a thousand electrical pulses fired into her mind.


  She dropped to her hands and knees in the sand, and then collapsed entirely. Through vision gone red with pain, she gazed at the dwindling portion of open sky directly above, a sky hemmed by ever tightening storm clouds. The palm tree swayed in the wind.


  The palm tree.


  Her eyes fastened on the brown husk nestled in the fan-shaped leaves.


  A coconut.


  Somehow, she knew that hard shell protected the part of her which could never be changed. If she could just reach that coconut...


  She dragged herself across the island. Lift one hand. The other. Haul the knees forward. Again. Pace by tiny pace. The base of the tree seemed so very far away. Sand got into her fingernails. Strings of mucus dripped onto her lips. The sand got into those strings too, and smeared her face with a line of grit. Her head pounded.


  She reached the palm tree and looked up. The trunk had grown, and the coconut was higher now. She was running out of time. Had to climb. Couldn't wait. Around her, the eye of the hurricane shrank, and the waters roiled with increasing ferocity, eager to drown her being.


  The pain became too much then, and her body betrayed her. She convulsed in sheer agony, involuntarily slamming her knees into her chin. She shuddered, howling like a madwoman.


  The wave of pain passed.


  She regained control.


  She put her hands on the scab-like rinds of the trunk and began to climb.


  But the tree transformed into a wall of stone. A wall that reached the sky.


  The Forever Gate.


  She climbed that wall, and the ocean waves fought her, hurling into her body. She had to hold her breath sometimes when the water submersed her. The rocky surface became slippery, precarious, but she forced herself onward, digging within herself to find an endurance and intensity of focus she didn't think she had. The mind controls its own reality, wasn't that what someone close to her had once said?


  The slap of a giant wave nearly tore her from the wall.


  Somehow, she held on.


  But it was hopeless. The coconut kept sliding farther and farther up along the wall, the wall that ran to forever. Her unchangeable essence, all that she was, impossibly out of reach.


  Dad...


  Another wave struck and she was swept from the wall.


  She opened her eyes. Her cheeks were wet, as if she'd been crying. Her throat burned, as if she'd been yelling. Her clothes felt damp, as if she'd been splashed.


  She sat in a strange seat. There was a strange man opposite her, tied to an equally strange chair. Strange bars of light rotated around his head. He had strange prongs attached to his forehead, and his wrists were clamped in strange bracelets. Like hers.


  Ah, she recognized him now. It was Max! Good old Max.


  A kindly man came over, and she looked at him shyly. He was dressed all in white, and had a bronze tube over his left eye, a tube with glass at the tip.


  "Welp, nice to see you made it back." The man held up a small stick of metal. "Keep your head still and look to the left." She obeyed instantly, and he shone a light into her eye from the stick. It made her blink.


  "What's your name?" the kindly man said.


  "Maggie."


  


  



   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  She smiled timidly at the man.


  "Good." The kindly man pulled the lightstick away. "Looks like the revision took nicely."


  "You're so nice," she said to the kindly man, feeling bashful.


  He gave her a pat on the head.


  "Your name's not Maggie," Max said across from her. His voice seemed stern.


  "Who are you talking to, Max?" she said. Max was the only one she was allowed to directly question. "I'm Maggie."


  "No. You're not." She saw the cords in Max's neck stand out, as if he struggled against the binds that held him. Which made no sense. Obviously Master Jeremy had placed the binds there. Why would Max fight against something Master Jeremy wanted?


  The kindly man unlocked her binds. "Welp, on your feet Maggie."


  She hopped to it.


  "You're going to make such a good whore." The kindly man smiled.


  She felt her heart swell. It felt so good to please.


  Images of Master Jeremy surged into her mind, and she instantly felt bad. The kindly man wasn't the one she should be pleasing. She lived only to service one man, a man who had been so nice to her, it was heartbreaking. She wanted to make sure he was happy. How she loved having him happy. Master Jeremy Jeremy Jeremy I love you I love you I want you.


  But then the kindly man did something that distracted her. He pressed something on the desk near Max, and the chair that her only friend was tied to began to hum. The bars of light behind Max's head pulsed faster and faster. Max clenched his teeth, and his knuckles turned white.


  The kindly man was hurting him.


  "What are you—" she stopped herself. She was only allowed to question Max and no one else. Especially not the kindly man who was no longer kindly.


  Max's eyes seemed to cloud over, his tongue lolled from his mouth, and a stream of spittle oozed from his lips. The skin around his temples bunched up as the dead weight of his head pressed into the prongs. A quiet moan escaped his throat, a moan that slowly rose in volume until it was an all-out scream.


  "Please," she said to the bad man, but she couldn't hear her own voice above that scream.


  Max Max Max no no no! Her only friend, the only other person who adored Master Jeremy as much as she did, was dying. And there was nothing she could do about it.


  As she stood there watching the bad man torture Max, a lock broke inside her, and a doorway flung open to the part of her mind that memory and personality couldn't overwrite. The part of her mind that wouldn't allow someone she cared about to suffer. No matter what.


  Without really knowing what she was doing, she went to the bad man, and he looked at her in surprise. She slammed her palm into the bronze tube that covered his left eye. The tube plunged into his skull, and the bad man crumpled to the floor.


  Max's yell had faded to a gurgle. She struggled to lift the prongs from his forehead, but they wouldn't move, the ends jammed into the back of the chair. Those bars of light behind Max's head switched colors faster than ever.


  She went to the pad where she'd seen the bad man work at the desk, and she touched a bunch of different words and pictures. The pad lit up beneath her fingers, and sometimes the contents changed. She recognized a few words on it, but most of them meant nothing to her. Regress. Extract. Resume. Cancel.


  Pressing Cancel did it.


  The hum faded. The lights behind Max's head went out. His gurgling stopped.


  She tried those prongs again, and this time they gave. The metal slid up his temples, and because all his weight was on them, she etched long red marks across his forehead. When she'd finally lifted the prongs free, his head slumped forward, startling her.


  "Max?"


  She tried to take off the binds at his wrists, and it took her a few moments to figure out the latch that unlocked them. Next she opened the buckle at his waist, and he fell into her arms.


  "Max, are you okay? Max?" She tried to open one of his eyelids.


  He snapped awake. "Ari!" He hugged her. "Thought I'd lost you."


  "Max," she smiled. "It's me. Maggie!"


  "Damn," Max said.


  She heard footsteps, and another man dressed in white appeared at the door. She couldn't tell if he was good or bad. The eyes of the new man widened when he saw them.


  Max leaped from her arms and immediately tackled the man. Max thumped him on the head until the man sagged like a rag doll. Then he stood up and dashed from the room.


  She wasn't sure if she was supposed to follow him, and she started to panic. "Max?" She hugged herself, and glanced around the empty room nervously. "Max!"


  He returned, and she nearly cried with relief. She'd never been so happy to see him.


  "I'm scared Max," she said. "Are we in trouble with Master Jeremy?"


  He grabbed both her hands, and sat her in the same chair she'd awakened in. She obeyed, as was her nature. "We don't have much time." He secured the clamps around her wrists, and buckled the belt.


  "Max are we in trouble?" she said again.


  "We are." Max lowered the prongs over her forehead.


  "It's cold," she said, and shivered. For some reason she didn't think she was supposed to feel cold anymore. "Let's go back to Master Jeremy. Let's get the beatings done with. Please Max."


  Max studied the pad beside her chair. "I've only ever read about these in the system archives. Never actually used one."


  The white-coated man near the door awakened with a groan. Max went to him, and hauled him over to the pad. He wrapped his hands around the man's throat. "Restore her or I crush your windpipe."


  The man stared groggily at the pad, then began pressing buttons. Max watched him carefully. "If she doesn't wake up as the woman I know, I'm putting you in the other chair and giving you the revision meant for me."


  The man said nothing, but pressed a button on the pad and the chair hummed to life.


  She was scared, more scared than she'd ever been in her tiny, sheltered life. A sudden thought occurred to her.


  "Max?" she said. "Do you love me?"


  Those words got his attention, and he looked from the pad. "I..."


  "Do you?"


  He opened his mouth, but then shook his head. "She's not herself," he said quietly. Max glanced at the man, and tightened his grip around that throat. "Do it."


  The man slid his fingers across the pad.


  "See you in a bit, Ari," Max said.


  She found herself on a tiny island, surrounded by a vortex of memory. The vortex, and the stormy sea around her, receded, so that the island grew until around her lay only sand—dunes and dunes of the gritty stuff hunching to the clear horizon. Behind her, the Forever Gate climbed to infinity.


  Her father was here. He'd crossed the Gate for her.


  In his hands, he held the twin halves of a coconut.


  "Step through the mirror," he said, extending the halves.


  She took the broken shells, and sipped the sweet, nourishing liquid inside.


  The sand sprouted grass, trees, and bushes.


  She looked to her father in wonder, but he was gone.


  In his place stood a mirror. The blooming landscape reflected back at her. Round leaves, rich trunks, flowering hedges, everything reproduced in minute detail. Everything except herself.


  She had no reflection.


  She stepped through the mirror.


  



   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  She opened her eyes to see Tanner watching her, holding one of the revisors by the neck.


  "Tanner," she said.


  Tanner rammed the revisor's head into the desk, knocking the gol unconscious.


  He freed her from the chair. "Welcome back, Ari." He turned away without so much as a hug.


  Ari stood. Another revisor lay sprawled on the floor beside her. The tip of the telescopic monocle poked from the gol's eye, where someone had hammered it in. Blood from the wound plastered the revisor's face. More of Tanner's handiwork?


  "Hurry," Tanner said. Just as if he were blind, he began to slide his hands over the desk that abutted the chair opposite hers. "We have to find the Revision Box."


  Of course. This room was sourced from a Box, like the Control Room.


  Ari surveyed the desk beside her. "What's it look like?"


  "You can only see the Box when it's closed," Tanner said.


  "Ah." So she did as Tanner did, and glided her fingers across the desk beside her, and over the strange levers and dials, and above and around the revision chair. She moved forward to search behind the chair, and the toe of her boot stubbed an invisible object on the floor. Like a street mummer she was able to outline the shape of an unseen chest. Made of wood, she thought, judging from the grainy texture. The lid seemed open.


  "Found it," she said, feeling a swell of pride at having discovered the Box first. She really did enjoy winning.


  She closed the lid.


  Instantly the fabric of reality stretched and folded, and the revision chairs, the desks and everything else warped along that fabric, twisting into the invisible box as if the entire chamber were some tapestry folding in upon itself. The whole room seemed to whip right through her body, and she felt strange inside, unreal.


  Then it was done. Only bare walls, ceiling and floor were left, with not a piece of furniture in sight save for the sealed wooden chest at Ari's feet.


  That strange feeling of unreality inside her worsened all of a sudden, and she keeled over and threw up.


  "Forgot to tell you." Tanner came up beside her. "It's best to close the Box from behind."


  "Great." She wiped her hand across her lips, and swallowed the acrid taste from her mouth. She hated throwing up.


  Ari turned the key that sat in the lock of the chest, pocketed it, and scooped the Box under one arm. "Surprisingly light."


  "Or you're surprisingly strong." Tanner smiled ironically. "Like a gol maybe?"


  Ari and Tanner dashed into the adjoining room, which was empty save for two ladderback chairs set against the wall, and the Direwalker with a twisted neck on the floor. Nicely done, Tanner.


  The two of them crossed to the corridor beyond.


  Here the walls were white, and arches embossed with carvings of sea creatures decorated the doorways of the side chambers. A gold-rimmed red carpet ran along the center of the floor. Triple-pronged candelabras were set every five paces.


  "Which way?" Tanner said.


  She ran the blueprint of the house through her mind, this place she'd lived and walked through so many times in her early twenties. Urgent footfalls and shouts echoed from somewhere ahead.


  "Ari, they're onto us." Tanner's voice cut with impatience. "Which way?"


  When she didn't answer, Tanner took a step forward.


  Ari shot out a hand and blocked him. She glanced downward, indicating the gold-trimmed carpet. "What's really a carpet, and what's something else? This way."


  Ari dashed forward, taking care to run along the bare floor between carpet and wall. Tanner followed in single-file behind her.


  On the far side of the corridor four Direwalkers rounded the bend at a sprint. They spotted Ari and Tanner and gave a hoot. Two of them held fire swords, their fire swords, and the blades glowed a molten red.


  "Ari..." Tanner's voice drifted to her.


  She spun into a side hall as flames roared from those blades. Tanner jostled into her, the back of his uniform singed.


  Ari raced down the corridor, and on the right side the hallway opened onto a flight of wooden stairs—the back route the servants used.


  Ari took the stairs three at a time. At the bottom, she turned into the kitchen, and hurried through the hanging pots and pans. There were no cooks here, not at this hour.


  "The back door is just this way," she said.


  "Why do builders always put the back doors in the kitchens?" Tanner said.


  Ari ignored the comment, because just ahead seven Direwalkers guarded the door.


  


  



   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  Ari immediately backtracked.


  The other pursuing Direwalkers burst into the far side of the kitchen. The fire swords flared in the grips of the two at the front.


  Ari turned into the pantry, and raced past the foodstuffs and out into the main dining hall. She edged by the blackwood table and out into a hallway that was much the same as the one on the second floor, absent the carpet.


  Tanner kept close to her side, and behind she heard the footfalls of Direwalkers, growing in volume. It was an eerie sound, the clatter of claws against marble, and she knew that some of the Direwalkers had broken ahead of the pack and were running on all fours.


  She and Tanner burst into the empty reception hall. She dashed obliquely toward the sword rack, taking a circuit around the carpet.


  The pursuing Direwalkers simply cut across the carpet, and were almost upon her and Tanner.


  The rack with its showcase swords lay just ahead.


  "Catch!" As she ran, she tossed the Revision Box to Tanner—


  She leapt toward the rack, somersaulting over it—


  Grabbed two swords from the rack in midair—


  And landed on the other side.


  She pivoted.


  Tanner had vaulted over the rack as well, and two Direwalkers leaped after him in pursuit.


  She brought the swords about in a wide arc. Tanner stooped, and she cut the two Direwalkers in half before they touched the ground.


  Two more approached around the rack and she made short work of them.


  She saw a bright ball of flame at the periphery of her vision—


  She leaped toward the wall, and used it to slingshot into the air—


  Flames streamed past below her—


  She landed beside the Direwalker and its stolen fire sword.


  A jab, a parry, a slash, and she'd severed the hand holding the blade.


  A spin of the body, followed by a wide backstab, and she plunged her second sword into its heart.


  She hooked her boot into the hilt of the dropped fire sword, kicked the blade to eye level, and swapped one of her blades for that one. She immediately felt the spark of vitra inside her, jolting up her arm from the weapon.


  It felt good.


  Another stream of flame cut toward her—


  She parried with the fire blade—


  The flames parted in a tight V-shape that singed her hair and clothes.


  Two quick steps and a sideways leap from a pillar brought her to the Direwalker in question, and after a quick exchange of feints and stabs, she'd taken its head, and the other fire sword.


  More Direwalkers closed...


  She released the spark of vitra from the blades as she fought, launching hell-fire on all sides. She weaved, a dancer at play. Her rhythm was the blade and its fire; her music was the gush of blood and the sizzle of flesh and the screams of the dying. She avoided the carpet the entire time, though sometimes her foot brushed its edge.


  When it was done, and the Direwalkers lay around her in various states of mutilation and ash, she tossed one of the fire blades to Tanner, who'd wisely flattened himself against the wall and given her room to fight.


  "Nice," Tanner said. There seemed a touch of awe in his voice. Or at least respect.


  "Well that's that." Ari felt immensely proud of herself. She'd barely broken a sweat. "I think I'm at twenty."


  "Let's just go." Tanner seemed weary.


  She took the Revision Box from him, and hoisted it over her shoulder.


  The carpet began to writhe beside them. Tentacles formed, reaching for their feet.


  "Out of here!" Tanner turned to run along the space between carpet and wall.


  "No!" Ari released a surge of flame, and the tentacles instantly retreated. "We get the Control Room Box, then we leave." Leaving now meant Marks had died for nothing.


  Shrieks and howls came from her left. Direwalkers flowed down the wide, branching stairs from the second level. Fifty Direwalkers. A hundred.


  "Ari..." Tanner laid a hand on her arm.


  Still more Direwalkers came down those stairs, the gols crowded so close together as to resemble a single entity, like the black python she'd seen at the circus as a child. A giant version of it anyway.


  "They'll be time to get the Control Room Box another day," Tanner said. "We've done what we came here to do. We've planted the tracker."


  Even more Direwalkers came, and crowded down the stairs behind the others. Far more than Ari and Tanner could handle on their own, even with the swords.


  A tendril hurled at her from the carpet—


  She ducked—


  The tendril slammed into the wall, leaving cracks.


  She released another stream of flame into the carpet. The fire blackened the surface where it struck, and the creature squealed, retreating.


  "Ari let's go!" Tanner said.


  But she was already running past him.


  And so Ari and Tanner ran from the mayor's house with death in pursuit. One or two Direwalkers occasionally hindered their progress, but the pair cut them down easily enough. Across the grounds the two dashed, through the damaged gates, and out into the night.


  But they would not escape so easily.


  The army of Direwalkers pursued the entire way, and followed the pair onto the lamp-lit street beyond. The faster ones ran across the snowpack on all fours, while the more agile ones leaped between the rooftops of the houses beside them, sending snow sliding down onto the street.


  Though she inhabited the body of a gol, she was getting tired. Beside her, Tanner wasn't faring much better. Both of them were winded. They couldn't keep this up for much longer. The Revision Box was getting heavier and heavier on her shoulder. The sword felt like lead.


  She had an idea. It was a small hope, but it was chance, no matter how tiny.


  "Hold them off," she said.


  "What?" Tanner's voice exuded incredulity above the exhaustion.


  "Do it." She halted on the snowpack, and dropped the chest.


  "Hope you know what you're doing," Tanner said, lifting the blade.


  



   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  Ari spun around, and was forced to slay two Direwalkers at the head of the pack. As Tanner defended against the others, she raised the sword over the box and let the vitra accumulate, but she didn't release it. The blade glowed molten, and shook with the power of pent-up flames. The smoke plumes rose to engulf her hands. Her fingers burned, but there was nothing for it. She needed to put on the biggest show she could manage.


  The biggest of her life.


  "Halt, scum!" she shouted, her breath misting. The Direwalkers at the forefront had begun to overwhelm Tanner, and he retreated toward her. "Halt or I'll destroy the Box! Halt I said!"


  The Direwalkers began to obey, one by one, and the onslaught slowed as the gols in the forefront held back those behind. Direwalkers occasionally broke through, but Tanner hacked them down.


  The Direwalkers formed a tentative half-circle, which quickly became a full circle as more and more Direwalkers arrived. Tanner patrolled that tight circle, brandishing his flaming weapon, forcing back those who came too near.


  The Direwalkers in the forefront snarled, and snapped at the air with their teeth. They reminded her of chained curs.


  Ari raised the blade higher, and accumulated even more vitra in the blade. The sword rumbled, and the smoke poured forth even more profusely. She could feel the heat over her whole body, and the snowpack below her began to melt. The air smelled of cooked meat, and the pain she felt in her hands bordered on indescribable. But she was a gol, and she'd discovered that she could ignore that pain.


  "Go ahead," she said through gritted teeth. "Attack. By the time you touch me, your mayor's precious Revision Box will be ashes. I guarantee you."


  There was a commotion among the enemy, and the ranks rippled as a huge Direwalker shoved its way to the front. This one towered three heads above Ari, and it had four arms, two in the usual place, and two more midway the ribs. Each hand held a scimitar.


  The huge Direwalker bared its teeth in a rictus of hate, and those finger-long fangs pricked the air.


  It stepped toward Ari.


  Tanner lifted his fire blade to Fourarms' throat.


  "Tanner wait," Ari said.


  Fourarms glanced at Tanner as if he were a fly. A maggot. The heat from Tanner's blade didn't even touch its throat. She saw no scoring. No blistering.


  Fourarms glared at Ari for a long moment, then turned its head and spat some guttural words at the others. The Direwalkers seemed reluctant to obey at first, but Fourarms spat the strange words again, and the others slowly dispersed.


  Fourarms glowered at her a while longer. "We will meet again."


  The giant Direwalker batted Tanner's sword aside and sprinted after the others. It sheathed its four blades in mechanical sequence, and then hunched to run on all six appendages, seeming very much like an insect in the dark.


  Ari watched the horde vanish into the night, and she wondered what the citizens barricaded within their houses and observing from their windows thought of the whole bizarre proceeding.


  Well, there'd certainly be news for the criers tomorrow.


  "Twenty-seven," Tanner said, gazing at the dead. "To your twenty."


  "You win." She released vitra and the sword went out. She sat down—collapsed, really—onto the chest, and unwrapped her blackened fingers from the hilt. To her disgust, some of her skin remained glued to the haft, and it stretched away from her palms like gauze. Her hands were ruined.


  "Take it easy there. Easy!" Tanner helped free her hands from the hilt, and then he bound her palms in fabric ripped from the cloaks of the dead Direwalkers. She kept a wary eye out while he worked.


  "Tanner," she said.


  "Mmm?"


  This was hard, but it needed to be said. "Sorry for all the times I've been a bitch to you."


  He laughed, just a little. "You've never been a bitch to me Ari."


  "No, I have." She looked at him and smiled sadly. "And I shouldn't have. I'll try to be less of a bitch in the future, okay?"


  He shook his head. "Okay Ari. Okay. You're too hard on yourself."


  She shrugged. "Maybe. But I can be too hard on others, too. The hammer of the forge inside me won't back down sometimes, and it hurts the people I care about the most."


  "Oh don't you worry, I have a shield, Ari," Tanner said. "Made of crazy-strong bronze. It's a little battered, sure, but it's never let me down yet." He tied off the last of the makeshift bandages, and stood. "That should do it."


  She clambered to her feet, and blinked the sudden stars away. She didn't protest when Tanner bent to retrieve the Box from the melted snowpack. He could carry it. She was too exhausted.


  She'd escaped from the heart of darkness, from the domain of the only man she feared in this world. She hadn't been afraid of him earlier today. But she was afraid of him now. More than anything. But fear was good. The fire sword had made her cocky. Lesson learned. She'd think twice before throwing away well-laid plans again. A good man had died today because of her.


  At least they'd managed to plant a tracker.


  She and Tanner kept their weapons out as they retreated wearily across the snowpack. Her sword was painful and awkward to grip, but there was nothing for it. Some of the Direwalkers had remained behind, and followed in the shadows. Both of them knew it. She'd have to take a roundabout route to the hideaway, and perhaps arrange an ambush along the way.


  "I believe it's time we set up a meeting with The Dwarf," Tanner said.


  She raised her eyebrows. "The Dwarf?"


  "Yes." Tanner glanced at her. "The children restored his connection a few months back."


  "And what's that supposed to mean?"


  Tanner rested a gentle hand on her shoulder. "The Dwarf's the only one who can talk to your father."


  



   


  EPILOGUE


  Looking down from the balcony, Jeremy surveyed the clean-up of his reception hall. Some of the black-liveried servants mopped the blood and soot marks from the marble, others piled the mutilated bodies into barrows, while still others hauled the bodies away for burning in the kitchens. Some servants took down the ruined paintings. Some repaired the cracks in the walls.


  Ari. She'd pay for all this, he promised. Killing his Direwalkers. Interrupting his dinner party. Messing up his reception hall. Stealing his Revision Box. Oh, she'd pay.


  "You three!" he called down to the seamstresses he'd hired to cover the burn marks in his precious Living Carpet. "Careful now... that rug is worth more than your miserable hides combined! Make a mistake and you'll never sew again, I swear it!" There was no real damage the seamstresses could do to the thing, of course, other than make it look even uglier. The women were merely a convenient outlet for his rage. Still, fear would make them work with more care and diligence. Fear. His favorite spur.


  With a sigh, he left the balcony and returned to his room. He hardly noticed the luxury around him anymore. The tapestries of the underwater cities he'd dreamed about. The sculptures of sea creatures. The miniature coral reefs. All commissioned for outrageous fees. Art that fed his obsession. Art based on water. Water. The one thing this world lacked in profusion. Blast this icy place!


  Ah well, he wasn't here to brood on ice, art, or women. He glanced at the clock on his fireplace. Three o'clock. Right on time.


  He went to the mirror on the far side of the bed chamber, knelt on one knee, and inclined his head. The thread-of-gold tentacle on his sleeve caught the light.


  "Master," he said.


  When he looked up, the dark shape that called itself One lurked within the mirror, near the bed. It might pass as human in that black robe, with its face hidden in the shadow of the hood. But it was not human.


  As usual, Jeremy felt the undeniable fervor that accompanied the Great One's appearance, a fervor that nearly overcame him. He could have wept, shouted for joy, and laughed maniacally, all at the same time.


  He resisted the urge to turn around. The Great One resided in the mirror, his mirror, and nowhere else.


  Nowhere else.


  The thought filled him with ecstasy. Exclusivity. Such a drug.


  Those unseen lips spoke to him in a baritone that was too low to belong to any man. "Status update." The voice came from behind Jeremy, and again he had to resist the urge to look. He'd embarrassed himself far too many times doing that.


  "I've created ten thousand of the new gols, as you commanded, Great One, and garrisoned them throughout the city, near the portal hops. They are ready to march at your order. The unit leaders have been assigned, the instructions uploaded."


  "Excellent," the Great One said. "I am pleased."


  Jeremy felt his heart leap. "May I have my reward, then?"


  "Not yet."


  Jeremy lowered his eyes. It wasn't fair. But he couldn't say that. Not to the Great One.


  The voice assumed a strange inflection. "Have there been... difficulties?" It sounded almost accusing.


  "No, master," Jeremy said, maybe a little too quickly, and he twisted his lips at the sudden distaste in his mouth. "No difficulties at all."


  "Good," the Great One said. "Because if there were difficulties, and you didn't tell me..."


  Jeremy put on his best smile, and he looked right into the darkness of that face. "All is going according to plan, Great One."


  He gazed into that black hood for as long as he dared, and then lowered his eyes. When he glanced up again, the Great One was gone.


  Jeremy giggled, and spoke to the empty air. "All according to my plan, that is!"


  _o0o_


  Thank you for reading The Forever Gate Part Two!


  Parts three to five are available for download today, so if you enjoyed the story, feel free to pick up the other installments—you can also grab the reasonably priced COMPENDIUM EDITION, which includes parts one through five. See the author links at the end of this section for further information.


  



  


  BONUS CONTENT


  JUST ANOTHER DAY


  AN ATLAS SHORT STORY


  _o0o_


  Name's Facehopper. Well, that's my callsign really, but it might as well be my name. I've embraced it.


  Killed with it.


  I'm the Leading Petty Officer, or LPO, of Alfa Platoon, MOTH Team Seven. One of the most elite special forces units in the galaxy. MOTH stands for MObile Tactical Human. We're tacticians, corpsmen, snipers, astronauts and commandos rolled into one. Our specialty is what is known in military circles as DA, or direct action: we perform short-duration operations of surgical precision conducted in hostile, denied, or diplomatically sensitive environments. You want someone seized, recovered, or terminated quietly, and without stirring up a political shitstorm, you call us up.


  Let me tell you about this one time when...


  



   


  INTRODUCTION


  "Just Another Day" is a military science-fiction short story set in the ATLAS universe, and focuses on the backstory of one of the secondary characters. If you're unaware, ATLAS is a military science fiction novel cum space opera I published in late December of 2013. The book went on to sell more copies than I ever dreamed of, and was subsequently picked up by Amazon's 47North imprint.


  This story was published at the beginning of November, 2013, two months before the publication of ATLAS.


  I hope you enjoy it!


  - Isaac Hooke


  


  



  


  JUST ANOTHER DAY


  ISAAC HOOKE


  I was crouched in the cargo bay of a bulk carrier, in Tau Ceti system, deep in SK (Sino-Korean) territory. Aka enemy space: If we were caught, we'd be executed as spies. I suppose that's why I was dressed for a night on the town in my all-purpose combat jumpsuit.


  For the past eight months the intelligence boys at the Special Collection Service had been tracking a high-payoff target, Mao Sing Ming, one of the most infamous privateers this side of the galaxy. Known as the Malefactor of the East, this guy captured passenger liners for salvage, killing off the entire crew complement for laughs. Anyway, a few weeks ago the military brass finally gave the go ahead to perform a surgical strike against him.


  Special Warfare Command chose me and three others from Alfa Platoon to perform the "surgery." A fire team of four guys. Half a squad. Me, in command. Big Dog, my heavy gunner. Trace and Ghost, my two snipers.


  The cargo hatch opened up into the void of space. The cargo bay had already been depressurized, so there was no explosive decompression or anything like that.


  We still had the artificial gravity of the carrier to contend with, so the four of us walked calmly to the edge of the hatch.


  The backdrop of stars stared back at me from the vacuum, spiraling, beckoning.


  "Just another day in paradise," Big Dog sent over the comm.


  "Thanks for the cliché, mate," I said.


  "Anytime."


  I could see our target, asteroid 99-Herculina, biggest asteroid in the Tau Ceti system, floating there in the vacuum. At its current distance, it was about the size of my thumbnail.


  "Good luck, Facehopper," Chief Bourbonjack sent on the comm line. As my chief, Bourbonjack operated the platoon, while I ran it.


  "Thanks, sir."


  "Wish I was coming with you," Chief Bourbonjack sent. I could hear the jealousy in his voice.


  "I know." He was a warrior, like the rest of the platoon. Everyone wanted to go. This was our job. This was what we trained to do. I almost pitied the Chief and the rest of the platoon.


  Almost.


  "Go go go!" Chief Bourbonjack sent.


  I leaped forward through the opening and activated my jumpjets, thrusting out into the void.


  I didn't have to look back to see if the rest of my fire team followed. I could see the green dots indicating their positions on the HUD (Heads-Up-Display) map overlaid in the top right of my vision. Like me, every member of the fire team wore standard MOTH jumpsuits. We didn't have any ATLAS mechs with us this time round: The mission profile specifically excluded them. Kind of too bad, actually. We were one of the few teams with the training and authorization to use them. Wrapped up inside an ATLAS mech, you were one sick killing machine.


  "Gear launched," Chief Bourbonjack sent.


  On the HUD map, I saw the dark red dot that indicated the gear payload slowly gaining on my group. With my jumpjets, I accelerated to match its speed, then navigated beside the payload, which was a metal box roughly the size of eight sniper rifles stacked together. I attached the payload buckle to my belt and wrapped an arm around the metal so that any course corrections I made would be transferred to the payload.


  "Settle in, boys," I sent over the comm line. "We got a long wait ahead."


  Ten hours, to be precise. The jumpjets carried a limited amount of fuel, so we used the jets solely to adjust our individual trajectories. Moving slowly also insured we wouldn't be picked up by the asteroid's LIDAR. Sure, Intel said the base lay on the far side of the rock, but that didn't mean the privateers hadn't setup LIDAR projectors all over the rock.


  It took a lot of mental fortitude to be able to sit still for ten hours, babysitting the autopilot on your suit. Not everyone can do it. MOTH training weeds out those who don't have what it takes. It's one of the most brutal training regimens in the galaxy. Anyone who's ever experienced MOTH training will tell you that it changed their life. All I can say is I trusted the brothers in my platoon more than anyone else in the world. They were closer than even real brothers to me. I knew that every person on my fire team was fully alert and ready to respond to a threat at a moment's notice, ready to cover my back without question and to the best of his abilities. We relied on each other in the teams. Trusted each other absolutely. If one of my teammates told me he'd hold on to me when I was hanging from a cliff three thousand kilometers above the Earth, then I knew, without question, that there was no chance I'd fall.


  If one of my teammates told me he'd watch my six while I explored a privateer base twelve lightyears from Earth, then I knew, without question, that there was no chance I'd be attacked from behind.


  The asteroid grew bigger very very slowly. One hour became two, two four, four eight.


  "Eightball has reached the surface," Big Dog sent. Eightball was the callsign we'd given the HS3 drone that had launched ahead of us. HS3 stood for Hover Squad Support System. HS3s were small, basketball-sized drones with 360 degrees of maneuverability. They had limited fuel, like our own jumpjets, but because of their small mass and the inverse magnetic field they generated, HS3s were able to levitate without any fuel expenditure—their jets were used mostly for directional changes. Nice, huh? Don't ask me to explain it any further than that though, as my understanding of the tech is a tad limited to say the least.


  Big Dog was the drone operator for this mission, so he'd be receiving Eightball's telemetry. Did I say drone operator? Drone babysitter was a better term: Big Dog gave his instructions and the drone went on its merry way, doing much of the reconnaissance and scouting for us. Most of which we'd end up double-checking on our own anyway, but hey.


  "Affirmative," I sent.


  Another two hours to go.


  Eventually the gray, crater-pocked surface filled my entire vision field.


  "Passing through high-altitude missile engagement zone," Big Dog sent.


  We all held our collective breaths. Now was the moment of truth. Had we come in too fast? Tripped one of the LIDAR detectors?


  But the silence of the void continued. The crater-pocked gray surface continued to grow near, surprisingly fast now.


  There was no attack.


  We made it.


  I applied reverse jets and used up half my fuel to slow the payload. We entered the dark side of the asteroid, and I activated my helmet lamp, setting it to the dimmest setting possible. Then I unbuckled myself from the metal box and let the payload slam into the surface below me. It sent up a small cloud of dust. I cringed, hoping the tremors wouldn't be detected by the privateer base.


  I landed gently, feet-first, beside the gear payload. I opened up the box and strapped on the weight attachments: four osmium clamps measuring a handspan in width and height and weighing five hundred pounds each (in Earth gravity). Of course, on this 0.025g asteroid those clamps weighed only twenty-one pounds each. By placing the weights on the designated area around my waist, I ensured that my center of mass was pretty close to what I was used to. Without those osmium clamps I'd basically reach escape velocity with every step I took. Not a good way to travel.


  The others strapped on their own osmium attachments and gathered up the remaining gear. I grabbed an M4 rifle and clipped a loadout of grenades to my belt. The rifles came with an adjustable recoil buffer to dampen the effect of the kickback. I had mine currently dialed down to zero for obvious reasons, but depending on the tactical situation, a slight recoil could actually be good, especially when you were low on jumpjet fuel.


  "Distance to the observation point?" I sent on the fire team channel.


  "Approximately ten klicks, sir," Big Dog replied.


  "Bounding overwatch formation." I split the fire team in half. Big Dog and I would proceed forward a hundred meters, then halt, taking cover. Then Ghost and Trace would "bound" past, stopping a hundred meters ahead of us and dropping. This would be repeated until we reached the observation point. Maybe I was being overly vigilant by assuming this formation, but I always did like to err on the side of caution.


  So yeah.


  Bounding overwatch.


  Spacewalking was always kind of fun. It reminded me of jumping on rocks to cross a creek as a kid. You used this hop-step kind of walk, bouncing forward from one foot to the other, tilting your torso so that your center of mass stayed ahead of you, otherwise you ended up just hopping up and down. And just like crossing slippery rocks on a creek, it was all too easy to lose your footing and fall.


  Ahead, the observation point was painted on my HUD, this flashing blue dot on the horizon that never seemed to get any bigger.


  After about two hours advancing in the bounding overwatch formation, Big Dog sent an alert. "Eightball has reached the observation point five klicks from the base. Everything checks out so far. Looks like Intel actually lived up to its name this time."


  "Good," I sent. "Maintain formation."


  After a few minutes we passed into the light side of the asteroid, and deactivated our helmet lamps. I didn't feel any hotter—the suits were good at maintaining a constant temperature.


  When we arrived at the observation point, we took cover in the craggy surface of the asteroid. I focused on the distant base on the horizon and activated the optical zoom in my facemask. Shiny, dome-like structures filled my vision. Each structure was connected by aluminum-can shaped passageways. According to the target information report, the skeletal frames of each module were made of titanium, while the outer shells were comprised of ten centimeter thick layers of Kevlar and other ceramic fabrics meant to absorb impacts from tiny meteors. These shells were coated with thermal blankets that deflected excessive solar radiation, which was why they appeared so shiny.


  So, this was one of Mao Sing Ming's few known ports of calls. The SK government sanctioned these privateers. This base was in protected space. He'd never expect an attack here, in home territory. His guard would be down.


  That was the theory anyway. Why then did the drone detect cameras setup all over the base, along with laser tripwires? That's something military intelligence had neglected to pass our way. We couldn't get much closer, not without setting off an alarm. Nor could the HS3 drone, which hovered nearby.


  "Do we have confirmation on the HPT?" I sent. HPT stood for high-payoff target.


  "HPT is en route, but hasn't arrived yet," Trace sent. In addition to sniper, he was also our communicator this time round, and carried all our communications equipment in a rucksack strapped on above his jetpack.


  "All right. Comm silence. Gonna be a while."


  Communications sent to HQ were designed to look like background radiation. But if you sent too many messages back at once from the same place, it became obvious that something more was going on.


  I settled in, because now the real waiting began. We couldn't do anything until the target arrived.


  We took turns at watch, two of us observing the base while the other two slept. The jumpsuits took care of our external bodily functions, flushing waste products into space. Retractable feed straws let us drink liquid meal replacements when we got hungry. Not the tastiest food, but it did what it was supposed to do.


  The third morning found me re-watching Star Wars XXVII on my HUD. I was just at the point where Jabba's son begins the lightsaber dual with Yoda's son when Big Dog interrupted me.


  "Incoming shuttle," Big Dog said into the comm line.


  I shutdown the vid and zoomed in on the shuttle that was highlighted in dark red on my HUD. Definitely of SK make, judging from the hard angles. It was basically an iridium pod with two parabolic fins on either side and a stabilizer fin on top, with three thrust nozzles at the rear. Its nose was tilted up, and the landing gears had been lowered. I couldn't make out the cockpit windows from this angle.


  "Still no sign of the mothership," Big Dog said.


  "Oh it's there, don't you worry, mate," I said. A shuttle like that wasn't designed for interplanetary travel.


  "Give me the word, sir." Big Dog had a Carl Gustav rocket launcher resting on his shoulder and aimed up at the object.


  Trace and Ghost were awake now too, following the shuttle with their sniper rifles.


  I zoomed in further. "There's no sign whatsoever that this shuttle houses the HPT. No external markings or labels of any kind. The serial number has been scraped off. And I can't see the cockpit windows."


  Big Dog hadn't lowered the Carl Gustav. "Sir?"


  "Bloody hell." I sighed. "Lower the rocket, Big Dog. We're going to have to do this the hard way." I wasn't going to risk destroying a shuttle when I couldn't make a positive id on the target.


  I watched the shuttle dock inside the largest module of the base, a sprawling dome which was apparently the hangar bay. The hatch doors sealed shut, hiding the shuttle from view.


  "Time for plan B." I gave my rifle to Big Dog and stripped off my utility belt, grenades and all.


  Ghost handed me the holo projection attachment, and I applied it to my facemask. Ghost made some adjustments.


  I watched his face as he worked, and studied those eerie red eyes of his, eyes that stood out all the more because of the paleness of his face. Ghost quite literally towered over me, and when you took him out of that jumpsuit he made quite the sight: a tall, lean albino with white hair and demonic eyes who could have been some alien warrior straight out of a science fiction novel. He was human, though. Like the rest of us. Humanity hadn't discovered any alien races yet. Not for want of trying.


  "You make one mean-ass Italian," Ghost said. "Straight out of the slums. Or maybe the vineyard."


  I couldn't see the holo projection at all from this side of the facemask, but I trusted him implicitly of course. If Ghost said I now looked like a mean-ass Italian, then I did.


  "Is that a good idea?" I said. "The meanness? I'm supposed to be a merchant, after all."


  "Hmm, good point." Ghost made some further adjustments. "There. Now you look like a doe-eyed wine merchant who has lost his way and just wants to go home to la mamma. All innocent looking. A lion in sheep's clothing."


  I shrugged. "Works for me."


  I needed the holo projection, at least to get in, because it was believed the SK spies maintained a database of all special forces operators by headshot. A few pencil-pushing moles back at HQ had been caught and executed over the years, but for every mole the brass tracked down a new one popped up: greed was too great a motivator.


  One thing I should mention. Every man, woman and child had a chip embedded in the wrist, called an embedded Id, that linked to everything from that person's public InterGalNet profile to his or her bank account. The Id chips of my fire team members had been backed up and wiped, so that our true identities couldn't be read.


  But now Ghost uploaded the profile of a Franco-Italian merchant into my embedded Id, and when that was done he modified the digital signature of the Id to conform with Franco-Italian tech standards.


  "You're now Mario Costa," Ghost sent. "Born during the Great Unification, purveyor of Lambrusco wine. Don't let your grape brothers down."


  Ready to go, I turned toward the privateer base. "You can bet I won't."


  "I still think this is a bad idea," Big Dog said.


  "You think every idea that doesn't involve blowing something up right away is bad."


  Big Dog scowled. "Yeah, but this is especially bad. Because it involves us staying behind while you go in alone."


  "You're just mad because I get to have all the fun."


  "Yeah," Big Dog smiled. "There is that. But I'm also seriously concerned about your refined English ass. Sir."


  "Okay. Worry noted, mate."


  Big Dog stared at the distant base. "What if the HPT isn't even there?"


  "Let me worry about that. You remember how I got my callsign, don't you?"


  Big Dog nodded. "How could I forget?"


  He'd been there from the start, when I was still a "caterpillar without a callsign" on my first mission. It was an Earth-based raid, in the mountainous war zone between Mongolia and Russia. My platoon was working with the Marines, performing counterinsurgency operations. We usually went ahead of their advance, scouting for pockets of resistance and securing buildings along the way.


  I'd gone into this one particular building first. Big Dog and the other members of my fire team followed me in. Gunfire erupted from upstairs. I dove to the deck and fired off five shots at the second story from my M4 rifle. With each shot, I literally hopped my aim from face to face. I scored five headshots in five seconds, ending the engagement.


  The biggest debate after that gun fight was whether to call me Five-in-five, or Facehopper. The latter ended up winning the majority vote.


  "Now if you don't mind," I said. "I have a date with a certain strapping privateer. Who may not even be on the base."


  I started forward alone, with my palms raised to emphasize that I didn't have any weapons.


  It wasn't long before I set off the proximity alarms. I immediately froze.


  A spherical drone similar to our own HS3s floated out toward me. Its twin machine gun turrets were aimed right at my facemask.


  "Identify yourself!" the drone transmitted over the standard SK comm frequency. Spoken in Korean-Chinese of course. A man's voice. Deep. Authoritative.


  The drone had already scanned my identity profile, I had no doubt. But I guess even drones had procedures to follow. As did the drone operator back at the privateer base who was observing the interaction at this moment.


  "If it pleases you, I am Mario Costa," I told the drone in polite Korean-Chinese. All MOTHs learned the language in training. I had a bit of an English accent but I knew my Implant would correct the tonality, giving it more of an Italian articulation before transmitting it to the drone. (The Implant was basically a computer chip all military personnel had in their brains. It augmented reality, allowing us access to internal databases or external InterGalNets such as Milnet at any time. Most important of all, it let us communicate messages directly to our teammates' brains.)


  "Identify profile match," the drone said. "What is a wine merchant doing on 99-Herculina? Where is your ship?" The voice had changed, and I figured I was talking to the drone operator himself now.


  "If it pleases you, I am marooned," I said. The "if it pleases you" part was always used when addressing someone you considered your superior. The operator wouldn't question that I could speak Korean-Chinese. All Franco-Italian traders were expected to know the language, to some extent.


  "Marooned? Specify."


  "If it pleases you, my ship, the Buon Vino, had a deflector malfunction, and while passing near the Tau Ceti debris disk we hit a high velocity particle. The size of a grain of sand. Tore my ship apart. I was forced to abandon ship."


  "Where is the rest of your crew?"


  I lowered my eyes, and tried to make my voice sound contrite. "If it pleases you, I don't know. I'm not sure if the rest of my crew made it."


  "Where is your lifeboat?"


  "Abandoned in space, some distance from this asteroid. I ran out of fuel."


  "Your jumpsuit is of strange design..." the drone said.


  "If it pleases you, I bought this suit from an armor merchant in the Gliese 581 system. He said it was of military origin. With all the privateer attacks lately, I thought it prudent to get myself the best gear."


  The HS3 asked no further questions. I merely stared at those gun turrets, hoping the holo-projector was still active on my facemask, hoping that they didn't see my true face. Of course, once I actually got inside the base, eventually I'd have to take the helmet off. I'd delay that as long as possible but in the end they would know I wasn't who I appeared to be.


  I knew that the three remaining members of my fire team had the drone in their sites. I knew that they were ready to take the drone down at the slightest hint of aggression. Problem was, I'd probably be dead at the slightest hint of aggression. I had no doubt that the drone's turrets contained armor piercing rounds. At this distance, a single shot would tear me in half, jumpsuit or no jumpsuit.


  I held my breathe.


  "Follow," the drone finally transmitted.


  So there I was, on some asteroid twelve lightyears from Earth, letting a robotic drone escort me toward the heart of a privateer's den, where I would soon come face to face with the band's leader—if my Intel was correct.


  My heart was beating. I was scared, but I was excited too.


  This was exactly what I signed up for.


  An SK privateer in a gray jumpsuit holding a wicked space rifle met me just outside the airlock to escort me the rest of the way inside. The moment I stepped through the hatch, the five hundred pound osmium attachments on my belt clicked off and slammed to the deck, crunching into the floor padding. The base had artificial gravity then—the buckles that joined the osmium attachments were designed to click open under their own weight. That was a good thing, because if the clamps didn't open and you entered a real or simulated gravity environment, you'd find yourself sitting on the deck pretty quick, probably with a broken back. Assuming the weights didn't tear open your suit first.


  When the airlock hatch closed behind me, the room started to pressurize. I could see the universal pressure indicator above the hatch slowly changing color from red to orange. However, before the bar reached green, my escort decided he didn't like my suit--he went behind me and started opening it up.


  "No, wait!" I said in Korean-Chinese. "You have to wait until the pressure equalizes!"


  I tried to swat his hands away, but Gray Jumpsuit aimed his rifle at my forehead. There was nothing I could do. I let him open it up.


  My ears popped, but otherwise I didn't really feel any different. Maybe the indicator was wrong. Maybe the pressure had already equalized.


  I doubted it.


  My helmet fogged right up, and I was freezing.


  Anyway, by the time the bar finally turned green, I was naked except for my skivvies, shivering on my knees before Gray Jumpsuit. On the ground beside me my helmet still projected the holographic image of a doe-eyed Italian, so it looked like poor Mario Costa lay beside me, beheaded.


  So much for my disguise.


  The far door slid open and two more armed SKs rushed in.


  They didn't seem anything like how I'd imagined privateers must look. They both wore black khakis. No helmets, no jumpsuits. One had nerdy-looking glasses—probably aReals, or "augmented reality" devices, which would give him his own private HUD, similar to an Implant. The other was a white-skinned bloke who looked like a member of the UC (United Countries): square nose, big chin, heavy brow line. A little crossed eyed though. Well, privateers would accept any sort of scum they could get their hands on. All that mattered was that they could pull a trigger and shoot. Neither of these guys appeared particularly strong or menacing in and of themselves, but when I factored in the rifles they shoved into my face I definitely felt a rise in blood pressure.


  The privateers escorted me through the cylindrical passageways (which were actually kind of roomy, in stark contrast to how the passageways had appeared from the outside). At least it was warm in here. We lost Gray Jumpsuit along the way, but the other two led me from dome compartment to dome compartment, past bulkheads covered in white padding. We went through hydroponics, then recycling, then some sort of mess hall. While in that hall, I glanced down a side passage and saw a door labeled with the Korean-Chinese symbol for "Control." I made a mental note of it.


  The two SK privateers led me down two more passageways then rudely shoved me inside what seemed little more than a janitorial closet and locked the door. Other than those two men and Mister Gray Jumpsuit, I hadn't seen anyone else in the entire base. I guess with all the automation available these days, you didn't really need a lot of people to operate an installation.


  I looked for some weapon I could hide in my skivvies, like a knife or something, but the closest thing to a weapon I could find was a mop.


  About an hour later I found myself escorted from the makeshift brig. I was feeling some of the classic signs of decompression sickness. My joints throbbed, and my shoulders in particular were killing me. I had a fairly strong headache. Hopefully that would be the worst of it.


  Nerdy and Cross-eyed led me to a large compartment laid out sort of like a throne room. There were some stolen works of art laying against the wall, some crates of what looked like confiscated wine, some star charts, some expensive-looking glass figurines, a couple of old-fashioned weapons. Privateer stuff, I guess.


  At the far end of the compartment was a massive silver box.


  Sitting on that box was the high-payoff target.


  Unfortunately, I had made a very big mistake.


  Intel had failed to inform me that Mao Sing Ming went about his daily business inside the cockpit of an ATLAS mech.


  As they say, military intelligence is a big fat oxymoron.


  With the emphasis on moron.


  The mech was an SK model. Three times the height of an ordinary man. Humanoidal in shape. The head was a pinched version of a man's. A blue visor with two red glows made up the eye area. The cockpit was at the center of the bulky chest, and below that a red circle where the atomic core resided. Beneath each massive hand were three weapons that the pilot could swivel into place: a gatling gun, a rocket launcher, and some sort of spout, probably a flame thrower.


  The ATLAS mechs were called "one-man-armies" in some circles.


  For good reason.


  I could see a man who matched the photos of Mao Sing Ming sitting in the cockpit, his silver-coated teeth glimmering in the cockpit light.


  The target is here. I sent to my fire team, via the Implant. Repeat, the target is here. In an ATLAS mech.


  This was going to be a wee bit harder than I thought.


  Nerdy and Cross-eyed forced me to my knees. There were four other armed men in the room, situated near the silver box that served as the "throne." I hardly paid them any attention. My eyes were locked on the most dangerous man in the room, the one in the mech.


  "Salutations, Leading Petty Officer Marshall," Mao Sing Ming said in very good English. "Or should I say, Facehopper."


  I stiffened. It was intentional.


  "Surprised?" Mao Sing Ming said. "You do know I have the full backing of the SK government—I have met with the Paramount Leader Guoping Qiu himself. It was a simple matter for me to send a message to my contact in parliament. They had your photo in the database of UC military personnel. A MOTH. Member of Team Seven. Said to be the most highly trained and highly skilled special forces unit in the galaxy. You yourself are supposedly highly decorated. Recipient of the Navy Cross, among other pieces of worthless metal. The great Leading Petty Officer Facehopper." He sniffed. "I am truly not impressed. You are weak, Petty Officer. Indeed, petty is a most appropriate word for you."


  Mao Sing Ming got up. The servomotors in his massive legs whirred as he steered the ATLAS toward me. Through the cockpit glass I could see his upper body; it was wrapped in the elastic actuators that translated his every movement to the mech.


  "You came here hoping to capture a high-value target, no?" Mao Sing Ming said. "But I have turned the tables on you. Instead it I who have captured the high-value target! What do you think of that? What will your military pay to get you back, hmm?"


  I didn't answer.


  "Maybe I'll just sell the contents of your brain to the highest bidder. You like that? Bad for you, good for me. You'll leave here little more than a vegetable. So much for the great and invincible MOTH, no?"


  I kept my peace. Mao Sing Ming had stopped about a pace away, and he towered above me. I was still on my knees, but I refused to crane my neck up to look at him.


  "Where is the rest of your platoon?" Mao Sing Ming said. "Are they in orbit, hiding on the other side of this asteroid? Have you sabotaged our LIDARs on the dark side?"


  I remained silent.


  "Hmmm. I remember when I was a boy on Earth, running in the woods. I liked to run in the woods. I'd go there after the bigger boys would beat me up after class. Sometimes, while running, I would see a white witch in the trees. One of the biggest moths in the world, with a wingspan the size of both your hands put together. Beautiful insects. Looked a little bit like owls. But the problem with the white witch was, you know, for all their beauty, and their size, they were slow. Too slow. It was one of the easiest and most pleasurable things in the world to catch one of those moths, and rip its wings off one by one. I'd put the wingless moth on the ground, this creature of such beauty reduced to an ugly, oversized white worm. I'd watch it struggle along, crawling without its wings, trying to get away from me. I'd toy with it, sometimes putting the flame of a lighter nearby, sometimes taking a piss on it, sometimes pulling off all its legs, too. But in the end, after that moth gave me what I wanted, I ground it into the dirt with the heel of my foot."


  Mao Sing Ming tilted forward so that the cockpit of the ATLAS was only a handspan from me. I could see his face clearly through the glass. His yellow eyes only amplified his wolfish features.


  "I will grind you into the dirt, Petty Officer. That's a promise." He glanced at one of the privateers behind him. "Grab Mr. Hacksaw."


  The privateer bowed, and left.


  Mao Sing Ming grinned ferally, his silver-plated teeth glinting once again in the light. "Mr. Hacksaw is our resident interrogator. Can you guess what tool is his specialty?"


  I sent a message to Big Dog via my Implant. Now, Big Dog.


  "Proximity cameras detecting multiple bogeys, Captain!" an SK privateer near the silver box said in Korean-Chinese.


  Mao Sing Ming stood the ATLAS to its full height, and spun his torso toward the man. "What? How did they get through the automated defense system?"


  "I don't know, Captain. The defenses are firing, but the bogeys seem unaffected!"


  Amazing the trouble a dozen fist-sized drones could cause. They could dodge into and out of weapons range with ease, dropping out of sight to the surface for ten seconds then oscillating right back up again.


  Well done, Big Dog!


  "So the rest of his platoon presents itself," Mao Sing Ming said. "Gather up the men and meet me at airlock five. I'll handle this in person." He turned toward me. "I'll deal with you later, MOTH scum." He shoved one of the mech's arm-sized fingers into my chest.


  I was still on my knees, and the sheer force of that blow just slid me straight back, giving me friction-burns all along my knees, front calves and upper feet, with a throbbing pain in my chest where that metallic finger had jabbed me. I slumped down on my butt, and collapsed.


  Nerdy and Cross-eyed hoisted me to my feet and led me away from the "throne room," heading back toward the janitorial "brig."


  Eyes open, I sent to my fire team. Target is on the way out. In the ATLAS mech.


  That ATLAS was going to cause serious trouble for my teammates. I wasn't about to sit back while the lives of my fire team were at risk.


  No.


  While I still had breath in me, I would help my team.


  I waited until the two privateers had me right beside the janitorial room.


  Then I made my move.


  I turned to the right and slammed the flat of my left palm into Cross-eyed's larynx. He hit the wall, but I kept turning so that I could give Nerdy a nasty ridge-hand strike to the brain stem. He collapsed like a rag doll. A brain stem strike could be fatal, but I'd controlled the blow. Though he was unconscious, Nerdy was still breathing.


  Cross-eyed seemed to be having trouble though. He was grabbing at his throat, wheezing beside me.


  I knelt beside him. "Breathe mate. Breathe. It will pass. Breathe." These were privateers, sure, and they'd killed people, but I followed a personal code, and one of the rules was: do not kill unless absolutely necessary.


  I wouldn't stoop to their level.


  Cross-eyed shook his head. His face was all red. That meant some air was coming through. If he couldn't breathe, his face would be turning blue.


  "That's the way, mate. Breathe. Breathe."


  I couldn't wait here much longer. When I was sure he was all right, I grabbed the rifle from where he'd dropped it and brained him with the butt. He'd live.


  I scooped up Nerdy's rifle too for good measure. Wouldn't do for him to shoot me in the back when he regained consciousness.


  During that little fight, the adrenalin had masked my joint pain, but now it came back with a vengeance. If I lifted the rifle higher than my elbows, my shoulders screamed. Well, nothing like a little pain to let me know I was alive. I'd gone through worse in training.


  Retracing the original path I had been taken on when I first entered the base, I hurried through the mess hall and reached the door labeled "Control."


  It was locked. Needed a keycode to access.


  "Help!" I yelled in Korean-Chinese. "The prisoner is loose! Let me in!"


  The door slid open. Typical privateer operation. Unorganized, cheap bastards. Didn't even have an internal camera system. There'd only ever be problems outside the base, right?


  Nicely done.


  I ran inside and with a few threats had the operator shut down the external defense systems, then I knocked him unconscious with the butt of my rifle. I didn't think Mao Sing Ming was outside the base yet, because he would have ordered the defense systems shutdown beforehand.


  Defense systems are offline, I sent to my fire team. Proceed to base. Repeat. Proceed to base.


  I returned to the airlock I'd used for entry. I paused to read the numeral inscribed on the airlock. Korean-Chinese characters were tricky, but with help from my Implant I translated it as "two."


  My opened jumpsuit was right where I'd left it.


  Like I said, typical unorganized, incompetent bastards. If Mao Sing Ming ran his ship as badly as he ran this base, he would have been caught a long time ago. Then again, you were only as good as the people under you. Maybe he kept his best men on the ship during these outings.


  I put the jumpsuit on and sealed the helmet, leaving behind the osmium weight attachments. I was supposed to wait an hour to accommodate to the lower pressure in the suit, "pre-breathing" as they called it in astronaut lingo. Well, I was already experiencing decompression sickness. Couldn't get any worse, right? There was really nothing I could do about it: I wasn't going to face Mao Sing Ming without a proper jumpsuit.


  Currently pursuing target, I sent to my fire team.


  I ran through the passageways and compartments, looking for airlock five. But it turned out I didn't have to do much searching, this was a small base after all, and the next passageway I turned onto offered me a view clear to the other side, right through three passageways and two compartments, where an ATLAS mech and four men in gray jumpsuits were preparing to enter an airlock.


  Target in sight, I sent to my squad. Repeat. Target in sight. Taking him down.


  I aimed through my scope and fired off a shot. The recoil buffer on Nerdy's rifle was turned off and I felt the full force of the kickback, but I barely noticed it. My attention was all on the hit:


  One of the fluid tubes that fed the servomotor of the ATLAS mech's right knee burst.


  That got his attention.


  Mao Sing Ming swiveled his ATLAS around and started running straight for me.


  "Oh... shit."


  I fired off two more shots, aiming for the cockpit, but I missed both times, and the bullets ricocheted off the armor. No. This wasn't going to work. I needed armor piercing rounds not this birdshot.


  I turned and ran.


  Currently being pursued by target, I sent to my squad.


  A MOTH jumpsuit was basically an exoskeleton that enhanced one's natural strength, which had the nice benefit of boosting one's top running speed, so I was able to make good time away from the ATLAS. I could hear it stomping through those tight passageways behind me though. I knew Mao Sing Ming would have to move slowly in some sections if he wanted to make sure he didn't accidentally rip his little base open. He probably hadn't fired at me yet for the same reason: Gatling guns and rockets could do a fine number on these thin bulkheads.


  I ended up in the shuttle hangar. There were two guards watching the shuttle, and I was forced to shoot them. I felt a pang of regret, but it was either them or me, and it definitely wasn't going to be me.


  The shuttle down-ramp was conveniently deployed, and by the looks of it, the robotic arms had just finished loading the vessel's cargo bay with fuel canisters for the mothership in orbit. I hurried up the ramp and made my way to the cockpit, a small two seater. I sat down and stared at the slew of controls arrayed before me.


  I'd only trained in UC shuttles, so of course all these controls were foreign to me.


  "Gatlings," I said. "Come on, where are the gatlings?"


  My skin was starting to itch around my face and neck. Yet another sign of decompression sickness. Felt like insects were crawling over my cheeks and into my ears.


  I ignored the sensation. Since I didn't have the serial number for the shuttle, I got my Implant to pull up the closest matching SK cockpit, then had it point out the fire and thrust controls to me.


  I glanced out the thermoplastic windows, which faced the hangar entrance. I could still hear that distant stomping, growing louder with each moment. Mao Sing Ming would appear at the entrance in his mech any second now.


  Wincing at the pain in my shoulders, I wrapped my fingers around the gatling triggers and aimed the turrets at the entrance.


  The ATLAS emerged.


  "Right on time," I said.


  I pressed the triggers.


  "Invalid fire authorization," a friendly woman's voice intoned in Korean-Chinese. "State password."


  "What!"


  I tried again.


  "Invalid fire authorization. State password."


  I could see Mao Sing Ming grinning in the ATLAS as he approached.


  I tried activating the shuttle's thrust.


  "Invalid thrust authorization. State password."


  I got my Implant to list the makes and models of half a dozen SK shuttles, then had it playback the default passwords the shuttles shipped with. I read those passwords aloud in turn, my hands still tight around the gatling triggers.


  "Linebacker."


  Denied.


  "Mini-ap."


  Denied.


  "Admin."


  Denied.


  Mao Sing Ming's ATLAS was halfway to the shuttle.


  "Diamond."


  "Change-me."


  "Change-me-two."


  The ATLAS was a quarter way to the shuttle.


  "Root."


  "Blender."


  "Default."


  "1234."


  The ATLAS was right at the shuttle.


  "Private."


  "Password."


  "Fire authorization granted," the cheery female voice said.


  Password.


  Like I said, unorganized, incompetent bastards.


  The gatlings positively ignited.


  Unfortunately, I hadn't updated the turrets' aim all this time, so Mao Sing Ming had time to leap aside. The gatling fire tore through the hangar and ripped open the bulkhead.


  An anti-breach seal slammed down over the entrance as the hangar compartment explosively decompressed. The shuttle and its contents weren't affected, despite the open ramp, nor was the ATLAS. But some barrels and other loose items in the hangar were sucked through the rip. I was safe in the pressurized environment of my jumpsuit of course, just as Mao Sing Ming was safe in his ATLAS cockpit.


  I sealed the ramp and activated the shuttle's vertical jets, lifting off. I swiveled the shuttle along the yaw axis, firing the gatlings the whole time. My guns trailed the ATLAS, which was basically circling me. Bloody mech could move fast when it had the room.


  Abruptly the shuttle slammed into the concave overhead of the hangar. I hadn't been paying attention and had risen too far. I lowered the shuttle, pitched its nose downward, and swiveled further on the yaw axis, trying to aim ahead of the ever-moving ATLAS. I realized what he was doing now. Those orbits he was making around the shuttle were tightening with each pass. Mao Sing Ming was moving in for the kill.


  I fired off a rocket. I missed, blowing a large hole in the hangar bulkhead.


  The ATLAS leaped right at me—


  I applied full forward thrust, passing through the gaping hole I'd just made. I heard the edges of the hole scrape against my ship. It sounded a little like the scraping of nails down a blackboard.


  The instant I emerged from the base's artificial gravity field, the shuttle shot forward. Too much thrust. I cut way back on the throttle and started to turn the shuttle around.


  A warning klaxon sounded. One of the engines was on fire.


  That's when I saw a blurry metallic line streaming past from behind me.


  Mao Sing Ming was firing his own gatling guns.


  I tried to steer away from that deadly line of steel, but I'd basically lost control. The craft was spinning away from the asteroid. I was about to eject when something smashed into the shuttle and the vessel plunged back toward the surface. I saw a large metal hand wrapped around one wing.


  Mao Sing Ming wasn't going to let me get away so easily.


  Probably wasn't a good idea to eject just yet. A man in a jumpsuit in open space, equipped only with a cheap privateer rifle, versus a fully armed ATLAS.


  Not good odds.


  He could have destroyed me back there. I was defenseless, spinning away in a disabled shuttled. But he wanted to toy with me. Wanted to rip my wings off one by one.


  I was going to stay inside the shuttle as long as possible.


  He continued to apply the ATLAS jumpjets, forcing the craft toward the surface. The shuttle crashed into the asteroid a few seconds later.


  I felt a terrible jar as the cockpit depressurized and crumpled around me.


  I was in darkness.


  The red emergency lights activated.


  At least the warning klaxon shut off.


  I undid my seatbelt and launched myself into the air just as the cockpit windows smashed in and a large metal hand reached inside. I floated toward the back of the downed shuttle thanks to the low G, and went past the toppled fuel canisters toward the exit ramp. I tried the manual release.


  Jammed.


  The ATLAS directed one of its gatling guns inside and pointed it right at me. And then I saw him there, Mao Sing Ming, sitting pretty in his cockpit before the smashed shuttle window, wild feral smile on his face, silver teeth glistening in the emergency lights. I was pretty sure that was the last image I would have in this life.


  What a way to go.


  Then a small circular hole appeared in the mech's cockpit glass. The inner atmosphere gushed out, misting ever so slightly.


  Mao Sing Ming slumped in the cockpit.


  I edged toward him.


  Abruptly the chest cavity of the ATLAS opened up and Mao Sing Ming ejected, launching himself toward me and into the shuttle. He was protected from the ravages of space by a gray jumpsuit. SK make. There was a small hole in it, near (I thought) his solar plexus, and globules of blood pulsed out. When someone's suit depressurized, normally the skin formed a seal, along with the coagulating blood. I didn't know what was happening inside his suit right now, but I did know that he was coming straight for me.


  I launched myself from the far wall and we collided in midair.


  He tried to unlatch my helmet. I fought off his arms and spun him around. In one smooth motion I snapped the cord that fed his rebreather and gave him a good kick.


  As fast as it began, it was over.


  Mao Sing Ming floated away from me, struggling to reconnect his rebreather, not realizing that the cord was fatally torn. Globules of blood continued to float from his chest wound. His movements slowed as the seconds passed, until finally he ceased all motion. His lifeless body floated to the far side of the shuttle and stayed there.


  "Nice of you to keep us updated, sir." Big Dog peered through the broken shuttle window, and squeezed past the ATLAS to crawl inside.


  "Sorry. Thanks for that." I nodded at the immobile mech.


  "Don't thank me. Trace fired the kill shot."


  I was going to say it wasn't the kill shot, but bit back my words. Let Trace take the credit for it. That's how I'd let it stand in the official records. Maybe he'd get a medal. I certainly didn't want one. Just doing my job.


  So ended Mao Sing Ming, privateer extraordinaire, kidnapper and murderer, Malefactor of the East. No passenger ship would have to fear his like in UC space again. We hadn't been able to get to the privateer vessel in orbit, but we'd already gone above and beyond the call of duty as far as I was concerned. We'd dealt this group of privateers a heavy blow. They'd be severely demoralized with the loss of their Captain, not to mention the ATLAS.


  We secured some C4 to the ATLAS and detonated it. Trace and Ghost retrieved Mao Sing Ming's body while Big Dog lent me two of his osmium weights. Then we space-hopped toward the dark side of the asteroid, heading for the pickup point.


  All the excitement had made me forget the decompression sickness symptoms. But I remembered now, don't you worry. The joint pain, the headache, the itching skin. And this was new: Incontinence. Yup. Both number two and number one. Good thing I was in a suit and that stuff just went right out into space. But still.


  I couldn't wait to get myself to a hyperbaric chamber.


  Ah well.


  Just another day in the life of a MOTH.


  I lived for this.


  _o0o_


  Thank you for reading!


  I hope you enjoyed this short story from the ATLAS universe. "ATLAS," the full-length military science-fiction novel, is available now. Snakeoil, Lui, Facehopper, Big Dog and Fret all make an appearance when Special Warfare Command sends Alfa Platoon on a covert operation 8,000 light-years beyond the furthest reaches of explored space, on a mission that could save humanity. Or destroy it.
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  “If tyranny and oppression come to this land it will be in the guise of fighting a foreign enemy.”


  ― James Madison


  



  


  Part One


  A Warrior in Hell


  



  


  Chapter 1


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  There are two suns here, and no night. The brightness is constant; it wears you down until you can feel the madness building inside you…a craving, a painful longing, willing in vain for it to be dark. Then the wave of frustration, of anger and bitterness when there is nothing but the light, the unending light. Even when you close your eyes you can still see the hazy orange glow, constant, unceasing.


  But it's not the light that's hardest to take; it’s the heat. Erastus is a hot world, hotter than the most sunbaked desert back home. When you first get here you can't breathe, and when you do force air into your lungs it feels like fire exploding in your chest. Your instincts conflict…first trying to stop you from taking another searing, agonizing breath, then succumbing to the irresistible need for air. You think you are going to die then and there, to yield to natural forces you were never supposed to survive. But you don't. A world like Erastus teaches you just how adaptable man really is.


  On Earth I loved the night, the quiet darkness, the cool stillness, a field of twinkling stars the only light in an inky sky. Now I can hardly remember what it felt like, sitting on the porch breathing the crisp air. I always loved autumn, the first chill of the year that sent me to the closet to fetch another blanket. Now all I know is a hellish perversion of eternal summer. Cold? A memory almost faded now. The concept remains, a lingering vestige, but the recollection of how it felt? Gone.


  *


  The FNGs were dying…they were dying like flies. The 213th Strike Force was pinned down on Blackrock Ridge, and they were catching hell. The Machines were attacking from three sides, trying to cut off the only line of retreat. The strategy was predictable - most of their operations were - but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t work. If they closed the circle, no one from the 213th would make it back to base.


  “Sergeant Taylor, get your section into that gap. Keep it open, whatever it takes. The ground’s too rugged here for evac.” Lieutenant Cadogan’s voice was raw. He was trying, without much success, to hide his fatigue. Both suns were in the sky, and the strike force had been fighting on the open ridge for over an hour. Half the troops were almost incoherent with heat exhaustion, and the rest weren’t far behind. The Machines felt the heat too, as much as they did anything, but they were less vulnerable to its effects. Which made fighting during midday a big advantage for them.


  “Yes, sir.” Jake Taylor’s voice was gravelly, somber. He hated to see the new guys getting themselves massacred. His people had been in reserve, so he couldn’t see everything happening up on the forward line. But he bet himself over a dozen of the rookies were down already, and probably more.


  Taylor spent a lot of time lecturing the new recruits when they first arrived, but not many of them listened…and that meant not many of them survived. Not on Erastus. Not against an enemy like the Machines.


  “Let’s go, 2nd Section.” Taylor took a deep, searing breath. He’d been on Erastus a long time, long enough for his body to adjust to the harsh environment. His was muscular, but lean and wiry, his physique adapted to the constant dehydration. It didn’t matter how long you stayed on Erastus, how used to it you became…the air was still goddamned hot. “Follow me…into the gap. We’ve got to hold the door open.”


  Taylor’s troops snapped into position, following him down the jagged rocks of the ridgeline into the small gully behind. The narrow depression led back toward a small plateau…flat ground where the evac ships could land. The strike force could withdraw that way under cover…as long as the Machines didn’t break through and block the route.


  Taylor’s troops were veterans mostly, though none had been on Erastus as long as he had. Jake had been onplanet five years, a tenure that made him part of an elite group. Men didn’t survive that long in the battle lines. The Machines killed them…or Erastus did. Or they went mad from the heat, the thirst, the fear. Not many men could survive that long on the front lines in hell.


  He waved a sunbaked arm, worn assault rifle gripped firmly in his hand. “I want two lines. First team left, second team right.” His voice was hoarse and scratchy…everyone got that way on Erastus sooner or later. Yelling felt like broken glass on his parched throat, but it was the only way his people could hear him, even with the com implants. “I want 3rd and 4th teams in reserve, ready to move to either flank.”


  “Blackie, get your HHV set up between those two rock outcroppings to your south. That should give your guys good cover and a nice field of fire.” Taylor tended to micromanage his teams. He couldn’t help himself. His grasp of the field was extraordinary – as it had been from the day he stepped out of the Portal into the blazing sunlight of Erastus. He was a raw cherry with no military training other than what he’d gotten in Basic…but there was something in him, some hidden talent that suddenly emerged. His eye immediately focused on key positions, and his mind rapidly assessed the strengths and weaknesses of the tactical situation. There weren’t many things more important in small unit tactics than a good feel for the ground, and Taylor was one of the best. It was one of the things - one of many things - that made him such a good natural soldier…and leader.


  “Got it, Sarge.” Tony Black’s voice was deep, with a heavy urban accent. “Deploying now.” Black was the senior corporal in the section and the longest-serving veteran after Taylor. He was Jake’s best friend…and his go-to man for anything difficult or vital.


  “I’m counting on you, Blackie.” Taylor trusted Black…as much as he did anyone. The corporal was a little shit, maybe 170 centimeters in his boots, but he was tough as nails. Taylor had seen him cornered in a ravine by three Machines and live to tell about it. Black had grown up in the streets of the Philly Metrozone, just about the worst of the urban freezones in the US sector, and his survival instincts were well developed long before he ended up in UN Forces: Erastus. “They’re going to come through right below that position. I can feel it. You should be able to wipe the field clean.” As long as there aren’t too many, he thought, keeping that part to himself.


  “I’m on it, Sarge.” Black’s voice was confident, definitive. He’d served with Jake a long time. If “Mad Dog” Taylor said the enemy was coming through that ravine, it was as good as a guarantee to him. “If they come this way, we’ll put ‘em down.”


  “Fuck, it’s hot,” Taylor muttered to himself, running his hand along the back of his neck, wiping away the sweat. He grabbed his bottle, and put it to his lips. He was disciplined, only allowing himself a small sip…barely enough to wet his parched lips. Water was precious. In this desert, it was life itself.


  He turned and trotted up over a small rise, crouching low as he did. He wasn’t sure he was exposed to the enemy’s line of sight, but there was no point sticking his head out and taking chances. Carelessness got soldiers killed; that was something he constantly reminded the cherries…and his veterans too. It only took an instant of distraction to end up on the KIA list, and he’d seen experienced soldiers, men who should have known better, make the same mistakes as newbies straight out of the Portal.


  He scrambled down into the gully and up the other side, coming out just behind the hulking figure of a man. “OK, Bear, get your boys over to the east. Spread out and grab some cover.” Taylor paused for an instant before he added, “My gut says they’re going to hit us from the west, over by Blackie’s position. But keep your eyes open, just in case they come in from both directions.”


  The big man turned and looked back, nodding. The commander of Taylor’s 2nd team, Chuck “Bear” Samuels was a giant of a man, well over 2 meters tall, with huge shoulders and powerful, muscled arms. Erastus usually finished off the big ones quickly…they just couldn’t take the heat. But Samuels handled everything the planet and the Machines threw at him and kept right on going. Another two-striper, he was the best natured guy in the unit, cheerful and boisterous…when he wasn’t fighting the Machines, that is.


  “On the way, Boss.” Taylor was never sure why Bear called him boss, but he always let it go. He got a kick out of the way it sounded in the gentle giant’s slow southern drawl. “We got some good cover over there. I’ll get the boys situated real good. Just in case.” Like Black, Samuels considered Taylor’s instincts a sure thing. If the sergeant said the enemy was going to hit the other flank, then that’s what they were going to do. But he was a veteran too, and he didn’t like taking chances any more than Taylor did. So he wouldn’t let his guard drop, not for an instant. Not after all the times Jake had pounded that into his head.


  “Get to it, Be…” Taylor’s head snapped around. It was fire…HHV fire. The heavy hyper-velocity weapon was a tripod-mounted, rapid fire, infantry support gun firing depleted uranium projectiles at 3,200 mps. In a good position, a skilled HHV crew could sweep whole sections of a battlefield clean, tearing apart anything foolish enough to show itself. It was particularly effective against the Machines. The alien soldiers were far less sensitive to casualties, and they frequently attacked in the open, their dense formations attempting to overrun the human forces with massive waves. Against a few well-placed HHVs, that strategy was the rough equivalent of suicide.


  “Get to it, Bear.” Taylor turned and jogged down the hillside without waiting for an acknowledgement. He had his other two teams and the support personnel stacked up in the ravine. He slid down the rocky slope and ran along the bottom to where he’d posted the reserves.


  “Longbow, grab yourself a vantage point off to the west.” Tom Warner was standing closest to Taylor, watching the sergeant scramble toward the position. He was the section’s sniper, the deadliest shot Taylor had ever seen. Warner constantly insisted he was even better with a bow than a rifle, and he had a seemingly limitless collection of stories to back the claim. No one was sure what to believe or not, but eventually the name stuck.


  “Yes, Sarge.” Warner strapped his weapon on his back and trotted off past Taylor. The MZ-750 computer-assisted sniper rifle was a long weapon, and the muzzle extended more than half a meter over Warner’s head. In the hands of a well-trained shot, the MZ-750 could hit a man-sized target in partial cover at 4 klicks. Warner was an expert.


  Jake stared at the rest of his reserve, 2 eight man teams plus the other 4 section specialists. “The rest of you stay down and wait. If they come in heavy, we’ll probably have to extend the line so we don’t get flanked.” Taylor turned and took two steps before stopping and looking back. “Check your weapons and ammo. I want everybody ready on a second’s notice.” His 3rd and 4th teams were mostly new guys. Even most of the NCOs had less than a year onplanet. You couldn’t remind the FNGs enough, he thought. You could say it ten times, and some fool will still end up in the line with an unloaded rifle.


  He turned again and headed back toward Blackie’s position. He wanted to scout things out for himself over there, but he glanced back for one last check to make sure his reserves were staying low. The walls of the ravine provided cover against line of sight, but that didn’t mean the Machines wouldn’t start dropping shells there. Taylor nursemaided the newbs – it was the only way to try and keep them alive. He hated seeing them gunned down like sheep, and he hammered away at his rookies, trying to beat some sense into their heads. It didn’t always work, but Taylor had the lowest cherry casualty rate in the brigade. He intended to keep it that way.


  He could hear the enemy fire coming in, getting thicker as he came back up to Black’s position. The HHV was in place and firing full. “Blackie, how’s it look up here?” He was still low in the gully, about 3 meters below the ledge where Black’s team was deployed.


  “It’s hot, Sarge.” Black’s accent was thicker than usual; he really sounded like an inner city tough. That told Taylor all he needed to know. Black’s accent was the best way to read his stress level…and it only took a quick listen to tell that the veteran corporal was definitely tense.


  “Alright, brother…hang on. I’m gonna get some eyes up.” Taylor didn’t want to commit reserves yet, not unless he was sure the enemy was coming in hard. He put his hand to his helmet, switching the com frequency. The speaker was in his head, an implant inside the ear canal, but the primary controls were external…a small pad on the side of his helmet. “Frantic, I need you to get two birds up ASAP. West flank, north and south trajectories.” He paused then added, “Get me one to the east too.” Might as well confirm if anything was heading Bear’s way. Taylor didn’t think so, but intuition was no substitute for solid intel.


  It was obvious to everyone how Corporal Karl Young had gotten the name Frantic. The guy was twitchy sitting back at base playing cards. In a close in fight he was batshit crazy. Normally, Jake wouldn’t want a loose cannon in his command, but Young was the best fighter he’d ever seen…and the crazy bastard wasn’t scared of anything. Plus he’d done one thing no one else on Erastus had. He’d saved Jake Taylor’s life.


  “On it, Sarge. I’ll have ‘em up in half a minute.” Young commanded Taylor’s 3rd team. He was the only real veteran in either 3rd or 4th.


  Jake climbed up the embankment and slid into place next to Black. “I’ve got drones launching. Once they’re up we’ll have better targeting intel.” Taylor and Black had the same com implants, just like every soldier on Erastus, but Jake always preferred to hear with his own ears whenever possible.


  Black nodded. “Good.” He was prone behind a large rock outcropping, firing his assault rifle through a slit in the granite slab. “’Cause I think we got another phalanx of these motherfuckers just behind that crest.”


  There was no way Black could have known what was hidden by the elevation, not until the drones got up and over there, at least. But Taylor had learned to respect his number two’s gut almost as much as his own. He hadn’t believed in intuition or anything like it before he came to Erastus, but he’d seen it work too many times not to pay attention. And Black’s was one of the best.


  Taylor’s didn’t rely entirely on guts, though, his or anyone else’s. He’d learned to survive, but he’d done it with his head mostly, analyzing each situation and exercising caution. Most screw-ups happened because of poor planning or recklessness. Taylor was methodical, maintaining his calm deliberation even in the middle of combat.


  He pulled his own rifle off his shoulder and slid into position a few meters south of Black. He was extraneous now, at least until he had more intel…and one more rifle in the line could make the difference. He could see out 1,000, maybe 1,200 meters. Beyond that, the ground sunk behind a small ridgeline, cutting line of sight. Black thought there were heavy enemy reserves back there, but they wouldn’t know for sure until one of the drones was in place.


  “Taylor, I’ve got evac inbound, but we’re looking at maybe 20 before they’re here.” It was the lieutenant, sounding even worse than he had a few minutes earlier. “As soon as the birds are close, I’m gonna pull the rest of the sections back, through the gully between your two lines. Copy?”


  “Copy, sir. Understood.” Fuck, Taylor thought, twenty minutes was a long time. A long goddamned time. If there was another phalanx of Machines hidden behind that ridge, things were going to get real hot in a lot less than 20 minutes. He turned toward Black. “Twenty minutes until evac. We must not be the only disaster today.”


  The UN forces on Erastus didn’t have a lot of air support, and what was available was always needed in three places at once. It took enough energy to transport men and supplies. Larger ordnance was sent on an “urgent needs” basis only. And antigrav transports and gunships were way too big to fit through a Portal. They had to be sent through in sections and assembled onsite. The whole process was time-consuming and prohibitively expensive. On UN Central’s spreadsheet, it was a better deal to go through a few more men than spend too much on logistical support.


  “I don’t know, Dog. If they’re stacked up behind that ridge out there, we’re gonna be fucked up the ass in way less than 20 minutes.” The use of handles was widespread in the UN forces, but rarely with a superior. Taylor tended to be casual with his non-coms in base, and Black sometimes reverted when it was just the two of them talking in the field. Taylor didn’t really care. He wouldn’t let it spread and affect overall discipline, but Black was like his brother.


  “No shit, Blackie.” He let a tiny smile cross his lips. He and Black were thinking the same thing. Not that it would do them much good. If they were right, they were going to be neck deep in Machines in a few minutes. He tapped the com pad on his helmet. “Frantic, where the hell are those drones?”


  “They’re up, Sarge.” Young sounded half-crazed, as usual, but nothing out of the ordinary. “There’s a lot of interdictive fire. I’m trying to bring them around the perimeter…avoid the heaviest spots.”


  “Understood, Corporal, but I need some intel now.” Taylor sighed, but he didn’t push any harder. Getting the drones shot down wasn’t going to help. Karl Young was one of the best operators in the whole brigade. Taylor knew he’d get the drones around as quickly as he could without getting them blown away. “Do the best you can. I need to know what the enemy has behind that ridge.”


  “Yes, Sarge.” Young was practically screaming. “I’ll get you what you need.”


  There was a long silence, maybe a minute and a half. The line was still open, and Taylor could hear Young breathing hard on the other end. Jake was looking out over the field, his eyes straining, panning across the ridge. He thought he got a quick glimpse of one of the drones, flying low across the field in front of the ridge before it vanished from view. The small aircraft was zigging and zagging wildly, avoiding the heaviest pockets of enemy fire. He knew Young was good, but he hadn’t seen much precision flying that could match what he was watching.


  “Sarge, I got a drone over the ridge. Feeding you the scans.” He paused, sucking in a deep breath, trying to control his edginess. “You better get what you need fast, Sarge…cause this thing ain’t gonna last long.”


  “Thanks, Frantic. Great job.” Taylor was slamming down his visor as he spoke, hitting the small button on his helmet that activated the projection system. The inside of his visor flickered with a soft blue light, and then the feed from the drone’s camera started.


  “Fuck…” Taylor stared as the drone transmitted a panoramic view of the backside of the ridge. A few seconds later there was a flash, then nothing.


  “Sarge…did you get what you needed?” Young again, shouting into the com. “We lost the drone. I tried to keep it in a random pattern, but they picked it off anyway.”


  “Yeah, Frantic.” Taylor’s voice was grim. “I got what I needed.” Now, he thought…what the fuck am I going to do with it?


  He tapped his helmet controls, cutting the link with Young and calling up the lieutenant. “Sir…Taylor here.”


  “Go ahead, Jake.” Cadogan sounded exhausted. He was up on the forward ridge with the other three sections. Taylor’s people were getting some partial shade at least, but the rest of the strike force had been in direct sunlight for almost 90 minutes. Taylor didn’t know for sure, but he suspected they’d already had fatalities from heatstroke.


  “We got a drone up over that western ridge. They’re massing back there. Looks like battalion strength, at least.” The Machines didn’t use human organizational structures, but UNFE forces tended to refer to enemy formations by their own force equivalents.


  The line was silent for a few seconds. “Alright, Jake. You know you need to keep the escape route open. I’m gonna start sending the worst hit sections back toward the target LZ. You and your boys…hold firm.” It was a pointless order, but it was all Cadogan had to give.


  “Yes, sir.” Taylor took a deep breath, wincing a little as a sharp pain lanced up his side. “Fuck,” he grunted. He’d cracked a couple ribs on patrol a few days before, and they were bothering him more than he thought they would. Doc hadn’t wanted to clear him for duty, but there was no way he was letting his people go out on a strikeforce level search and destroy mission without him. Especially this one…so far from base. And right after he got six new cherries transferred in.


  “Blackie…” He turned to face his number two, shouting across the ten meters or so rather than using the com. “I’m going slip Jackson’s team in on your flank. The way we’re set now, if these guys attack, they’ll just swing right around your boys.” He paused, thinking for a few seconds. The whole situation was bad news. He was sending his least experienced unit commander to hold the exposed flank. But he was only going to have one team left in reserve, and he needed a veteran in command of it…and the only really seasoned guy back there was Young. Barret Jackson was a good soldier, but this was his first mission commanding a team.


  “I’m gonna go with Jackson’s team.” He started sliding his way down the embankment as he spoke. “Frantic’s people are in reserve. Be cool, Blackie…we can’t burn through them too quickly. But pull them up a pair at a time if you really need them to plug your holes.”


  “Got it, Jake.” Black was still firing through the split in the rock, turning his head back as he shouted after Taylor. “You take care of the south flank. I’ve got things handled here.” It was bravado, but that was Blackie’s style.


  Taylor scrambled down into the gully and started moving south. He tapped the com controls on his helmet. “Jackson, get your boys up and moving. I want you on the line south of Black’s team.” He glanced back. He could hear the incoming fire on Black’s position, and it was getting heavier. “Immediately, Corporal.”


  



  


  Chapter 2


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  What the hell am I doing in a place like this? The bureaucrats back home, they call it Erastus. I don’t know what that means or where it came from. Some Admin’s daughter probably named the place. But we grunts, the ones who do the fighting and dying here…we call it Gehenna. Literature and myth offer a host of names for the fiery hells conjured by God or man’s imagination, but that’s the one that stuck.


  I was a farmer, and a writer too, or at least I wanted to be. But they made a soldier out of me instead. I didn't have a choice, at least not a real one. The harvest had been bad, the worst I'd ever seen. We went hungry that year, all of us, and there was no crop left to sell. When the inquisitor came, there was no money to pay the taxes.


  My father was a good man, but he was never as careful around the monitors as he should have been. He was older, already past forty when he met my mother, and he remembered a time none of the rest of us did. Before the Consolidation. Before the monitors were installed. Mother begged him to be more careful, and I did too when I was old enough to understand. People disappeared for saying things they shouldn't…the Enforcers came and took them in the night. He tried, but it just wasn't in him to hold his tongue. He hated what our world had become, and he cherished the memories of his youth, when people were free to read and think and speak as they wished.


  But misty-eyed memories don’t change the harsh present, and his passionate rants only put all of us at risk. A good man, my father, but a fool. He must have been on more than one watchlist, so when he couldn't pay the taxes, there was no chance for leniency, no possibility of an extension.


  There was one option, though. I still remember the government man sitting at the kitchen table explaining it to me. His eyes…I don’t think I’ll ever forget his eyes. They were brown, but there was something else there, something cold, feral. His name was Carruthers. He sat there at our table, wearing a suit so fine, I remember thinking it must have cost more than our tractor. He came right out and said it to me…I could enlist to serve in the off-world military. If I did, the debt would be waived. If I refused, my family would lose the farm. There was no negotiation, no discussion. Either I accept immediately or we’d be put off the land by morning. He laid it all out in brutal detail. My term would be life; if I accepted I’d never come home, never see my family again. He said it all matter-of-factly, without the slightest trace of pity or understanding.


  Father begged me not to go, swearing empty promises that we could find another way. Mother cried hysterically when I told her I was going to do it, her grief turning to unfocused rage as she grabbed at me and beat on my chest in a tearful fit. I listened to Father’s entreaties, though I knew they were without substance, and I held Mother in my arms until her anger burned itself out into whimpering sobs. But my mind was made up.


  What else could I do? Stay and watch my family slowly starve in the urban free zones? See my baby brother grow up a gutter rat, picking through the garbage for food? Let my little sister sell herself for scraps of bread?


  No, I didn’t have a choice. I was scared, screaming inside, dreaming of days long gone, when I was a child and felt safe, when a mother’s hug could make everything better. Memories I’d thought long forgotten came rushing back to me. Simple things…picnics and family dinners and walks by the stream. Experiences I suddenly realized I hadn’t truly appreciated. The little joys I took for granted as a child now seemed a distant, lost dream. I ached to go back and relive those days, truly valuing them this time. I was sad and terrified and longing for a life I could feel slipping away…like water through my fingers. But I signed the papers anyway and bonded myself to a lifetime’s service.


  I was a laughable choice as a soldier, unsuited in more ways than I can easily list. I'd always been a weak, skinny kid, prone to illness and without much stamina. I was gentle by nature and not at all aggressive. Not until the government taught me to hate.


  *


  Firebase Delta was built into a rocky hill on the edge of Erastus’ biggest desert. The 213th had rotated in a month before, after a year’s posting in the jungle belt. They’d gotten used to the steamy humidity of the planet’s equatorial zone, no less unpleasant than the desert, but different. They were still re-acclimating to the searing dry heat, and Taylor felt his section’s performance was suffering as a result. They’d get used to it eventually, but Taylor wasn’t going to wait…he was going to give them a day’s rest after the heavy fight they’d just been in, and then they were going to do midday maneuvers. More than anything, winning a fight on Erastus meant staying sharp and alert despite the intense heat.


  The battle at Blackrock Ridge the day before couldn’t be classified as a win, not by any reasonable measure. They’d inflicted heavy losses on the ambushing Machines, far more than they had suffered, but that was only normal. The Machines were relentless attackers and highly tolerant of casualties. They always lost more. In the end, the human forces were forced to flee the field, and they barely got away at that. It hadn’t been the disaster it could have been, but it was nothing anyone was going to write any songs about.


  Still, the 213th survived, at least some of it did. For a while that had seemed like an impossibility. Even Taylor had almost given up hope. By the end, he had everyone on the line; he even took most of 2nd Team from the eastern flank, leaving Just Bear and one private to protect against an attack there.


  Taylor still had the images fresh in his memory. The Machines looked a lot like humans, especially from a distance. The plain in front of the ridgeline was covered with their dead. They launched two all-out assaults, and the second came close – too close – to breaking through. The 213th had been a hair’s breadth from being overrun. For a few seconds, Jake thought they had been. He still wasn’t sure how they’d managed to beat back that last charge, and he knew just how tight it had been. Taylor’s section had 11 casualties, 3 of them KIA. That was half the casualty rate of the rest of the strikeforce. His people remembered what he’d been telling them, what he’d been pounding into their heads.


  The evac finally came – closer to 30 minutes than 20 – and it would have been too late except for the pair of Dragonfire gunships escorting the transports. The big antigrav craft strafed the line just as the Machines were launching their third assault. The heavy autoguns tore into the advancing enemy, massive hyper-velocity projectiles tearing the Machine’s flesh and steel bodies to shreds.


  Two or three more passes might have shattered the enemy force, Jake thought, but the gunships withdrew after one attack. The fire from the ground was too heavy, and the Dragonfires were too valuable to risk. The 2 gunships were worth more to the high command than every man in the 213th, so one firing run was all they got.


  It turned out to be enough. The Machines suffered heavy casualties and were badly disordered. It took time for them to shake back into an attack formation, and by then Jake Taylor and Blackie were mounting up on the last transport. The strikeforce was on its way back to base, battered but not destroyed.


  Now it was the day after. Most of the 213th was sacked, trying to catch up on sleep after the grueling fight. A lot of guys had trouble sleeping on Erastus; the relentless heat was just too uncomfortable. But sooner or later, when you got tired enough, you could sleep through anything. And most of the 213th was tired enough.


  Taylor was walking slowly down a corridor. The passage had been dug into the solid rock, the walls smooth and wavy, like part of a candle that had been melted and re-hardened. The look was familiar, the tell-tale sign of the plasma drills that had bored out this refuge.


  He pulled a small cloth from one of the large pockets on his fatigues and wiped his forehead. It was hot, even in these subterranean passageways. The mind expected tunnels and caves to be cool and damp, but Erastus was a different kind of world, its crust and mantle wracked with geothermal activity. It was almost as warm underground as it was outside, though at least you could get out of the direct sunlight. You could even be in the dark inside, something you couldn’t quite manage outside, even with your eyes closed tight. That didn’t make it any cooler inside, but it helped somehow. It was an illusion, perhaps, but on Gehenna, you took what you could get.


  The mission had been a search and destroy that turned into a trap. The Machines were unimaginative and tactically weak, but they were highly organized and uniquely able to move rapidly to exploit an opportunity. And the 213th had walked right into an ambush. It had been a poorly planned op from the start. Too far from base, inadequate support, and a long march that practically telegraphed the objective. It wasn’t Lieutenant Cadogan’s fault…it was Battalion that screwed the pooch. They sent a crack strikeforce into an unwinnable situation with insufficient intel…and now it was all shot to hell.


  It was without a commander too. The 213th had suffered just under 50% casualties, and those losses included the lieutenant. He wasn’t dead, not yet at least. But he was in bad shape…or at least that was the rumor going around.


  Taylor was on his way to the infirmary. The pain in his chest had migrated to his back. He was pretty sure he’d broken at least one of the cracked ribs, and he figured he’d have to deal with it sooner or later. He was also hoping to get some info on the lieutenant.


  Cadogan was the only man in the 213th who’d been on Erastus longer than Taylor. Jake looked like he’d make a poor soldier when he first stepped out of the Portal into the searing heat of Erastus. The skinny kid almost passed out, and he certainly didn’t look like he had what it took to survive. But Cadogan had been the same when he arrived, and he saw something in Taylor, something that wasn’t obvious on a cursory glance. Then-Sergeant Cadogan took the shaky new private under his wing, teaching him how to survive, and later, how to lead.


  Like most of the guys who’d been around a long time, Cadogan had a nickname…Scholar, though it had largely fallen into disuse as his original peers died or moved on to other units. Taylor certainly never dared to call him that, though Cadogan was fairly tolerant of informalities around base. The lieutenant himself never called any of the men by their nicknames either, usually referring to them by their ranks and surnames. When he wanted to be more informal, he used first names, but almost never handles.


  Cadogan had been a teacher of some sort; Jake knew that much. He’d been older than most of the recruits when he first got to Erastus, and highly educated too. It was a mystery to everyone how he ended up in the off-world military. As far as Taylor or anyone else seemed to know, Cadogan had never talked about it. At all. There were plenty of guesses, but no real facts.


  His age was another frequently discussed topic. There were rumors – never spoken of in his presence - that the lieutenant was over 30 years old. Most of the recruits who came to Gehenna were 19 or 20, and some were even 16 or 17. Not many of them survived their first year, and lasting a decade was unheard of. The UN supervisors and appointed senior officers were older, of course, but a 30 year old combat soldier was rare indeed.


  Jake was 25 himself, which made him pretty old too, at least on Erastus. He’d picked up the handle Mad Dog not long after he arrived. No one seemed to know why…it didn’t match his personality at all. But the mystery would remain unsolved…whoever hung that tag around Taylor’s neck was long dead, and Jake himself wasn’t talking.


  Except for the lieutenant, no one had been onplanet as long as Taylor. He was a Five Year Man. He’d been wounded three or four times and had a few close calls, but no Machine had been able to put him down for good. At least not yet.


  Nobody could remember how the use of handles and had become so widespread in the UN forces on Erastus, but the tradition seemed to date back almost as far as the original expedition. Sooner or later, nearly all the veterans picked up nicknames. It didn’t take too long, usually just a couple months. A new guy would survive a few battles, make a few friends…then someone would pick something out - a personality or physical trait - and pin a new name on him. Most of the time it stuck. It was OK to call someone at or below your rank by his handle, even in combat. In camp you could usually call an enlisted superior by his nickname, though generally not in the field. It all depended on the non-com. Things tended to be much more relaxed among the real veterans, guys who’d been onplanet two years or more. With first year casualties averaging over 80%, that was a small group.


  Taylor reached the end of the rough tunnel leading from the barracks area to the infirmary. The field hospital was several levels lower than the main base, in the most secure section of the facility. The 213th was lucky…they shared their HQ with the battalion hospital. The other strike forces had only rough aid stations. They had to get their serious casualties evac’d to Base Delta, which was anywhere from 20 to 50 klicks from the other strike force HQs.


  There was a rough metal ladder built into the stone wall, leading down through an opening. UN Forces Erastus didn’t waste time on anything fancy. Everything needed for the war effort had to come through the Portal, and it took a dozen nuclear reactors on Earth to power the thing. Casualties brought in from the field came through a larger tunnel that ramped down from the surface, but lightly wounded grunts making their own way from the barracks had to climb.


  Taylor reached out and grabbed the first rung, wincing as he felt the predictable pain shoot through his chest. There were 36 rungs leading to the infirmary level, and every one of them was going to hurt.


  *


  “I told you to stay off-duty, didn’t I?” Doc Evans had what was generally considered to be the least original handle on Erastus. He’d been there for a long time, so long that no one Jake had ever met could remember a time when Doc wasn’t the battalion surgeon. His handle was so ubiquitous, Jake wasn’t even sure he’d ever known Evans’ first name. If he had, he’d forgotten it.


  Jake made a face. “It’s a damned good thing I went, Doc.” Evans was a captain, an exalted rank that should have precluded a sergeant like Jake from using a nickname. But everybody called Evans “Doc.” Everybody. “Somebody really screwed the pooch on that one. We’re lucky anybody made it back.”


  Taylor sat on an examination table, gritting his teeth while Doc slid the bone fuser across his back. The fuser didn’t hurt, not exactly. But it was an unpleasant feeling, sort of a cross between electric shocks and bugs crawling across your skin. It was worth it, though. One short session was as good as a month’s normal healing.


  Jake had been in a lot of pain since the battle, but he’d stayed away from the infirmary for over a day. He’d always believed the first day was for the seriously wounded. He couldn’t stand the idea of sitting around the hospital whining about his sore ribs, while his boys where having their guts sewn back together.


  “Yes, I know you’re indispensable, Jake.” Evans smiled. He had a pleasant disposition; even his sarcasm was gentle. He was condemned to spend the rest of his life on Erastus, just like all the grunts he put back together, but it never seemed to bother him. Doc was the most liked guy Jake Taylor had ever known. In five years, he’d never heard a negative word uttered about the battalion’s surgeon. “But still, you should listen to your doctor once in a while.” He paused, his smile broadening. “Just to be polite.”


  “OK, Doc.” Taylor didn’t mention he was dragging his section out for unscheduled maneuvers in a little over 14 hours. “I’ll try to take it easy.”


  Evans nodded, but he looked unconvinced. He’d known Jake Taylor for a long time, and he didn’t expect his suggestion would accomplish much. Still, he figured, at least I tried. Doc had dealt with a lot of the old timers on Erastus, and they were all pretty much the same. He wasn’t sure if they thought they were invincible, or they just didn’t care. But not one of them listened when he told them to take it easy.


  Taylor sat quietly while Doc finished up. The light in the treatment room was glaring, the strips on the ceiling augmented by several focused spots. It wasn’t as bright as Erastus’ two suns at high noon, certainly, but it was an unpleasant change from the welcome dimness of the rest of the base.


  Taylor didn’t utter a word about Cadogan until Evans was almost done. Then he worked up the courage to ask what he’d been wondering, what all the guys had been wondering. “How’s the lieutenant, Doc?” There was a nervous edge to his voice. Taylor had been hesitant to ask for a number of reasons, not the least of which was that he wasn’t sure he was ready for the answer.


  Doc let out a long sigh. “He’s not good, Jake.” His eyes met Taylor’s. “There’s a decent chance he’ll pull through, but even in the best scenario he’s looking at a long recovery. At least a year. Maybe more.” The surgeon paused again, his eyes dropping, looking down at the floor. “And I doubt he’ll ever be 100% again. Without a miracle, he’s done in the field.”


  Taylor sat quietly for a few seconds before he slid off the table and started getting dressed. It just wasn’t right. He hated casualties…despised the whole bloody slaughter…the waste of good men. He blamed himself for his own KIAs, reviewing every aspect of each mission over and over, trying to figure what he’d done wrong, or what he hadn’t done…why his soldiers had died. It wasn’t entirely rational, and deep down he knew it. But it didn’t matter. That was just who he was.


  Jake was lost in his thoughts, and he almost walked out without another word. He caught himself at the door and turned. “Thanks, Doc.” He swung his arm around. “It feels better already.” He paused. “And let us know about the lieutenant, will ya, Doc?”


  “Sure thing, Jake.” Evans’ voice was soft…sympathetic and sad. “But I doubt anything will change for at least a few days.” Doc was looking down at the table, slowly putting away the instruments he’d used. “But Cadogan’s a tough old bird.” The lieutenant was old to the grunts he commanded, but Evans was at least ten years older still. “He’ll make it.”


  Taylor nodded and ducked through the door into the hallway. The lieutenant wasn’t his responsibility, and he didn’t blame himself like he did with his own men. But Steve Cadogan was one of the best combat officers he’d ever known, and it twisted him in knots to think of such a good commander – such a good man - going down because of a botched assignment. He could reconcile with losing someone like Cadogan in a straight up fight, but he knew that’s not what the combat on Blackrock Ridge had been. The whole thing had been one administrative fuck up after another, and Taylor knew no one would be held responsible. Cadogan might die, but the planning staff officers would cover for each other. They weren’t lifers on Erastus like Jake and Cadogan…or even Doc. They were UN permanent staffers doing two-year rotations onplanet. They had return tickets through the Portal and political patronage and careers waiting back home. None of them were about to let the deaths of a few footsoldiers interfere with any of that.


  Jake knew why there were men fighting on Erastus. He hated the pus-sucking Admins from New York and Geneva who treated the combat troops with callous disregard, but deep down he believed in their cause. The Machines, and the Tegeri who built and commanded them, were mankind’s enemies, a deadly alien menace who would destroy or enslave humanity…unless men like Jake and his brothers stood in the breach and barred the way. The methods UN Central employed to conscript soldiers or blackmail them into volunteering sickened him. But he couldn’t blame them for the war. He even had to acknowledge that, however imperfect the methods had been, the UN Consolidation had saved Earth from invasion, mankind from defeat. The individual nation-states could never have stood against the Tegeri, as a united mankind had done. Wars between nation states were a thing of the past. All the resources and production of human civilization were pooled together against the common enemy.


  There were 8 known Portals on Earth…8 transit points to other worlds, and none of these had fallen. Men were fighting and dying on more than three dozen worlds, but not on Earth itself. The Machines were fighting Taylor’s men, and thousands like them, on distant Portal Worlds, not in the streets of terrestrial cities and towns. The enemy wasn’t rampaging through helpless villages, ravaging farmhouses like the one Jake had called home for most of his life. They weren’t murdering civilians and helpless children or destroying the civilization it had taken man millennia to build. And for that, Jake would hold back the anger and the bitterness, the resentment over his own treatment and the tragic fate that had been his lot. He would take his place in the field, pick up the rifle…and he would protect those he’d left behind.


  



  


  Chapter 3


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  We try to help the new guys. Most of them don’t last long. Just surviving on Gehenna is hard, and fighting the Machines is like something out of a child’s nightmare. They are meticulous, and you need to be cool and deliberative to counter their attacks. Their tactics are mediocre, but there is an inhuman relentlessness to them. If you lose your focus they will tear you apart. It’s hard for the rookies to stay cool under fire, and a lot of them hesitate, give in to fear. They panic. And they die.


  I was different when I got here…calm, resigned to my fate. I can’t really explain why. I was bitter, of course, mourning a life that had been taken from me. All I’d ever cared about had been stolen away – home, family, love, writing. But for all the wrong that had been done to me, I’d always clung to the thought that it was not entirely in vain…that my sacrifice had been made to a good cause. I was protecting Earth, standing between others like me, like I had been, and the doom of a relentless alien horde bent on destruction. That was a powerful salve, one that kept me going for years.


  Then there were the vids. They showed them to us when we got to training camp, the records from the first colonies. Peaceful little towns, outposts on new and untamed worlds…and adventurous families blazing a trail into the frontier. The first expeditions had been before the Consolidation, and the colonists were national heroes, citizens with the courage to leave Earth behind and help build mankind’s future.


  Then the Machines came. They swooped down on the tiny settlements, slicing through their meager defenses and slaughtering everyone. The videos showed it all…the hideous creatures, manlike but grotesquely different too, rending the helpless civilians, feasting on the flesh of the children. After a few minutes, we all wanted to run from the room, but they made us watch. They made us watch it all. By the time we left we were consumed with rage, straining to get at these inhuman monsters…to kill them, to tear them apart as they had done to the colonists.


  Our hatred drove us, and our sense of duty…but it was still an odd feeling, fighting to protect something you knew you’d never see again. This was no old-style war, where the boys would come marching home after a glorious victory. For us, it was a one-way trip. We were soldiers for life. Sending someone through a Portal took an enormous amount of energy, and a return trip was far too costly for us footsoldiers. There’d be no parades for my comrades and me, no ribbons tied to trees, no sweethearts waiting for us to come walking through the front gate. We were dead to our loved ones, already mourned and gone forever.


  *


  “That was pathetic.” Taylor’s voice was angry, scolding. He knew the troops were still tired from the fight at Blackrock, but that was no excuse. Not for such a lackluster effort. “We’re gonna do this again. We’re gonna do it as many times as it takes you to get it right.”


  He looked out at the downcast faces, dripping with sweat. Bear stood in front of his team, his drenched fatigues plastered to his massive body. He looked like he was about to fall over, but Taylor knew the big man was tough as nails. Chuck Samuels would stand under the heat of Erastus’ two suns for as long as Jake told him too.


  “I’m hot and tired just like all of you.” And my fucking ribs are throbbing too, Taylor thought but didn’t say. “But I don’t want to watch a fucking Machine put you down, and that’s exactly what’s going to happen if you continue to let them outperform you in the heat.” He was speaking to the new guys, mostly. The vets knew already…and they’d heard it a hundred times before. But a reminder never hurt.


  “So I better see some rapid improvement from all of you, or we’re going to be out here all day…and all night too.” He panned his eyes across the entire assembled section. “You think I’m kidding?” His voice was growing louder, harsher. “Don’t fucking try me.”


  There was a brief pause. It was eerily quiet, not a sound but the wind whipping through the valley. The breeze was a welcome relief from the oppressive heat, but the air felt like it was coming off a blast furnace. It helped, but not much.


  Tony Black had been looking at Taylor, but now he turned back toward the massed troops behind him. “You heard the sergeant.” His voice was higher pitched than Jake’s but his volume was a match any day. “Get your asses moving. I want you reset for the exercise in five minutes or I’ll beat the sergeant to it and rip off your heads and crap down your fucking necks. I shit you not.” Black had the foulest mouth in the section. Where he’d come from, that little speech would have been a sloppy wet kiss.


  The troops moved quickly, scrambling across the sand, taking positions facing each other. The section was split into two forces, and they were fighting a simulated meeting engagement. They were a little over ten klicks from base, and they’d marched the whole way in the blazing sun. They’d be marching back too, but at least it would be closer to twilight then. Erastus was never comfortable, but it was marginally less unbearable when only one sun was in the sky.


  Jake stood and looked out at the troops getting ready to run the maneuver again. Black’s team, and most of Bear’s too, were already in place. They were the veterans, the guys who’d been onplanet awhile and learned to survive. But 3rd and 4th teams were mostly rookies, and they moved slower. If they’d been under fire, he thought, half of them would be dead already.


  It wasn’t by design that Taylor’s veterans and recruits were so segregated. The Machines had accomplished that a month earlier…just before the entire 2nd Battalion was transferred north, out of the steaming equatorial jungle. Denny Parker had been part of Taylor’s inner circle and the section’s exec before Blackie took his place. A corporal on the cusp of becoming a sergeant, he and almost half the section were cut off by a sudden enemy attack. By the time Taylor and the rest of the men broke through, there were only 2 survivors. Parker wasn’t one of them.


  Taylor’s first thought was to reorganize the section, balancing out the experienced troops. But he didn’t do it. The 8-man teams were extremely close knit units. The men of a team fought together, bled together. They shared out their rations, listened to each other’s stories. They were families, the only families any of these men would ever have again. When Taylor first arrived on Erastus, scared, angry, and desperately lonely, it was the men of his team that pulled him through it. Some section commanders would have moved names around a roster sheet, but not Jake Taylor. He bumped Karl Young up to team leader and moved him from the 1st Team to the newly reconstituted 3rd, but otherwise he left his guys where they were. He owed them that much.


  Young was screaming at his team now, berating them for their sluggish efforts. “What part of move your asses don’t you people understand?”


  Taylor was too far away to get a good look, but he knew Frantic well, and he could practically see the vein bulging on his neck as he urged his men on. The corporal sounded a little like a martinet, shouting at his soldiers, asking them to do the impossible. Taylor knew better. Young acted like he was crazy, but there was no one you wanted at your side more in a desperate fight. Jake had found that out a few months earlier, when he went down during a routine patrol. Young killed two Machines about to finish him off, and he carried the wounded Taylor 7 klicks in the midday sun. It wasn’t until they got back to basecamp that Taylor realized Young had also been hit – twice - and he’d carried his stricken CO all the way back, wounded and bleeding himself.


  “Alright, Blackie…” Taylor spoke softly into the tiny mic on his helmet. “…let’s do this again.”


  *


  “I’m going to hear from Battalion again, Blackie.” They’d been back a few hours, and most of the section was sacked. Taylor had authorized a double water ration for his troops…in addition to burning through 85,000 practice rounds during his exercise. Water was scarce in the desert zones of Erastus, and even in the jungle belt where it was plentiful, it was so infested with aggressive pathogens it cost a fortune to purify. And ammunition was worse…it had to come through the Portal. Some of the other worlds had onsite production facilities, or at least that was the rumor. But Erastus didn’t…not yet. And bringing crates of ammunition through the Portal was expensive.


  Taylor took good care of his men, excellent care. That usually translated into issuing them more rations and burning through ammunition on unscheduled training exercises. There had been two formal inquiries about excessive use of supplies, but Lieutenant Cadogan had appropriately “filed” them. One of these days, he figured, UN Command Erastus would get tired of being ignored, and pursue things more aggressively. But it hadn’t happened yet. And his boys had earned that extra ration.


  “Tell them to suck my dick.” Blackie didn’t pull verbal punches, especially not when sitting in base shooting the shit with Taylor. “How the fuck do they expect us to keep these little baby cherries alive? Half of ‘em don’t have hair one on their balls.” Black had less respect for rules than anyone Jake had ever met, a vestige of the Philly freezone streets, he supposed. Still, he couldn’t understand how someone with no respect for authority could make such a good soldier. And Black was one of the best.


  Taylor’s background couldn’t have been more different than Blackie’s. He was from New Hampshire, a small farming town no one had ever heard of. Compared to most of the guys, he’d had it good. Better, certainly than the city rats from the squalid urban freezones...guys like Blackie. The suburbs were pretty bad too, except for the gated sanctuaries…and you had to know somebody to get into one of those. And none of the grunts on Erastus had ever “known” anyone.


  The farms, on the other hand, were pretty much left alone. They were just too important, especially to the Admins and other privileged classes. The Blight had taken out at least half the arable land in the world. The masses might subsist on the marginally edible output of the huge sea-based algae fields, but those with some level of wealth or influence wanted real food. And the small farms were the only source of those once common but now precious foodstuffs.


  The farmers were an odd breed, and they were held on a looser leash than those in the more populated areas. There were monitors, of course, but only one or two per family. It was rumored – quietly - that a different speech code applied to the Growers, that they could get away with saying things that would get anyone else sent to a reeducation camp. Whether or not there were actually any such formal directives, there was some truth to the innuendo. You could occasionally get something like a little privacy on a farm.


  The tradeoff was hard work. Goddamned hard. Not many small farms could afford much automation, not with the heavy taxation and the need to bribe at least a dozen government officials to avoid crippling harassment. UN Central wanted the Growers producing the fresh food the privileged classes demanded…it just didn’t want them getting rich doing it. Crop prices were set by the government, and they were usually too low to allow much beyond basic sustenance for the farmers, especially with operating costs so high. It wasn’t just the equipment; it was the fuel to run it that was really expensive.


  Taylor had never particularly liked farming, though he hadn’t realized before how much he enjoyed the perk of eating real food rather than the artificially-engineered products that fed most of the population. It had been hard for him to adapt to army rations. He’d grown up on apples from the orchard, fresh bread baked from newly-milled grains, and the other bounty from the farm. Now he subsisted on things like chemically-enhanced algae protein bars. It was months before he could choke one down without retching.


  He’d been born on the farm, and he’d expected to spend the rest of his life working it. But what Jake Taylor had really wanted to do was write. He knew that opportunities to earn a living that way were scarce, but even if he had to work in the fields all day, he still felt the urge to sit at his keyboard nights and create something. Even though he knew he’d probably never earn anything from it.


  Writing was dangerous too. It was just about the most regulated trade, and it was easy to run afoul of the myriad rules and guidelines. There were more writers in the reeducation facilities than just about any other profession.


  After he got to Erastus, Jake realized how fortunate he’d been to be born on the farm…and how little he’d appreciated it at the time. Soldiers in UNFE tended to come from the lower classes, and the stories of the violent freezones and decaying suburbs made him reconsider his memories of childhood in what he now considered the idyllic countryside.


  Tony Black wasn’t the first city rat Jake had met and befriended, but he was the one who came from the worst shithole. The Central Philly Core was a decent urban sanctuary, but everything outside its guarded gates was a nightmare. The place was notorious as one of the worst freezones, a vast slum where violence and lawlessness were rampant and social services in short supply. People died every day in Philly. It was considered a good night when only a dozen or so bodies were in the streets come morning.


  Black had gotten into some kind of trouble back home, which is why he was on Erastus. He never told anybody what it was, except for once when he got really drunk. Taylor had gotten half the story that night, but he’d never shared a word of it with anybody. Black and Taylor were best friends and, despite the difference in their ranks and backgrounds, they had come to trust each other completely.


  Black…and Bear Samuels, Karl Young, Longbow…they had become a very tight group, even more than usual among the fighting men on Erastus. Taylor had been onplanet for five years, and he’d had friends before, but these guys were something different…something special. Denny Parker had been part of that group too, and they were all still mourning him. Taylor wasn’t sure it was smart to get so close to guys who were only going to die anyway. And they were going to die; he was sure of that. Everyone died on Gehenna.


  



  


  Chapter 4


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  My father was a vet. It was something I never knew, a part of him he never shared with any of us…not until I was getting ready to leave for my deployment. He just sprung it on me the day before I shipped out. I was stunned at first. I almost got mad that he’d hidden it for so long, but I caught my anger. I didn’t want to spend the last few hours I’d ever see my father arguing over nonsense that didn’t matter.


  He said it was something he hated to talk about, didn’t even like to remember. There wasn’t time to get into a lot of detail, but it was obvious he still had some open wounds from his experiences. He’d served in the old U.S. Navy, before the Consolidation. He fought in the Mideast War and the Taiwan Intervention, he told me. I’d heard of both conflicts, but only vaguely. They were both quarantined topics. Talking about them wasn’t safe, and there was nowhere to get any information anyway. Nothing beyond vague rumors. Certainly nothing worth risking a trip to a reeducation facility.


  Never trust the government, he told me…the bureaucrats who moved the pieces around the board. Keep my eyes open. All the time. Think for myself, and don’t believe anything I’m told. “Medals, causes, speeches,” he said, “They are all worthless. They are as corrupt as the puppet masters who use them to control men.” Finally, he looked at me with sad watery eyes and said, “Jake…don’t you ever depend on anyone except those guys standing next to you when the shooting starts. They are your brothers…and they are the only ones you can trust.”


  I understood. Everyone chafed under the regulations, the constant monitoring. We were all a little afraid. Most people knew someone who’d been sent for reeducation. Or knew someone who knew someone. But it was normal to fear the government, just as a child fears upsetting a parent. The average person didn’t comprehend, couldn’t see the whole picture the way the Admins did. I understood better than my father. My education had been more modern than his…I’d had the chance to study how difficult it was for the common citizen to grasp the complexities of governing a chaotic world. The importance of controlling damaging speech and limiting freedoms that would only be abused to the detriment of all. My father didn’t understand any of that…he just lashed out at UN Central, blaming the government for all the world’s problems.


  UN Central was far from perfect, but they’d absorbed the failing nation-states and defended us against the Tegeri and the Machines for 30 years. In all that time there’d been no war on Earth, no nations left to wage it. All mankind’s potential, for so long squandered in internecine strife, was focused to one purpose. To my father’s thinking, we’d lost our way, our freedom. No one could convince him otherwise, and I’d long since tired of trying.


  He was emotional, struggling to get out the words he wanted to say. That was a hard day for both of us, for obvious reasons. I knew my father. I’d heard his rants before. He hated UN Central, despised what government had become. But that day was different. There was a rawness to what he said, a passionate urgency I didn’t pick up on back then. There was too much else on my mind…and so many of the things I would see and learn were still ahead of me. I listened to all he said, feeling strangely that there had been so much about my own father I’d never known. But I discounted most of his advice, wrote it off to an old man’s political rants.


  That was a mistake.


  *


  “I’m afraid Sergeant Lin has been killed in action on Asgard.” Gregor Kazan sat, looking uncomfortable despite the considerable plushness of the leather chair. Kazan had an odd demeanor to him, both physically and in the way he spoke. When he was younger, it had been called many things, variations on “creepy” being the most common. As he rose through the UN bureaucracy and his power grew, those types of comments became less and less frequent. Now that he was Assistant Undersecretary for Military Affairs, all he got from most people was obsequious pandering. He enjoyed that.


  “That is unfortunate. He was our top prospect.” Undersecretary Keita leaned back, taking a long puff on the cigar he held gingerly in his massive hand. Unlike Kazan, Anan Keita looked entirely at ease, with the serene confidence of a man totally assured of his own power. “I presume you have reviewed the remaining candidates and brought me a recommendation.” It wasn’t a question. People didn’t waste Anan Keita’s time.


  The view behind Keita was extraordinary. The Undersecretary’s conference room, and the large adjoining office, had floor to ceiling windows offering a kilometer high panorama across the Arve River to the snow-covered peak of Mont Blanc in the distance. The UN headquarters in Geneva was the largest building ever built, an architectural triumph. No expense had been spared in its design or construction. It was a monument to the government of a united Earth, and it rose almost two kilometers above the mostly low-rise structures surrounding it.


  “Yes, Mr. Secretary.” The form of address wasn’t technically correct. Normally only the Secretary himself would be referred to by title, not an Undersecretary like Keita. But Secretary Patel was old and sick, and his hold on the office was largely ceremonial. Keita was effectively acting-Secretary, and he was almost certain to take over the office when Patel died or formally retired. Besides, Anan Keita was a vain man. Kazan was aware he’d see through the blatant pandering…but he knew he’d like it anyway. Any favor he could cultivate with Keita could only help his position. “I have selected the top six.” He slid a small tablet across the table. “Though I feel the first two are substantially better choices than the others.”


  Keita put the cigar in a large ashtray on the table, knocking off a clump of ash as he did. He scooped up the tablet, scanning the two names at the top. “Sergeant Jake Taylor and Sergeant Pedro Sanchez.” He was focusing on the glowing pad, reading the summaries Kazan had written about each man. He stopped after the first two. He didn’t have any interest in the secondary candidates. Filtering through the backup choices was Kazan’s job. “Do you have a preference?” His eyes were still on the tablet as he spoke. It was hard to tell from his tone if he was really interested in his subordinate’s opinion.


  “Well…” Kazan paused. He hated being put on the spot. A successful career in government usually meant avoiding as many decisions as possible, at least at his level. He didn’t yet have enough patronage or support to withstand a major mistake, but Keita certainly did. Still, he knew he’d get scapegoated for any errors, whether they were his or Keita’s. “…Sanchez has a longer service record than Taylor. He’s been on Argos for almost seven years.” There was a hesitancy in his tone.


  “I can sense a ‘but’ in this.” Keita’s impatience was clear, his tone annoyed. “Don’t waste my time, Kazan. Just make your point.”


  “I do not believe this direct comparison tells the whole story.” Argos was an ocean world dotted with small islands. It was a difficult planet on which to wage war and manage logistics, but it was nowhere near the hell that Erastus was. “Sergeant Taylor has been on Erastus for five years, which I believe indicates a higher relative degree of resiliency and toughness. The five year survival rate on Erastus is 1.2%.” That was the lowest of any world where UN forces were deployed. Casualties were high on all the Portal planet battlefields, but a posting to Erastus was generally considered a death sentence. “Additionally, Taylor came from a farm, while Sanchez grew up in the violent slums of the Mexico City Freezone.” Kazan’s point was a tricky one, but Keita understood immediately. Taylor had been almost comically ill-prepared for the violence and deprivation he faced on Erastus, yet he had adapted magnificently and survived against the odds.


  Keita leaned back in his chair, reaching out and moving the cigar back to his lips. “Yes, I tend to agree with your logic.” He glanced down at the tablet again. “Personal toughness and adaptability are primary considerations for the program.” He looked up at Kazan. “Have you reviewed the records of the troops under each man’s command? That is a perspective we should examine as well, particularly since we are looking for an entire strike force, not just one man.”


  “I have.” He really hadn’t, at least not with the thoroughness Keita would want. But he wasn’t about to admit to it. “I believe Sergeant Taylor’s section to be the better of the two.” He was bullshitting, at least in part, but he was pretty confident the troops on Erastus would prove to be tougher than those on Argos.


  He’s full of shit, Keita thought, amused…he glanced at those dossiers, nothing more. He sat quietly for a few seconds, leaning back in his chair, trying to decide if he wanted to let Kazan off the hook or press him further. “OK, I’m inclined to agree with you that Erastus is a crucible more likely to produce what we want than any other world.” He decided he wasn’t interested in discussing the trivialities any further, especially not with a brownnosing simp like Kazan. “We could talk this to death, but we need to move forward. Let’s put Sergeant Taylor and his people through one final test, and if they succeed….” By which he meant, if they survive. “…they will be our subjects for the program. And I believe I have just the thing.” He stared down at the screen, punching keys for a few seconds. “I know I saw an alert about Erastus…yes…there it is.” He read to himself for a few seconds before continuing. “We have discovered one of the Machine manufactories on Erastus…the first one, I believe, on that world.” The Tegeri defense of each Portal planet was centered around a network of large bases where they produced their biomechanical warriors. Ultimately, the UN forces on each planet were tasked with locating and destroying these facilities.


  Keita scrolled down the screen, reading the full report. “Let’s make sure that…what is the correct unit?” He looked at his screen again. “2nd Battalion…is assigned to the operation.” He hesitated as he continued reading. “It appears Taylor’s strike force commander was just seriously wounded, which is perfect for our purposes. Let’s put the good sergeant in command and see how he does.” He paused then added, “And make sure his troops are placed in the vanguard of the assault.”


  Kazan nodded. “Yes, Secretary Keita.” He slid his chair back slowly, assuming he had been dismissed. “I will send a dispatch at once.” He started to get up.


  “No.” Keita’s voice was calm and even…but firm.


  “Excuse me, Secretary?” Kazan fell back into the chair.


  “You will go to Erastus personally. You will observe the operation and prepare a full report for me.” Keita was expressionless, his voice betraying no emotion. But he was enjoying making Kazan squirm. “This is a crucial program for us. Indeed, our ultimate success in the war against the Tegeri may hinge on it. We must be thorough at every step.”


  Kazan’s mind was racing, trying to think of a way out. But there was none. Disappointing or defying Keita would end his career in its tracks. He could feel his head nodding, almost involuntarily. “Yes, Secretary.” He swallowed hard. “If that is your wish.”


  Gregor Kazan much preferred the civilized comforts of Geneva and the upper class lifestyle his political post allowed him to the harsh conditions the UN’s soldiers endured. The Portal worlds were battlefields, uncivilized frontiers. And, by all accounts, Erastus was the worst of the lot. He could feel the tension in his stomach. He was going to be sick.


  “That’s all, Kazan.” Keita’s voice was dismissive. “You may go and prepare. You leave tomorrow.”


  Kazan stood up quickly, nodding again. “Yes, Secretary Keita.” He turned and moved toward the door as swiftly as his wobbly legs would carry him.


  Keita watched with amusement, a thin smile creeping momentarily onto his lips. He spun his chair and stared out over the magnificent vista. Despite the astonishing view, his smile quickly faded. He was privy to far more classified data than Kazan. The war wasn’t going badly, at least not to superficial analysis. UN forces were pushing the Tegeri back almost everywhere. Given limitless resources, the UN forces had a good chance to ultimately defeat the enemy and take control of the entire Portal network. But resources are never without limit, and Keita had seen the projections. The maximum productive output of Earth intersected with the anticipated men and supplies required. The lines crossed far short of the point of victory. They were going to run out of resources long before they beat the Tegeri. Unless something changed the military situation.


  “Project Zed,” Keita whispered softly.


  



  


  Chapter 5


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  I’m starting to forget. I close my eyes and try to focus, but my mother’s face is fainter, harder to see. I know I’m losing what little I have left of her, of home. I try to recall the taste of apple pie or the feeling of the cool water of the swimming hole, but those things are slipping away too. I remember the words, but less and less the feelings and images that give them meaning.


  I don’t want to lose those last hazy links with home, with the family I left behind. But it’s hard. Have you ever really tried to will yourself to remember? It’s not an easy thing to do. You try to stay focused, but you get distracted…you fight, you sleep, you work…then, when you remember again, the recollection is that much weaker. No matter how hard you try, you still lose a little each day.


  I had a girlfriend back home. Beth. I left her behind, just like I did everyone else. When I first got here I used to think about her back home, picturing her crying for me…for lost love. I imagined the change day by day, as time slowly turned heartbreak to sadness…then to fond remembrance. How long, I’ve wondered, before she lived a day without thinking of me…before she was free? Before she found someone else, someone with a life of his own to share with her? Where was she now? Settled down with a family? Does she still think of me after all these years? Sometimes I wonder if she ever walks outside, leaving her husband and children for a few brief moments to stare at the sky and remember her lost love. I’d like to believe she does, but I’m not sure I do. I’m not even sure I should want that. What could it help? What use is there but to cause more sadness…and resurrect pain mercifully forgotten? I have nothing left to offer her, even as a memory. Better she never thinks of me again.


  I used to lay awake, slick with sweat on my cot when I couldn’t sleep in the relentless heat, thinking of her. I’d close my eyes and imagine the way her hair felt in my hands, the smooth softness of her skin against mine, the sound of her voice whispering gently in my ear. Now I’m forgetting, losing a little of that remembrance with each passing day. I fight against it, trying to cling to every detail, but it is pointless…she is lost to me forever. Perhaps the forgetfulness is a blessing.


  *


  Taylor stared wordlessly at the small tablet. He’d been doing the same thing for at least ten minutes, and the orders on the backlit screen still said the same thing.


  Taylor, Jacob (Sergeant), commanding Section 2, 213th Strike Force, 2nd Battalion, 2nd Brigade, UNFE is hereby reassigned to: Taylor, Jacob (Lieutenant), commanding 213th Strike Force, 2nd Battalion, 2nd Brigade, UNFE. Assignment effective immediately. Lt. Taylor is hereby ordered to assume command upon receipt of this communique.


  He wouldn’t have been surprised to be placed in acting command of the strike force. He was the section leader with the most time onplanet, the logical choice to take over while Cadogan was in the hospital. But this was a permanent assignment…and a promotion to commissioned rank. He wasn’t sure how he felt about being an officer. From the day he’d stepped out of the Portal, Jake had felt out of place. He never thought of himself as a real soldier, even now, although his troops knew he was one of the best on Erastus.


  He was sure what he thought about the formal reassignment, though. Lieutenant Cadogan was still alive in the infirmary, and Taylor wasn’t ready to accept that he wasn’t coming back. He’d have been OK with covering for the lieutenant, but replacing him? Permanently? It felt wrong. Disloyal somehow. At least until it was certain the lieutenant wasn’t coming back.


  His rational mind understood, realized such thoughts were foolish. But some things came from the gut, the heart. And taking Cadogan’s place was one of them. He’d follow the orders, of course…he didn’t have a choice. But he wouldn’t feel quite right about it.


  He read further down, scrolling through the communique, reading softly aloud as he did. “Lieutenant Taylor is authorized to reorganize the strike force in any manner and is empowered to issue non-commissioned promotions within the command structure.” He stopped reading and looked up. That’s odd, he thought. The orders gave him a lot of latitude, far more than standard practice. He knew, for one thing, that Cadogan hadn’t had the power to issue promotions. He sent recommendations up the chain, often waiting weeks or months for an approval. Strange…


  “Hey, Dog.” Taylor could recognize Blackie’s voice anywhere. His accent was so heavy, it almost sounded like a bad fake. Even after two years, Taylor still wasn’t truly used to it. “Some of the guys are playing cards with a crew from the 189th. You wanna come down, help us take their money?” There wasn’t any currency on Erastus, not really. The troops did get a form of scrip, which they could use to pay for the few items that passed for luxuries on Erastus. Most of the fake currency ended up in the brigade brothels when the guys got a few day’s leave. In between those infrequent breaks, it gave them something to gamble with.


  “Take a look at this, Blackie.” Taylor was distracted, and he’d mostly ignored what Black had been saying. He reached out, handing the tablet to his friend.


  Black took the pad, glancing down to read the orders. “F…u…c…k…” He drew out the word as he said it. “I guess I’m gonna have to get used to calling you sir.” He laughed for a few seconds, but then his voice became serious. “Honestly, Jake. No one deserves it more than you. You’ve kept more of these fool kids alive than anybody I’ve ever seen.” He took a couple steps toward Taylor, extending his hand as he did. “Congratulations, my friend.”


  “Thanks, Blackie.” Taylor reached out and took Black’s hand. “I appreciate the sentiment.” He smiled for a few seconds, taking the tablet back. “But there’s more to it than my great military gifts. Have you ever heard of a lieutenant approving promotions?” He paused, though not long enough for Black to answer. “Something is up, Blackie.”


  “You’re paranoid, Jake.” Black smiled. “The strike force needed a new CO…” He paused, his expression becoming more serious. He hadn’t considered that Taylor’s promotion meant the lieutenant wasn’t coming back. No matter what. They’d both known that intellectually, but this forced it to the forefront. The 213th had been Cadogan’s strike force, but no more. Now it was Jake Taylor’s. “Look, Dog, we’re all sorry about the lieutenant, but the strike force needs a leader, and you’re the logical choice. Sure, it happened a lot faster than the usual glacial pace. But it’s what we all knew would happen…at least if we let ourselves think about it.”


  “Yeah?” Taylor was staring at Black with an odd expression on his face. “Well, guess who’s the logical choice to take over 2nd Section…Sergeant Black?”


  Black had a blank expression on his face for a few seconds before he erupted with laughter. “Thank you, sir.” He snapped off a better than average salute, trying to suppress his smile as he did.


  Taylor couldn’t help but chuckle. “Sit down you asshole.” He pointed to a small table and chairs in the corner of the room. “This strike force got itself shot to shit on Blackrock Ridge, and we need to do some reorganizing.” He started walking toward the table. “I’m afraid we’re both going to miss that card game, Sergeant Black.”


  *


  Taylor sat quietly, looking across the table at Black with an “I told you so” expression on his face. “A battalion-scale operation,” he said. The words hung in the air as he held up the pad displaying the orders. Combat on Erastus was mostly search and destroy, and a full strike force was considered a large deployment. “I knew something was going on. They must have found one of the Machine bases.” As far as Taylor knew, there had never been an entire battalion committed to one battle on Erastus. But UNFE had never found a Machine factory on the planet either.


  “I don’t suppose I can call you a cocky asshole anymore now that you have those bars on your shoulders.” Black sat in one of the hard plastic chairs wriggling around, trying to get comfortable. It had been hot the last few days, even by Erastus standards. It was twilight outside…and they were deep inside the base, but it was still damned uncomfortable.


  “As long as you acknowledge my military genius, we’ll be just fine, sergeant.” Taylor smiled. “But, seriously, something like this is new ground for all of us. And we’re not in great shape.” The 213th had been reinforced to full strength, but that meant there were a lot of FNGs, true cherries who’d never been in a fight.


  “We’ve got a lot of rookies for sure, Boss.” Samuels’ slow drawl was as distinctive in its own way as Black’s inner city accent. “But we’ve got some real veterans too. I’ll put 2nd Section’s 1st and 2nd teams against any outfit on Gehenna.” There was a touch of sadness in his voice. Chuck Samuels had been in the 2nd team since he’d stepped out of the Portal and into the blazing heat of Erastus, and for the last ten months he’d been its commander. But as of three hours earlier, he was Sergeant Samuels, leader of the 3rd Section. It was a big step up for him, and he knew Taylor needed someone he could count on to command the 3rd. But he was going to miss his team.


  “Yeah, Bear, half of 2nd Section’s fine.” Black answered before Taylor. “Even 3rd and 4th teams are in decent shape. I wouldn’t call them veteran formations by a long shot, but the guys are coming along OK.” Black’s eyes shifted to Taylor, catching the slight nod of agreement. “But your section’s gonna be a handful. They got ripped to shreds at Blackrock.” The 3rd Section had been on the forward line when the enemy ambush hit. They’d already had a high proportion of inexperienced troops, and they lost over 60% casualties in the fight. There weren’t more than 3 or 4 real vets in the whole section.


  “Look, there’s no point bitching about things.” Taylor made sure to beat Bear to a response. He’d seen Black and Samuels spar like this for hours. They didn’t have time for that now, and Taylor didn’t have the patience. “Blackie’s right, Bear. I need you to do anything you can to whip your team into shape….starting tomorrow with maneuvers. You need to get them used to the heat, at the very least. We don’t have much time.”


  “Can I get supplies for an exercise, or do you just want me to do some ferocious PT?” Samuels had a jovial personality, but he was dead serious now. Pleasant demeanor notwithstanding, everyone in the room knew Bear would mercilessly drive his troops in the field.


  “Plan an exercise. I’ll get you whatever you need.”


  “Seriously, Jake?” Blackie sounded surprised. “After all the ammo we blew through last week?”


  “Not a problem.” Taylor glanced down at the pad’s screen. “I’m authorized to draw whatever I feel is necessary to have the strike force ready for action in one week.” Jake glanced around the room at the surprised and concerned faces. None of them had ever seen such generous logistical support. “I told you guys this thing was trouble, didn’t I.” Limitless supplies from HQ could only mean one thing. They were about to march into hell itself. “But there’s nothing we can do but make sure we’re as ready as we can be.”


  He turned his head, looking toward a tall, skinny man leaning against the wall. “How about your people, Hank?”


  “They’re OK.” Hank Daniels commanded 1st Section. He didn’t sound too convinced, but he wasn’t despondent either. “With your permission, I’d like to get them out for some maneuvers as well. I don’t have as many newbs as Sergeant Samuels, but I have enough.”


  Taylor nodded. “I think that’s a good idea.” He looked over at Bear then back to Daniels. “You two plan a joint wargame, one section against the other.” He let a small smile creep onto his lips. “Make it a two-day exercise. I’ll see how far I can push this unlimited supplies thing.”


  Taylor had known Daniels for almost a year, but he was just beginning to work closely with him and form a real opinion. So far he liked the guy immensely. Daniels seemed like a conscientious team leader, and he had a good personality too.


  Jake was a little worried about his overall force makeup, but he was very comfortable with his non-coms. They were crack veterans, and he trusted them to a man. He was still nervous about the upcoming mission, though, especially since he’d gotten almost no details. His orders were simple…be ready for a major operation by the entire battalion, commencing in approximately one week. That was pretty damned vague. And that could only mean trouble.


  



  


  Chapter 6


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  We try to fight when one of the suns has set, when the temperature is closer to bearable. We call this time twilight, though it is hotter than noon in any Earthly jungle.


  Sometimes the machines attack us, sometimes we attack them. Erastus was still a fairly new Portal world when I transited. I wasn’t part of the original forlorn hope sent in to carve out a beachhead, but we were definitely still on the defensive when I got here. Back then the Machines attacked every day. I didn’t think we could hold out for those first two years, but the reinforcements kept coming…new recruits, cherries like I was…feeding the slaughter.


  When they discover a new Portal world, UN Central starts sending troops through. The first few times, before the Consolidation, the nation-states sent colonists and researchers…and the Machines slaughtered them all. The Machines protect the Portal worlds; they protect them by killing anything that sets foot on them.


  We’re not part of the official UN security forces. The offworld command is organized differently, each planet having its own dedicated military. UNFE. United Nations Force: Erastus. That’s what we’re called. They’ve changed the nomenclature at least half a dozen times since I got here, mostly dropping the colon then adding it back again. I imagine there were some savage bureaucratic battles in New York and Geneva over that, but then no one ever accused UN Executive Branch of an inability to waste time and resources on useless red tape.


  The wars against the Machines are relentless battles of attrition, so the first soldiers through just try to hang on, outnumbered and under constant attack. These vanguard units don’t last long, maybe a few weeks. But UN Central keeps sending troops through; a steady flow of manpower until there is enough strength to hold a series of defensive bases. Then the stalemate begins; months, years…sometimes decades…before the deployed strength is enough to go on the offensive and take out the Machine bases. They’d found the first portal world before I was born; they’d secured five since that time, wiping out the Machines entirely. There were troops fighting on 27 more when I transited to Erastus. I used to wonder about those other worlds, what it was like on them, how their wars compared to ours. But the longer I was on Erastus the less it seemed to matter what went on anywhere else. This was my home now, and I knew I’d never leave it.


  *


  “Alright, mount up everybody.” Blackie stood on the ledge of the antigrav, shouting so the troops could hear him over the sound of the engines. There were four of the big transports lined up next to each other, and the 2nd Section of the 213th Strike Force was lined up outside the rightmost one, waiting to board.


  It was almost high noon, and both suns were baking the flat, sand-covered rocks of the landing area. Black’s light, moisture-wicking fatigues were already soaking wet and stuck to his skin. He was wearing his body armor, like everyone else in the strike force. The long-chain polymers of the armor were self-healing, providing the ultimate personal protection in battle. The downside was weight and, on Erastus, heat. The breastplate and limb coverings tended to trap the heat inside, making it even more difficult to withstand the brutal temperatures.


  “Begin boarding.” Black’s order was straightforward, and he spoke softly. The antigravs ran quietly, and his troops heard the command on their implanted com units, so there was no need to shout.


  The troops of the section marched quickly to the waiting transport, climbing onboard and strapping in on the two long benches along the inside of the hull. The Mustang-class troop transports had been one of the first weapons systems to incorporate the anti-grav technology found on New-Earth. The first Portal world discovered had been given a painfully unoriginal name, but it had also provided humanity with a 100-year leap in technology. Powered by an onboard nuclear reactor, each of the big vessels carried 40 men, plus weapons and supplies.


  The rest of the strike force was boarding the other transports, one section per, plus one ship for the support forces. The gunships that would escort them to the insertion point were deployed 500 meters to the north, just outside the strike force assembly area. The Dragonfires were awesome vessels, 60 meters long and bristling with weapons.


  Black watched the last of his troops climb through the Mustang’s hatch and, with a final look around the staging area, he pulled himself through and sat in the command seat. He quickly scanned the interior of the ship, checking, making sure all his troops had strapped themselves in.


  The men were mostly quiet. Some of the veterans were talking, quietly laughing every now and then. A few of the other guys were speaking softly to themselves. Blackie knew they were praying. Religion was tightly controlled on Earth, but when you dumped a bunch of guys in a place like Erastus, a lot of them found God. Fast. Black himself had never drawn comfort from his beliefs, mostly because he didn’t believe in anything. At least nothing besides his brothers in arms. But he was glad when he saw his rookies praying. Anything that distracted them, helped them manage the fear…that was good.


  “Last call to get strapped in boys.” The pilot’s voice was loud on the speaker. “We’re lifting in 30 seconds.”


  Black instinctively checked his harness, though he knew it was good. He’d strapped in a hundred times. He sucked in a deep breath, taking a few seconds to get ahold of his own fear. The rookies seemed to think the seasoned troops weren’t afraid in battle. The ones who survived long enough to become veterans themselves would look back and realize what idiots they were. Everyone was scared…everyone. The experienced troops just knew how to control it…they realized that their chances of survival were far better if they could manage the fear. For all the mystique of crack troops, that was the primary difference…the triumph of logic over terror. The mind over instinct.


  The ride would be smooth, at least. Half the rookies wouldn’t even know they were moving until they looked outside. One of the techs tried to explain it to Black once. The antigrav generators radiated a force that altered the graviton particles beneath the ship, effectively canceling the force of gravity exerted by the planet. Black had nodded politely, but none of it meant anything to him. The technician could have been speaking ancient Greek. The thing flew. That’s all Blackie cared about.


  The four transports lifted in a neat formation, rising approximately 50 meters before they engaged their engines and blasted across the desert at 1200 kph. Black knew there was a similar scene taking place at each of the battalion’s bases. Four small flotillas, with four transports and two gunships each would soon be converging on the target.


  That objective was still a mystery, but rumors were rampant it was indeed a Machine production facility. If that was the case, Black knew they could expect one hell of a fight. The Tegeri weren’t going to let 2nd Battalion just march in and take one of their key installations. Things are going to get bloody, Black thought grimly. Then he put it out of his mind and watched the featureless desert whip by.


  *


  “Let’s go!” Bear Samuels was shouting at his mortar crews, frustrated with the time it was taking them to set up. He’d worked them as much as he could, but they were just inexperienced, and it showed in their performance. “I want fire on that valley, and I want it now.” Unlike Blackie’s accent, Samuel’s southern drawl tended to vanish when he was excited and under stress.


  “Almost ready, Sergeant.” Corporal Jarrod had been onplanet around six months, which made him one of the closest things 3rd Section had to a veteran. He was a good man, but his two crewman were cherries who’d been on Erastus less than two weeks.


  “Ready, Sarge.” Isaac Stone was another corporal, an 18-month veteran from 2nd Section. Taylor had detached Blackie’s and Hank Daniels’ mortars and sent them to Samuels. Both of the borrowed crews were outperforming his own less seasoned team.


  His section was advancing through a narrow, rocky valley. It was a rough position, with the flanks on both sides exposed to enemy positions on the heights. The overall mission objective was on the left, built into a jagged peak rising 500 meters above the desert floor. The valley itself was narrow, with a rugged series of small hills rising to the right. Although it still hadn’t been confirmed officially, by now the entire battalion knew they were assaulting one of the enemy’s Machine production sites.


  It was the right flank that was worrying Samuels. There were enemy defensive positions up there, dug into those hills covering the approach to the base. His people had to take those out before the objective itself could be attacked. The rest of the strikeforce was stacked up behind his people, along with a section of the 1st and about half the battalion support elements. They were going to hit the base itself, but only after Samuels’ people cleared the hills to the right.


  Taylor had taken a gamble, sending his least experienced section in first, but he knew he needed his veterans for the main attack. He’d have never gone with 3rd Section if he didn’t have Samuels to lead it. Bear was one of the best small-unit commanders Taylor had ever seen. The big man was new to handling a whole section, but Jake had complete confidence in his friend. They both knew what had to be done and, if anyone could do the job with a bunch of rookies, it was Bear Samuels.


  “Ready, Sergeant.” Jarrod’s voice was a little wobbly, but it was loud and clear.


  “Attention 3rd Section, prepare to advance behind mortar barrage. Team leaders sound off.”


  “Acknowledged.” Corporal Clark Hemmerich was the first to respond, but the other three teams sounded off a few seconds later. The leaders had all been onplanet at least 9 months, though some of them commanded teams consisting entirely of new recruits.


  “Mortars…” Bear was standing right behind the three deployed tubes. “…commence firing.”


  It couldn’t have been more than a second before Samuels heard the first distinctive whoosh, followed closely by the other two. He pulled down his visor, flipping the switch to kick in the magnification. He could see the explosions in a small line along the rocky slope.


  “Short, 30 meters.” He snapped out the range adjustment. The three crew leaders were watching their impact points too, but Samuels beat them to it.


  Visibility was shitty. Bear could make out maybe half a dozen Machines deployed on the hillside, but he knew there were a lot more of them up there. The terrain was great for defense. If he led his section straight up they’d be cut to pieces. There was a way up around the side, though. If he could get a jump on the enemy, distract them enough with the mortar fire, he might just manage to hit them on the flank. He liked his rookies’ chances a lot better that way.


  Bear smiled as he saw the second batch of mortar rounds impact along the enemy’s first line. We drew blood that time, he thought, nodding with satisfaction.


  “1st and 2nd Teams, move out.” He had placed Hemmerich in overall command of the first two teams. The veteran corporal had been onplanet almost two years. He was the one other NCO in the section that Samuels considered a true veteran.


  “Yes, Sergeant.” Hemmerich’s response was crisp, just a touch of tension showing. This was a new kind of mission for all of them, the biggest fight the 213th Strikeforce had ever faced.


  “3rd and 4th Teams, prepare to advance.” Samuels was taking the rest of the section in himself. They were moving up right behind Hemmerich’s people. Once they got closer to the enemy position they would swing around, climbing higher up the hillside and hitting the enemy rear…right after the first two teams engaged the flank. With any luck, they’d have surprise on their side. If not, Samuels thought, it’s going to be a long day.


  *


  “Widen that field of fire. That fucking thing swivels, you know.” Clark Hemmerich was crouched down behind a large boulder, shouting across a ten meter gap to his HHV team. They’d gotten the thing up and firing quickly enough, but they were just shooting straight ahead. They had a line of fire on at least three enemy lines, but they were only shooting at one.


  “Yes, Corporal.”


  Hemmerich grinned as he saw the stream of hyper-velocity projectiles begin to swing back and forth across the field. He shook his head, thinking, why do they have to be told that? They’d caught the Machines flat-footed, focused on the mortar barrage and expecting a frontal assault. Now his team was raking the enemy flank, firing into the Machine position at its most vulnerable point.


  “Grange, Cruz, get your asses behind some cover before they get shot off!” The enemy still hadn’t reacted to the surprise, and now his people were getting careless, not paying attention to their cover. It was exactly the kind of stupid shit that got soldiers killed. The Machines were slow to adjust, but when they did Hemmerich knew his line would be hosed down with fire, and anybody who wasn’t keeping his head down would be a stain.


  His orders were clear…put maximum fire on the enemy while Samuels took the rest of the section around the flank and hit the enemy rear. The Machines were confused, their flank wide open. He was tempted to charge now and try to exploit the chaos. But he didn’t have the strength, not until Samuels and the rest of the section went in, at least. It was immaterial…his orders expressly forbid him to go in before the rear attack hit.


  He tapped a small pad on his helmet, bringing the tactical display up on his visor. His troops were deployed across 120 meters, each team with six men on the front and two in reserve. The 2nd team’s HHV was about 70 meters uphill from his position. It looked like a decent spot, but it was a little more exposed than he liked.


  He peered around the boulder, trying to get an idea of the damage they were doing to the enemy. Normally, he’d have had a drone up, but Taylor had ordered him not to do anything during his approach that might alert the enemy they were coming. The Machines had detected the transports approaching the area, of course, but Taylor was betting that a complex assault plan would surprise them. He didn’t think the Machines would expect an attack across the rugged terrain on their flank, which is exactly why Samuels’ section was doing just that. Drones buzzing around before the attack might have been a tip off, though.


  It looked like the enemy was taking heavy casualties, but it was hard to be sure. They still hadn’t counterattacked – or even responded with more than token fire of their own. It was a gift, but one Hemmerich knew wouldn’t last. The more he thought about it, the more he disliked that HHV position. The enemy was going to take them out as soon as they got their shit together.


  “1st Team, maintain position and fire.” He crouched low and crept out from behind the boulder, climbing slowly up the hill. He was going to find a better spot for that HHV.


  *


  “On three…3rd and 4th Teams, advance.” Bear’s people had made a wide march around the enemy flank. They’d gone at least a kilometer out of their way, but it looked like they’d made it without being spotted. He’d crept as close as he dared. The enemy rear was about half a klick down the rocky hillside.


  “One.” Samuels could hear distant explosions…his mortars still firing on the enemy front. It was hard to tell, but it sounded like all three were still active. He’d cut communications with the mortars…he’d shut down everything but low-power intra-team com. It was just too easy for the enemy to pick up a transmission and blow his secrecy.


  “Two.” Normally, Samuels would have his troops leapfrog forward, half providing covering fire while the rest advanced. But it looked like they had complete surprise going for them, so he’d ordered everyone to rush down the hillside and take advantage of it. A good old-fashioned charge, he thought. “No, not entirely,” he whispered to himself. He wasn’t looking to lead a bunch of rookies into close quarters combat with the Machines. They were going to rush down to point blank range and then stop and unload on the enemy position. He knew Hemmerich’s people were hitting the flank the same way. With their flank and rear compromised and heavy fire coming in, the enemy would probably pull back. The Machines didn’t break and rout in battle, not exactly. But they weren’t utterly resilient automatons either. They cared about self-preservation…whether that was instinct, programming, doctrine…Samuels didn’t know. But they would retreat if their position was untenable rather than fight hopelessly to the death. And that was all Samuels needed to clear the hillside.


  “One. Move it!” He spun around the edge of the rock out into the open. This was a gamble. If the enemy realized what was happening and got some fire on his people, they’d be sitting ducks. If that happened, Bear knew he’d be one of the first to go…he was a damned big target out in the open.


  He ran down the hillside, as quickly as he could without losing his footing. His vision was obscured…he had his visor down and the tactical display up. If he’d been leading his old team, he wouldn’t have worried about the display, but he needed to keep an eye on the cherries. If they froze, or if half of them failed to advance, the attack could quickly turn into a disaster.


  It looked like everyone was moving, at least so far. The line was a little more ragged than he’d have liked, but overall things looked OK. He shoved up the visor, finally getting a good look forward. He’d covered half the ground to the enemy already. There was a small gutter in the hillside, no more than a wrinkle in the ground, about 200 meters from the Machine position. That was the objective. If they could make it that far, they’d have decent cover, and they’d be firing from point blank range.


  “They’re shooting at us!”


  Bear wasn’t even sure who it was until he checked the com transponder. Private Esteban, one of the newbs from 3rd Team. “Let’s stay calm, people. Keep moving.” Bear was starting to notice some fire too, but it was sporadic, scattered. Probably a sentry or two who’d noticed the approaching force. He could feel himself stooping lower, instinctively trying to make himself a smaller target. The best thing he could do…that any of them could do…was to keep moving.


  “I’m hit!” It was Private Slotsky from 4th Team. He wasn’t fresh out of the Portal, but he was still pretty raw. There was pain in his tone, and panic.


  “Keep moving, all of you!” Bear was almost to the objective. His rifle was in his hands, and his eyes were instinctively scanning for a good place to position himself. “Slotsky, how bad are you hit?”


  “It’s my leg, Sarge. Hurts like hell.” Bear could hear the fear. Slotsky had never been wounded before, probably never had worse than a twisted ankle. “Stay calm, kid. Grab yourself some cover and get your medkit on it. We’ll be back for you.” The nanobots in the personal medical kit could stabilize most wounds long enough to get an injured soldier evac’d. Assuming there was any transport available, which there wouldn’t be unless Bear and his men secured the area.


  Samuels halted, crouching behind a small rock outcropping. It was only a meter and a half high, but it was good cover as long as he stayed prone. He slammed down his visor and gave the tactical display a quick glance. The rest of his troops were reaching their objectives. He switched off the projection and cranked up the visor magnification. He could hear the enemy fire now, still sporadic but definitely getting heavier.


  “Everybody grab some decent cover and get some fire going.” He peered around the edge of the rock, bringing his assault rifle up and firing half a dozen rounds on semi-automatic in the general direction of the enemy. “HHVs, I want you guys up and firing now! Make sure you’ve got decent cover.” He’d been careful to ensure that each of the HHV teams had one veteran member. He had to transfer a man from 3rd Team to do it, but the HHVs were too important to entrust solely to rookies.


  He pumped up the visor magnification to 300% and looked over toward the left. It looked like Hemmerich’s people were really ripping the enemy flank to shreds. He could hear fire beginning from his own teams, scattered rifles at first, then one of the HHVs kicking in. The enemy position was bracketed by the fire of his two groups. The Machines’ position was untenable…they had two choices. Launch a nearly suicidal charge against one of his forces or withdraw and reform. Either way, Samuels was going to take control of the hill and open the door for the rest of Jake’s troops to assault the base.


  Never win a battle with bullets when you can do it with boot leather. That was one of Jake Taylor’s favorite maxims…and Samuels had learned it from him. It didn’t matter that military boots hadn’t been made of leather for generations…the point remained. And against an enemy like the Machines, strong and well-armed but tactically sluggish, it was even more valid.


  His whole force was in position now, pouring fire into the enemy rear. The Machines were shifting forces, trying to put together a line to face the new threat. Samuel’s people were starting to take losses too, but they were light. The enemy was disordered and their efforts to reorganize under the heavy fire were slow and clumsy.


  “Pour it on, boys.” Samuels was firing on full auto now as he shouted into his com. “Drive them off the hill.”


  



  


  Chapter 7


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  The Machines aren’t actual robots. Not exactly. They are built, yes, but the technology is bio-mechanical. Imagine a reinforced supermetal skeleton, covered with a combination of mechanical and organic materials. Machines that learn, machines that heal. Relentless warriors that feel no fatigue, no pity, no mercy.


  But the Machines are pawns in this war, even as my brothers and I are. They are the servants of the Tegeri, our real enemy. The Tegeri build the Machines and command them; they send them into battle against us. We don’t know much about these shadowy puppet-masters, but we know what we need to know. They are our enemies.


  But what of the Machines themselves? Are they evil? Or are they merely slaves with no choice, no self-determination? Do they deserve our hatred? Or our pity? Do they feel true emotions? Are they able to wish for something else, something better than a lifetime of war and death on a hellish world?


  And how different are we, my fellow-soldiers and I? What choice do we have? We are sustained by our cause, protecting humanity from a ravaging alien horde. However many of us die, however callously we are used by the government, we know that we are protecting those we left behind. If we didn’t have that, I doubt we could go on. I know I couldn’t. Thinking of Beth, my family, safer because I am here fighting…it is all that sustains me.


  But do the Machines also believe they are fighting for a cause? Do they see us as aggressors, invaders…streaming from the Portals onto the worlds they have protected for centuries? Are they as self-righteous in their purpose as we are in ours?


  I wonder sometimes if the Machines can crave a life elsewhere, if they ever long for peace…or if they know nothing but the hell of war. And if they know nothing else, if they cannot understand love and family and happiness…do I pity or envy them?


  *


  “Keep laying down that fire. Don’t give those bastards a chance to regroup.” Taylor had his visor magnification on maximum, watching the engineers move toward the heavy metal hatch of the enemy base. The Machines had fallen back, abandoning their network of trenches in front of the entry, but now they were trying to organize a counter-attack. Taylor’s strikeforce had taken the enemy position...now they had only one job. Cover the engineers while they breeched the fortified hatch.


  It had been a hard fight. Samuels’ people had cleared the opposite hillside, outflanking and maneuvering the enemy out of their position. It had been masterfully done, and Taylor had been particularly impressed by Bear’s execution. Taylor had expected a lot from him, but he’d gotten even more. Samuels had accomplished a virtual miracle with his pack of newbs.


  The battle to seize the ground outside the base had been a different story. Taylor’s men had paid for every bloody step. They’d had two attacks repulsed and, for a while, he thought they were going to come up short. Twice he’d called for fire support. But the narrow valley was a dangerous place for a Dragonfire gunship, and central command had refused both requests, instructing Taylor to continue his assault with the resources he had. He was used to the high command putting materiel over men, but he was surprised this time…he had thought this mission was important enough to override the usual bullshit protocol.


  It was. Taylor didn’t know it, but he’d twice been authorized Dragonfire support, only to have the orders countermanded by higher authority for undisclosed reasons. Jake Taylor was on his own, and his performance was being closely watched…though he had no idea any of this was going on.


  Finally, he ordered Bear to post a small flank guard and attack down off the hillside with the rest of his men. The combined assault proved to be too much for the Machines defending the trenches. They pulled back, leaving 2/3 of their numbers behind, dead in their works.


  Now the enemy was trying to integrate all the units that had withdrawn and organize a counterattack. Taylor’s exhausted and shattered sections had to hold the ground they’d taken…and give the engineers a chance to break through the enemy fortifications. There were no reserves…they were on their own. The rest of the battalion had moved to cut off enemy reinforcements approaching from the north. If fresh Machine units got through, Taylor’s people wouldn’t have a chance. At 50% strength, fatigued, and low on ammo, they’d be swept away like dry leaves in the breeze.


  “Jarrod, get those mortars repositioned. I want fire on those bastards. They don’t get a chance to regroup. Understood?”


  “Yes, Lieutenant.” Voices coming through on the implanted com unit always sounded a little strange…hollow, tiny. But hearing himself called lieutenant was stranger still. “We’re on the way, sir.”


  The enemy had taken out one of the mortars, along with its entire team. Corporal Stone and his people didn’t have any warning. They’d been changing their position after every two shots, but the enemy still managed to target them and score a direct hit. Jarrod ran over to see if there were any survivors, but he couldn’t find a piece of anybody bigger than a softball.


  “Lieutenant Taylor…Captain Graves here.” Graves was the lead engineer. His crew were UN regulars, not UNFE lifers. There was a lot of resentment between the conscripts condemned to Erastus and the short-term UN specialists with a ticket home, but Taylor had made it clear to his people he wasn’t going to tolerate anything less than total support for the engineers.


  “Yes, Captain.” Taylor didn’t share the resentment. He might hate the higher ups, the people who made the policies that sent him and his brethren to die on Erastus. But that animosity didn’t extend to a team of engineers. He might envy their ticket home, but that wasn’t the same thing. They didn’t create the situation any more than he did. “What can I do for you?”


  “We’re going to blow the plasma charges in 3 minutes. I need all your people at least 500 meters from the hatch by then.”


  Taylor sighed. Three minutes wasn’t much time. “Understood, Captain.” There was no use arguing. Graves didn’t have any latitude, and Taylor knew it. Getting into that base was worth more than his entire strikeforce to UN Command…worth more than all of Graves’s men too. Any of his people who were too close in three minutes would be vaporized by a plasma charge. On UNFE’s spreadsheet it would be just so many more casualties in the glorious victory.


  “Attention all personnel.” He was practically shouting into his com. “I want everyone a minimum of 600 meters…” He added an extra 100, just to be safe. “…from the hatch in two minutes.” His voice was commanding, his tone urgent. He didn’t intend to lose any rookies because they fucked around instead of obeying his orders immediately.


  Taylor tapped the controls on his helmet, activating his tactical display. He took a quick glance, making sure everyone was obeying his withdraw order. Satisfied, he tapped his com to Black’s line. “Blackie, I’ll be going in with the engineers in a few. You’ll be in charge out here while I’m in the base.” With the rest of the battalion was positioned on the northern perimeter, Taylor was in command around the base itself. “If anything gets through the outer defenses, you need to keep the valley clear. Dig in on both sides, and put the mortars in the center so you can fire in either direction.”


  “Got it, Jake.” Black’s voice was sharp, but Taylor could hear the fatigue too. The 2nd Section had been in the forefront of the attack, and they’d borne the brunt of the losses. Taylor’s old command was nearly shattered, but he knew they’d still do the job. He was trusting them with his life. He was leading Hank Daniels’ 1st Section inside with the engineers, and if the enemy retook the valley while they were in the base, none of them would get out.


  “Lieutenant Taylor, Captain Graves here. Detonation in 30 seconds.” Taylor could see the engineers on his tactical display, running away from the base entrance, putting enough distance between themselves and the charges. “It’ll take about five minutes for the area to cool down enough for us to go in.” Cool down was definitely a relative term on Erastus. “Have your people ready and in position by then.”


  “Understood, Captain.” Taylor felt a small flush, not anger, really…more annoyance. He realized he didn’t like getting anything that sounded like orders from the engineer. Not when they concerned one of his combat forces. But he bit back on it. “We’ll be ready, sir.”


  *


  “Launch light modules.” It was dark in the passage, the kind of pitch blackness you could only dream about most places on Erastus. It was all well and good to wish for relief from the relentless sunlight, but Taylor and his men, their eyes adjusted to the brightness of two massive suns, were ill-equipped to maneuver in the dark.


  There was a whoomp sound, then another. Then half a dozen more. The light modules could be attached to the assault rifles like grenades. They were polycarbonate globes generating light through a contained chemical reaction. They lasted around six hours, and each one could light up an area with a diameter of roughly six meters.


  Taylor looked down the passage, now lit by the modules. It was about ten meters wide, and it stretched deep into the mountainside. The light globes were doing their job well. All of Taylor’s people had flashlights, but a handheld light was more effective at giving the holder’s position away to a hidden enemy than providing useful illumination. The modules were far more effective, and the grenade launchers could throw them several hundred meters.


  “Alright, 1st Team take point.” Taylor was going to follow just behind his advanced team, the engineers and the rest of the section falling in behind him. “Prepare to move out.”


  Hank Daniels had been at the end of the formation, organizing the teams bringing up the rear. Now he trotted forward to Taylor’s position. “It’s hard to believe we’re actually inside an enemy base, isn’t it, Jake?” He shouldn’t have been calling his superior officer by his first name, but Taylor wasn’t a stickler for formality…and he certainly wasn’t used to being an officer. Besides, Daniels was rapidly becoming a member of Jake’s inner circle.


  “It’s pretty incredible.” The response was perfunctory, without emotion. Taylor looked around him. The walls were smooth, the bare rock coated with some unidentified material. Taylor knew he was inside the lair of a species far ahead of his own, but all he could think about was the cost. Half his people had been killed and wounded taking this place…and from what he could piece together, the rest of the battalion had suffered almost as badly. He knew it was a big step forward for the war effort, but it was still too early to think of it in those terms. The losses were still too fresh.


  “I know it was a hard fight, Jake.” Daniels had a pretty good idea why Taylor was so somber. “But at least it wasn’t a waste. We’re a big step closer to ending the war on Erastus. That’s something, at least. How many of our people have died on this miserable rock for nothing?”


  Taylor took a deep breath. Daniels was right; he knew that. But it was still hard to see the big picture, to decide how many mangled and dead soldiers an objective was worth. “I know you’re right, Spider.” He paused. “But it’s just hard for me to see it that way. That’s all speculation…and these dead boys are real.” Taylor knew he shouldn’t be commiserating with a subordinate in the middle of an operation, but he had to get through all of this somehow. He tried to be the unmoving rock, always there for his men, never in need of support himself. That was a great image, but an illusion, an impossible standard.


  Daniels had to suppress a smile when Taylor called him Spider. He’d picked up the handle when he was a sniper, and none other than Jake Taylor had given it to him. Taylor was a corporal and team leader when Daniels arrived on Gehenna. The rookie was a crack shot from the beginning, so Cadogan made him a sniper. But it wasn’t his aim that was truly extraordinary…it was his patience. Daniels could stay in a hidden position, motionless for hours, just waiting for his shot. One day Taylor compared him to a spider sitting in its web waiting for prey, and that was that. The name stuck.


  “Look at it this way, then.” Daniels turned his head, glancing over at Taylor. “Maybe the war here will end sooner…and in ten years a whole batch of kids won’t get blackmailed into throwing their lives away because of this.”


  Taylor didn’t respond, but he thought about what Daniels said. It made sense, but it was still hard for him to accept that anything could justify the casualties and suffering his people had endured…and he figured that next group of kids would just get sent someplace else to die.


  “OK, Lieutenant Taylor, we’re all set.” Captain Graves was walking up from behind. He had been in the rear, supervising his crew as they prepped their equipment. The engineer wore the same sand-colored fatigues as Taylor and his troops, but his were totally soaked through with sweat, making them look darker. Other than his obvious distress from the heat and the silver Engineering Corps insignia on his shoulder, he could have been any officer in UNFE. Except Graves was going back home someday.


  “Very well, sir.” He tapped the com pad on his helmet. “1st team, move out.” Taylor turned his head and glanced at Graves, nodding. Then he followed his advancing troops down the dimly lit corridor.


  *


  “Machines moving down the west passage.” Taylor could hear shooting in the background as Corporal Danton made his report. Taylor had sent Danton and his team to investigate the scanner contacts they’d been picking up. Jake had been afraid it was an internal security force…a fear that now seemed well-founded.


  The main force had worked its way deep into the complex, locating the main power core after a lengthy search. They’d encountered a few sentries, and they’d lost one man, but they managed to reach their objective without running into too much resistance. Graves and his men were setting the nuclear charge while Taylor’s people guarded the approaches. Ideally, UN Command would want to hang on to a facility like this. The potential for researching the enemy’s superior technology was considerable. But it was too risky to try and hold it. The base was deep in an enemy-dominated zone, and they would likely launch a counterattack to retake it. UNFE had only managed to mount an attack against the facility because of surprise. The enemy thought the location was secret, as it still would be had it not been for a random communications intercept and some educated guessing by UNFE Intelligence.


  The only tactically sound choice was to destroy the place, thus beginning the long process of attriting the enemy’s strength on the planet by destroying or capturing the production facilities. There had been 8-14 factories on the Portal worlds already conquered. If Erastus followed the pattern, the destruction of this facility would eliminate approximately 10% of the enemy’s replacement capacity. The Tegeri didn’t seem to bring reinforcements through the Portals…they produced the Machines on-planet. When the production facilities were all taken or destroyed, they seemed to give up the fight.


  “Lieutenant, we’ve got a lot of Machines coming at us.” Danton’s tone was tense, harried. “They’re advancing from two directions now.” There was a short pause, then: “Sir, they seem to be very disorganized. Not like normal Machines at all.”


  “You need to hold them, Corporal.” Jake’s voice was firm. “At all costs. I’m sending you some backup now.” He paused. “No one gets by you. Understood?”


  “Yes, sir. Understood.”


  Taylor turned toward Daniels. “Hank, send another team to support Danton. He’s got Machines coming in from two directions.” Taylor was in overall command, of course, but he didn’t want to step on Daniels’ toes too badly. Danton had panicked and called Taylor directly…he really should have reported to Daniels. It was tough on a unit commander to have a superior officer along with no other units to command. It was easy to marginalize the junior commander. But Taylor had been in Daniels’ shoes before, and he made sure to respect his subordinate.


  “Yes, sir.” Daniels flipped down his helmet and checked his tactical display. “I’ll send Gomez’ team.” He flipped the com circuit. “Gomez, I’m sending you coordinates. Get your team over there immediately and support Corporal Danton.”


  “Yes, Sergeant.” Gomez was one of the most junior team leaders in the 213th Strikeforce, but he was fast developing into one of the best. “We’re heading there now.”


  “Gomez’ people are on the way, sir.” Daniels held Taylor’s gaze for a few seconds…a silent acknowledgement. Neither one said anything, but they both knew what Taylor had done…and that Daniels understood and appreciated it.


  “Lieutenant, we’ll be finished in ten minutes…twelve tops.” Graves’ voice was loud, and the message startled Taylor. The engineer sounded distracted. He and his men were working as quickly as possible to set the nuclear mine so they could all get the hell out. Graves – and Taylor too – would have much preferred to nuke the factory with a missile, eliminating the need for the bloody ground attack or for any of them to be deep within the facility standing around a 3 megaton warhead. But the base was dug into a mountain, and it was far from certain any nuke in UNFE’s arsenal would penetrate sufficiently to destroy it. And if they had tried and failed, the surprise so essential to the operation would have been lost. By the time they came in on the ground, the enemy would have massively reinforced. The assault would have quickly turned into a bloody disaster.


  “Acknowledged, sir.” Taylor signaled Daniels while he spoke to Graves, holding up both hands, all his fingers upright, indicating 10 minutes. “Be advised that we are engaging substantial enemy forces, Captain.” A brief pause. “Any minutes you can shave off will make our withdrawal less problematic.”


  “We’ll do what we can, Lieutenant. You don’t want us rushing too much with this thing.” Graves cut the line.


  Taylor nodded. He wasn’t going to waste his time thinking about what could go wrong with the mine. The nuke was Graves’ problem. The Machines were his.


  *


  “Let’s go, Gomez. Your people are moving like a bunch of old ladies.” Taylor knew he wasn’t being fair – the corporal’s team was shot to pieces. Danton was dead, and Gomez was leading the survivors of both crews. They had more wounded than able-bodied personnel, and it was hard to withdraw under fire while carrying your comrades. But fair was bullshit, and Jake knew it. There was getting out of here and not getting out. Those were the two options. Fair had nothing to do with any of it.


  “We’re on the way, sir.” Taylor could hear the pain in Gomez’ voice. The corporal had reported he’d taken a minor wound in the leg, but Jake had a feeling it was a lot worse than that.


  They’d killed a lot of Machines, but there were more coming. They were far less effective than typical Machines. Taylor figured they were fresh off the manufacturing line, and they had enough more than enough numbers to make up for reduced efficiency. There was no way to win a protracted fight and, besides, the nuclear warhead was going to blow in less than 15 minutes. The thing was booby-trapped to prevent the enemy from disarming it, but UN Command had ordered a short detonation countdown anyway. They didn’t want to take any chances on the Machines deactivating the mine in spite of the defenses. If that put a lot of pressure on Taylor and Graves and their people to get the hell out, so be it. Destroying the facility was vastly more important to the high command than a section of infantry and an engineer crew.


  Taylor and the main force were almost to the entrance. He didn’t want to send anyone back, and risk more of his men not getting out. But he couldn’t leave Gomez and his people behind. There was only one thing to do. “Hank, get everybody out and onto that transport.”


  “You’re not thinking about…”


  “Just do it.” Taylor had already turned around. “And you lift off and get everybody out of here five minutes before detonation.” He stared right at Daniels. “Not one second later. Do you understand me?”


  Daniels stood silently, shifting his weight nervously back and forth. “Do you understand me, Sergeant Daniels?” Taylor’s tone was imperious, almost angry. He didn’t have time to argue.


  “Yes, sir.” Daniels answered grudgingly, his voice sullen.


  Taylor spun around and jogged down the corridor. He unslung his assault rifle, holding it at the ready in front of him. The tactical display showed Gomez’ group about 200 meters back. He also had blips showing enemy forces another 300 meters behind them. The data points on the Machines were courtesy of the nanobot detectors Gomez had dropped behind as his people ran for it.


  He covered about 150 meters and rounded the corner. There they were, about 30 meters ahead. It was worse than he thought. There were only six of them, all the survivors from two 8-man teams. It looked like 2 were unhurt, and each of them was carrying a badly wounded comrade. Corporal Gomez was in the back, struggling forward slowly, his fatigues soaked in blood. He was waving ahead, yelling for the rest of the men to move faster and leave him behind.


  “Let’s go, you guys.” Jake shouted down the corridor, gesturing wildly for the men to run toward him. He kept moving, passing them by, stopping next to Gomez.


  “Lieutenant, you shouldn’t be back here, sir. We might not make…”


  “We’re all going to make it, Corporal.” Jake sounded sincere, but he was far from sure. He gave them about a 50/50 shot of getting to the transport before it lifted. Getting out too late was the same as not getting out at all…a front row seat to a 3 megaton blast.


  Taylor grabbed Gomez and threw the wounded corporal over his shoulder. At least he’s small, Taylor thought to himself. Jake was 2 meters tall, and he had at least 9 or 10 centimeters on the stricken non-com. He ignored Gomez’ howls of pain and ran forward on the heels of the other troopers.


  They rounded the corner just as the pursuing Machines began firing down the hall. “Turn left up ahead,” Taylor shouted. They were almost there, but they were running out of time. They weren’t going to make it.


  He turned the corner and felt the pain in his back, the sudden weakness in his legs. He’d been hit. Ignore it, he thought…nothing you can do about it now. He gritted his teeth, trying to run harder, to disregard the pain.


  He could see the light up ahead. It was late in the day, well into twilight, but even with only one sun in the sky, it was always bright on Erastus. “Move!” He screamed at the men in front. He knew they were tired and hurting, but they only had 30 seconds left. They ran down the last hallway and out into the bright sun of the valley. Taylor glanced at his chronometer and groaned. They were too late.


  But he could hear the engines of the transport, and he looked up, seeing its hulking form just ahead. “Run!” His legs were on fire, and back was sheer agony. He could feel the slickness, his blood flowing down his back, his legs. Every step was torture, but he kept moving, running hard. Gomez had lost consciousness, and Jake was having a hard time keeping a grip on him.


  He couldn’t understand why the transport was still there. The countdown clock was at 4:15 to detonation…they should have taken off 45 seconds before. He could see the shape of the Mustang getting larger as he approached. Gomez’ troops were reaching the open hatch of the hold, grabbing onto the outstretched hands of the men onboard.


  Taylor still couldn’t understand. He wasn’t surprised that Daniels was ignoring his order to leave them behind, but the transport crew would have taken off on the dot, and no arguments would have stopped them.


  Jake handed Gomez to the troops inside the hold and grabbed onto the handrails, pulling himself up. The strength wasn’t there, and he started to slide. Then he felt the hands grabbing him, hauling him up and in. As they pulled him up, he got a view through the open door into the cockpit. He saw the two man crew…and Hank Daniels holding his gun on them both.


  “OK…” Taylor shouted so loudly it wracked his stricken body with pain. “Let’s get the hell out of here!”


  



  


  Chapter 8


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  Have you ever watched anyone die? I don’t mean a grandparent, old at the end of a long and happy life, lying in bed, surrounded by family. Have you ever seen a young person die violently, decades before nature intended?


  Have you looked into the eyes of a boy, barely a man, and witnessed the terror, the pain, the confusion? Seen the look in his eyes as he begs you to help, to save him? Listened to him cry for life, even as death was taking him? Stared down at your clothes, now stained with the life blood of a dead friend?


  I expected to die when I got to Erastus. My life wasn’t mine anymore anyway…I’d signed it away to save my family. UN Central owned it. If they wanted to throw me into the burning sands of Gehenna to die, that was their decision.


  But I didn’t die. Battle after battle, I survived. I was wounded a few times, and thought I was done for more than once, but I’m still here. When I got to Erastus, the guys who’d been onplanet awhile took me under their wing. They taught me how to survive. They became good friends, all those guys. We fought together, lived together, watched each other’s backs.


  They’re dead now. All of them. Burying your friends is one of the rewards of surviving on Erastus. There’s a pain I can’t describe in watching a friend die…19 years old, 20, his body mutilated beyond recognition. The bond between men who fight alongside each other, who bleed together and man trenches and share the same slop to eat…it can’t be understood by someone who hasn’t experienced it. Those men were more than friends, more than brothers. And I watched every one of them die.


  But there’s a different pain too, the agony of watching these stupid, unprepared kids stumble out of the Portal, knowing almost 2/3 of them will be killed or wounded in their first battle. UNFE training is fairly comprehensive, but it is woefully inadequate to prepare young men for the reality of this hell world.


  The anguish is worse because I have lived so long. The good men who took me in didn’t fail me. They taught me what I needed to know. They kept me alive until I could survive on my own. When I watch a cherry die, I know I have failed him, as I myself was not failed. I have failed a bewildered, terrified kid who needed me. And I have failed the dead men who saved me and asked nothing more than that I pay forward for what they did.


  Why should I have survived so long when there are so many I cannot save? I thought fighting in hell was a terrible fate, but commanding there is worse. Watching men die, seeing the terrified looks in their cold, dead faces…it’s more horrible than anything the Machines can do to me. If they kill me, I’ll consider it a mercy. But if I have to look at one more dead kid, face transfixed in fear, in agony, I think I will lose my mind.


  *


  Taylor sat quietly, watching the desert whip by as the Mustang raced along at 1,200 kph. He was strapped in, sitting alone in the cavernous hold of the otherwise empty transport. His back hurt like crazy, but Doc had cleared him for the flight. The round that struck him went right through his back and out the front without so much as nicking a vital organ. It took Doc about 30 minutes to patch everything up and fuse the wound closed. Jake would be sore for a couple weeks, and off combat duty, but he was more or less fine for normal activities.


  UNFE HQ was 3,500 klicks from Firebase Delta. Taylor knew the destruction of the enemy base was a major victory, but he’d never seen a transport dispatched such a distance to pick up one lieutenant…especially not one escorted by a Dragonfire gunship, like this one was.


  It had occurred to Jake they might give him a medal or some type of award. They loved giving out decorations…something for the cherries to look up to, another reason for them to throw their lives away heroically.


  Taking out the first Machine production facility on the planet was certainly a major win, and a crucial turning point in the war on Erastus. The first phase was over…from now on, it would no longer be a continuing fight just to hang on. The war had morphed into an ongoing effort to chip away at enemy strength until their defenses collapsed. It was too early to say the momentum had shifted entirely, but it was definitely a move in that direction.


  Taylor understood the implications, and he appreciated the tactical significance. But all he could think about was how many of his boys didn’t come back from the glorious victory. The thought of smiling while some asshole from UN Central did a drive by on Erastus to pin a piece of silver on his chest was more than he could stomach.


  The Jake Taylor who had just arrived through the Portal might have valued a shiny new medal. But the war weary lieutenant was repulsed by the idea of accepting a reward that was bought with the blood of his men. He had no choice, but there was no part of him left that wanted any of it. He wished he could go back to base to be with his shattered unit as the men mourned their dead. That was where he belonged.


  “We should be on the ground at HQ in about 20 minutes, Lieutenant Taylor.” The pilot’s tone was half-disinterested, half respectful. Antigrav jocks didn’t usually pay much attention to ground pounders. But Taylor was one of the heroes of the Battle of Shadow Valley, as they were calling it, and he rated a transport all to himself. That was worth a little respect. And the story of him running back into the facility to rescue his men – then getting wounded himself - was taking on the status of a legend. It irked the hell out of him, but there was nothing he could do to stop it.


  The air crews weren’t lifers like Jake and his people. That didn’t mean they weren’t real combat soldiers, though. Their loss rate didn’t equal the infantry’s, but no one would call their duties safe. But if they survived a tour of duty on Erastus, they’d go back to Earth. Jake and his brothers could only imagine a hope like that.


  Taylor picked up the small mic and flipped it on. “Thank you, Lieutenant.” He leaned back and mopped his forehead with a small cloth. The units on Erastus didn’t have dress uniforms or anything like that. There was just no need for them. But Jake was wearing his full duty uniform, not just light combat fatigues. He was getting some air from the small vents in the Mustang’s hold, but it was still damned hot, especially wearing the uniform’s high-collared jacket.


  He’d been surprised when he arrived on Erastus to find that virtually nothing was air-conditioned. Not the barracks, not the transports. Nothing. Even the infirmary was only moderately climate-controlled…better by a considerable margin than anywhere else, but still pretty hot.


  He was confused at first, but he came to understand. Adapting to the heat of Erastus was the most important thing a soldier could do to survive. Those who failed to do so, who became weak and fatigued on the battlefield…they were the first to die. The men of Erastus, especially the life-service infantrymen, had to make the inferno into their natural habitat. And popping in and out of comfortably air-conditioned areas was not at all conducive to effective acclimation.


  I wonder what headquarters is like, Jake thought idly. It had been five years since he’d felt truly cool air, and he wondered if HQ might have some to offer. He found himself hoping so, but when he thought about it a bit more, he decided it might be better not to be reminded of things that were lost to him.


  Jake watched the terrain passing below the transport. Firebase Delta was situated in the deep desert, an area so devoid of moisture, the time between rains was measured in years. The last measured precipitation had been before Taylor even arrived onplanet.


  He’d served in the jungles of Erastus too, a steaming hot equatorial belt, brutally humid and filled with venomous predators. It was the only area of Erastus with a significant number of lifeforms. The rest of planet was virtually lifeless, like the desert, or was home to a limited range of plant life, like the grass-covered polar plains he was now passing over.


  UN Command Headquarters was built near the center of the northern polar region, the closest thing Erastus had to a temperate area. The Portal from Earth was located very close to the planet’s north pole, and HQ had been built near the transit point. There were other advantages as well...the slightly more moderate temperatures were easier on the specialist troops and UN brass based at headquarters.


  “We’ll be landing in just a minute, Lieutenant Taylor.” Taylor could feel the antigrav turning slowly. He could see the flat paved area ahead. Most of HQ was subterranean; only the landing pads were above ground.


  The Mustang flew over one of the flat areas, and it gently descended in place as the antigrav generators slowly cut power, gradually restoring the effects of gravity. It was a soft landing…Taylor had to look outside to confirm they’d actually hit ground. He unstrapped himself and slowly stood up, wincing a bit as he did. It was time to see what the high command really wanted from him.


  *


  Taylor walked into the room, removing his hat as he did. He was distracted by an unfamiliar feeling as a wave of cool air rushed over him. He fought the urge to close his eyes and stand there savoring the blissful sensation. The crispness brought back a flood of memories, things he’d thought long-forgotten. For an instant, he was back in New Hampshire in autumn.


  He’d expected to meet with a middling-high level officer, a major, or even a colonel. Instead, he’d been advised that an assistant UN under-secretary named Kazan was waiting to see him. To almost anyone on Earth, such a creature was unimaginably lofty, a senior Admin and a powerful and respected member of the government. To a grunt on Erastus such a meeting was without precedent.


  “Greetings, Lieutenant Taylor. It is a great pleasure to finally meet you.” Gregor Kazan was extremely polite, but Taylor was immediately uncomfortable around him. His tone sounded sincere, at least on the surface. But there was something unsettling about him, something that made Jake suspicious.


  “I feel we have known each other for quite some time.” Kazan walked toward Jake, extending his hand.


  Taylor reached out and took Kazan’s proffered hand, a confused look on his face. “Welcome to Erastus, sir.” It was all Taylor could think to say. Then: “Known each other? Have we met before?”


  Kazan pointed to a small table with two chairs. “Please, Lieutenant, sit.” He turned and walked toward the table himself. “You have had a hard time of it these last few days, I’m afraid. Kazan stood and watched as Taylor walked over and pulled out a chair, slowly lowering himself into it. “And to answer your question, no, we have not met. But I have known of you for some time.”


  Kazan sat down, harder and less gracefully than Taylor had. He noticed Jake taking a deep breath. His eyes darted to the air vent and back. “Yes, Lieutenant, I am sure my air conditioning is quite a change for you. I’m afraid I would be quite unable to function without it.” He smiled. It was intended to make Taylor comfortable, but there was something odd about Kazan’s thin lips. The official had been nothing but flawlessly polite, but Jake just wanted to get out of there, air conditioning or no. Something about Kazan made him uncomfortable.


  “It is a terrible shame that you and your soldiers must exist in such hostile conditions.” He said the words, but Jake was pretty sure the creepy little prick didn’t give a shit what happened to the men in the field. “But it wouldn’t be a service to you to allow you to face the Machines unprepared, would it?”


  Taylor wanted to scream out, to tell Kazan that UN Central sent unprepared men to Erastus every day, and that most of them still weren’t ready when they fought their first battles. Which was why most of them died. But he held his tongue and said only, “No, sir. It wouldn’t.”


  Kazan sat quietly, looking across the table. Taylor wanted to ask why he’d been brought to HQ, but he decided to wait and see what Kazan had to say. It turned out he only had to wait a few seconds more.


  “I am sure you are wondering why you are here, Lieutenant.” Kazan still had the narrow smile on his face. The longer he kept it there, the phonier it looked.


  “Yes, sir.” Taylor spoke softly, matter-of-factly. “I am somewhat curious.” More than somewhat, he thought…but he was determined to play it cool. His father had told him not to trust anyone from the government. He’d ignored the old man at the time, writing it off to one of his anti-establishment rants. But now his father’s words were there again, playing at the back of his mind, sounding a lot more rational than they had five years earlier.


  “Well, to deal with the simplest matter first, you are to receive a Silver Starcluster, and I will be presenting the award.” Kazan watched, clearly expecting more of a reaction than Taylor gave him.


  Jake sat still, staring back at his companion with emotionless eyes. Medals, causes, speeches…they are all worthless...they are as corrupt as the puppet masters who use them to control men. His father’s words again, fighting their way from memory to the forefront of his consciousness.


  “Thank you, sir. That is quite an honor.” Taylor said what was expected of him, at least minimally. He didn’t manage to put much feeling behind it. Jake wasn’t as accomplished a fraud as Kazan.


  Kazan noticed the lack of enthusiasm. “I am certain this is all a lot for you to absorb, coming so quickly after fighting such a terrible battle.”


  The door buzzer sounded. “Enter.” Kazan didn’t sound surprised by the intrusion.


  A steward walked swiftly into the room, carrying a tray with a pitcher and two glasses. “Just set it down on the table, Joff.” The neatly attired servant swiftly obeyed Kazan’s command.


  “Will there be anything else, sir?”


  Kazan glanced at the pitcher full of ice water, then at Taylor, who couldn’t keep his eyes off it. “No, Joff. That will be all.”


  “Some water, Lieutenant?”


  Taylor was trying to maintain his detachment, but it had been five years since he’d had a drink of water that wasn’t piss warm. “Yes, sir. I would appreciate that.”


  Taylor watched Kazan reach out and grab the pitcher. It was clear, but fogged over with condensation. Kazan poured slowly, and Jake’s eyes watched the water and the ice cubes – Ice! – flow into the glass.


  “I don’t wish to overwhelm you, Lieutenant, but there is something else I wanted to discuss with you.” He reached over and placed the glass in front of Taylor.


  Jake eyed the water greedily, but he forced himself to wait. “Yes, sir. What else can I do for you?” He paused another few seconds, his hand shaking the entire time, wanting to reach out for the icy cold water.


  Kazan watched. This soldier has good control, he thought…perhaps we chose well. “Lieutenant, UN Central Command has developed a new program, one designed to improve survivability for our soldiers fighting on difficult worlds.” He paused, then added, “Like Erastus.”


  Taylor was listening, trying – and mostly failing - to look cool and uninterested as he raised the glass to his lips and felt the icy water slide down his throat. He drank half, forcing himself to put the glass down before he drained it. “A new program?” Taylor found himself interested. This was an unexpected topic.


  “Yes, Lieutenant.” Kazan suppressed a satisfied smile. He had Taylor’s attention now. “I’m afraid it is quite complex and more than we can discuss in true detail at this time.” He looked across the table with a broad smile that made Taylor’s stomach flip. “But the good news is that your strikeforce has been chosen to be the first to participate in the program. Your people are receiving their orders now. They will be here in two days.”


  Taylor say quietly for a few seconds, before speaking. He wasn’t sure what to think about any of this, but he also knew he didn’t have any choices here…no more than he’d had back on the farm when he’d given his life to UN Central. “Will Sergeant Daniels be with them?”


  Kazan had an annoyed look on his face. “I’m afraid Sergeant Daniels is under arrest, Lieutenant. Threatening a superior officer at gunpoint is a very serious offense.”


  Taylor knew it was serious. It was a capital offense. “I understand the gravity of the situation, but I believe that prosecution is misplaced in this case. Sergeant Daniels was only acting to save…”


  “It is immaterial to our discussions, Lieutenant Taylor. I’m afraid it is out of my hands.” Kazan’s tone made it clear he considered the matter settled.


  Taylor stared at the UN bigwig, his eyes boring like lasers. “I am prepared to cooperate with your new program, sir, but I must first insist that Sergeant Daniels be pardoned.”


  Kazan glared back at him, clearly outraged at the audacity of someone he considered well beneath him. “You have no authority to refuse any orders, Lieutenant. Regardless of the sergeant’s fate.” His voice dripped with contempt. Taylor knew it had been there all along, but his defiance had stripped away the veneer of civility and respect.


  Taylor sat rigidly upright in his chair. He was uncomfortable facing off against a high UN official. The last five years of his life had been all about following orders, and before that, he’d had the usual fear of government officials. He didn’t know exactly where Kazan fit into the UN hierarchy, but he was sure it was pretty high up. But Hank Daniels was a good soldier and a friend. His actions that day saved not only Jake, but six other soldiers. He deserved better than to be shot in some dark cellar somewhere after a perfunctory trial.


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Kazan.” Taylor had faced death a hundred times since he’d arrived on Erastus. He wasn’t going to back down now. “I will not cooperate in any way unless I have an assurance that Sergeant Daniels will be released and that no charges will be filed.”


  Kazan looked on the verge of an apoplectic fit. It was obvious he enjoyed wielding his power, and equally apparent that people rarely stood up to him. But Jake didn’t care…he didn’t care if he was dragged out of the office and shot right now. He wasn’t going to abandon Daniels.


  Kazan was silent for a long while. He stared at Taylor the entire time, as if trying to take the measure of the man. Finally, he spoke softly, slowly, his barely restrained anger obvious in his voice. “Very well, Lieutenant Taylor. I will grant your request.” He had a sour look on his face, like a child being compelled to finish a plate of some hated vegetable. “But you will do everything exactly as you are told from now on without precondition or argument. Do you understand what I am saying to you?” His tone was deadly serious.


  “Yes, sir.” Taylor was surprised his stand had worked. This must be important, he thought…whatever it is they want me to do. “I understand.”


  “Good.” Kazan glared at Taylor, not even trying to hide his disdain. “Because if you so much as hesitate an instant before following another order, I promise that you will be dragged into some hidden hole somewhere and shot without so much as the formality of a court martial.” He paused, still glowering at his silent guest. “And the same for Sergeant Daniels. Do you understand me, Lieutenant?”


  Taylor just nodded, wondering what he had gotten himself into.


  



  


  Part Two


  Supersoldier


  



  


  Chapter 9


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  I’ve begun to wonder how different we are from the Machines. They are constructed; I was born. They are part flesh, part machine. With my implants and exos, I am also part machine.


  What did they do to me when they installed my mods? They took my eyes, and replaced them with ones that work better. What did they do with mine? The ones I was born with. The ones just like my mother’s and, I was told, my grandmother’s. The blue ones speckled gray that Beth used to look into when she touched my face. Did they end up in some garbage can, discarded like so much trash?


  My ears are half circuitry now, and my muscles are interlaced with synthetic fibers that triple my natural strength. I heal rapidly, and my blood carries more oxygen. I can run farther and faster than before, and jump and climb too.


  Then there are the exos. There are metal fittings on my shoulders now - and my legs and spine - where the exos attach to me. Part armor, part weapon, the exos make me the deadliest warrior mankind has ever produced. Fully equipped and prepped for battle I could beat 20 armed hardcores from any urban free zone.


  Then there is the neural intelligence system. A constant voice in my head, the NIS is a sophisticated artificial intelligence, my own internal computer connected to my neural pathways. It feels like part of my own mind, somehow both new and old at the same time. I control it effortlessly with my thoughts, as it collates and stores information vastly more efficiently than my natural brain. I remember everything now…everything I see, everything I hear.


  I am the ultimate warrior, the embodiment of Death, standing between my people and the doom of an alien enemy bent on destruction. But am I human anymore? Or just another manufactured soldier, like those I fight, built to wage a never-ending war?


  *


  “They’re breaking off, Major!” Sergeant Simpson was pointing wildly as he shouted. “They’re running.” Simpson had proven to be a valuable aide, but he was a bit too excitable. Taylor knew it was a lack of experience, even though the sergeant had been two years onplanet. To Jake Taylor, almost everyone on Erastus was a rookie.


  Taylor stood still, not even bothering to look. His NIS had recorded every aspect of the battle his eyes had witnessed and his ears had heard. Jake could remember every rock, every fold in the ground, every com message verbatim…for that matter, every smell too. He knew what was happening on the battlefield. He’d seen it enough times. The Machines were nothing if not predictable. He’d compromised their position and they were withdrawing. Like always.


  They weren’t defeated…not yet. The Machines were resilient. They followed their standardized tactics with an almost frightening regularity. They weren’t afraid; they weren’t running. Their basic tactical training told them to pull back from a compromised position and regroup, and that is what they were doing.


  “They’re not running, Simpson.” Taylor’s voice was calm, almost disinterested. “They’re pulling back to regroup on the higher ground to the south.” Which is just where I want them, he thought.


  Rigid adherence to basic tactical doctrine could be effective when facing an average commander. The Machines didn’t make many mistakes, and their maneuvers were always flawlessly executed. But against a leader like Jake Taylor, predictability was suicidal.


  Taylor directed a thought to his NIS, activating the com. After five years he was finally getting used to the fact that his thoughts could manage more equipment than what he’d been born with. “Lieutenant Simone, move your strikeforce to intercept the enemy and block their retreat.” He paused, just for an instant, then added, “The same coordinates we discussed previously.” A little reminder never hurt. He turned back toward Simpson. “The main force will pursue at once.”


  “Yes, sir.” The aide stood rigidly erect and snapped off a salute before turning and running off to execute the order.


  Taylor sighed softly. The formality around him had increased considerably in the last five years, as his rank continued to rise. He hated all the saluting and military pomp. He was a soldier now in every fiber of his being, almost nothing left of the naïve country boy who wanted nothing more than to live on the farm and write. But he still craved simplicity and straightforwardness…that part of him had survived.


  When he was a sergeant he’d longed for the days on the farm back home. Now, he just wished he was still leading his section, with no responsibility beyond watching his 40 or so men and following the lieutenant’s orders. He didn’t want to command, didn’t seek any glory. He did what he was ordered to do…and what he knew would help those kids still coming through that hated Portal. But every salute and every “sir” grated on him.


  Jake had been a Five Year Man when was selected as the first participant in the Supersoldier program. Now he had been on Erastus for a decade. He’d been called a Ten Year Man a couple times, though the phrase was rarely used, probably because there were so few soldiers who qualified. Almost no one lasted that long in hell.


  He wasn’t sure what was worse, the stupid awestruck look in the eyes of the rookies or the obviously insincere respect he got from the UN Command staff. Jake was a field officer and one of the heroes of the war on Erastus, but he was still a lifer, and he had more in common with the rank and file footsoldiers than the politically-connected UN staffers and senior commanders.


  “Jake…Simone’s people are in place. I reinforced him with an extra ten HHVs.” Jake enjoyed the causal familiarity of Blackie’s voice. There was war and chains of command and military hierarchy, but Tony Black wasn’t part of that to Jake. He was like a brother…more than a brother. “We’re gonna catch these bastards in one hell of a kill zone, Dog.”


  There was a bloodthirstiness in Black’s voice, one most of the men shared. They hated the Machines, rejoiced at their destruction. Taylor had felt that way once too, but the intense loathing was gone, replaced with fatigue, with uncomfortable apathy. Jake killed Machines because it was his job…and because destroying them saved his own men. But the bloodlust was gone.


  “Thanks, Blackie. I think we’ve got them in a box.” Taylor turned slowly and stared out over the battlefield. His cybernetic eyes focused rapidly, magnifying the image when his gaze fell on the withdrawing Machine formations. He felt an odd feeling, as he always did when his enhanced eyes locked on an image. It wasn’t a shock, exactly…more of a tingling sensation. He’d found it quite unpleasant at first, but now he was so used to it he hardly noticed.


  “And Blackie?”


  “Yeah, Jake?”


  Taylor took a quick breath. “I want some more cover on the flanks. We’re going to have them bracketed, but they can still try to slip out to the side, especially the east. That’s their last open line of retreat.” He paused, reviewing the order of battle in his head. He’d always been pretty good at remembering the important details of his commands, but with the NIS just under his temporal lobe, he could recite the height, weight, and marksmanship ratings of every man in the battalion. It was unquestionably a useful ability, but one that made him uncomfortable. Men weren’t supposed to remember every last detail they heard or saw.


  “Send Hank Daniels over there. That’ll still leave most of Bear’s people in reserve.”


  “It’s done.” Black hesitated. “I gave half of Spider’s HHV crews to Simone, Jake. Should I steal some from Bear to replace them?”


  Taylor thought for a few seconds, but he decided he didn’t want to take anything else from Bear’s reserves. Daniels would be fine, even light on HHVs. “No.” He paused again. “And Blackie, make sure Spider knows this isn’t a hold at all costs situation. If the Machines come his way, I want him to inflict as much damage as he can, but his priority is to minimize his own losses. I’m expecting the enemy to go in his direction, and I’m ready to deal with the ones that get through his line.”


  “No problem. I’ll get the point across.”


  “Make sure you do, Blackie. Because we both know Hank will fight to the last man otherwise.” Taylor’s voice was firm, commanding. He wasn’t about to get any more of his boys killed than was absolutely necessary. UN Central didn’t care how many men he lost as long as he won the battle, but Taylor sure as hell did. Daniels was a close friend and an excellent officer, but his aggressiveness sometimes got the better of him.


  “I’ll handle him, Jake. Don’t worry. There was a brief pause then, “Black out.”


  Jake switched the com. “Captain MacArthur?”


  “Yes, Major. How can I help you?” The squadron commander’s response was crisp and proper, but Jake could detect the same undercurrent of superiority as always. He was continually amazed how those with return tickets to Earth considered themselves superior to lifers like his men and him. He wondered if MacArthur knew how effortlessly his augmented muscles could drive his hand through the pilot’s breastbone and rip out his heart.


  “Get your birds up in the air in ten minutes, Captain.” Taylor’s voice was, imperious, commanding. More than one can play that game, he thought. He didn’t like to get into staredowns with arrogant fools, but sometimes he couldn’t help himself. “The enemy will be retreating to the east. I want you over there to pick off the survivors. It’s wide open ground. You should be able to just about wipe them out.”


  “I don’t know, Major. We can’t know where they will head. Maybe we should stay in a more centralized position.”


  There it was again…the arrogance. Jake felt a flash of heat behind his neck…one noticeable even in the relentless inferno of Erastus. He was angry, sick of putting up with bullshit from assholes like MacArthur. “You will follow my commands to the letter, Captain…or I will find you when this operation is over, and I will shoot you myself. Do we understand each other…Captain?”


  “Yes sir, Major.” MacArthur’s reply was sullen. “We will lift in 9 minutes 30, as ordered.”


  Taylor knew the snotty shithead was pissed, and he couldn’t help but smile. He cut the line without another word. You know a war’s been going on too long, he thought, when you want to kill people on your own side more than the enemy.


  *


  “OK, boys. Here they come.” Hank Daniels was lying on his stomach, his enhanced eyes focused on the approaching enemy. “Remember, we’re going to drop as many of them as we can, but the ones we don’t get…we let them break through. Do not…I repeat, do not…engage in close combat. Our priority is to minimize our own casualties. If the enemy approaches your position, you are to withdraw.” Daniels tried to issue the order coldly and unemotionally, but he ended up sounding like he’d just tasted something bad. He trusted Taylor’s judgment implicitly, and Blackie had made Jake’s orders exceedingly clear. But it still ran against his grain to let any of the enemy go when he had a chance to wipe them out. To Hank Daniels, every battle was a fight to the death. He’d been torn from his life and family and sent to an alien hell…all because of the enemy. The Machines and their Tegeri masters were good for one thing in Daniels’ mind, and only one. Killing.


  His assault rifle was slung, unused, over his back. Instead, he held a heavy Gauss gun, the long, thick barrel stretching over a meter in front of him. He shifted his body so he wasn’t lying on the heavy cable that connected the magnetic coilgun to the power supply on his exoskeletal attachments. The weapon was far too heavy for a normal soldier to manage, but Daniel’s enhanced muscles and powerful exos allowed him to handle it with ease.


  “Mortar crews…” Daniels had his strikeforce’s own mortar, plus a second one Black had stolen from Bear Samuels’ group to reinforce him. “…commence firing.”


  Barely a second or two passed before Daniels’ cybernetic ears picked up the whistling sound of two shells heading for the enemy line. The mortars were using enhanced plasma rounds, and each shot packed a heavy punch.


  The first two rounds landed short, erupting with blinding flashes about 100 meters ahead of the approaching enemy. The second shots were right on target, and a dozen of the Machines were caught in the kill zones and engulfed by the expanding, superhot plasmas.


  The Machines were moving east in a tight formation, driven that way by the pincers closing around them from every other direction. Now they scattered, trying to minimize their vulnerability to the mortar fire. But the whole force was trapped in a narrow defile, with minimal room to extend their formation.


  “Gauss guns and HHVs…prepare to open fire.” Daniels had ten of the magnetic autoguns, all in the hands of crack shots. Normally, the strikeforce commander wouldn’t handle one of the heavy weapons, but Daniels had come up as a sniper, and there wasn’t a better shot in the battalion. And he wanted every hit he could get before he let the survivors through.


  “Fire!” The word was barely out of his mouth when his finger depressed the trigger. The Gauss gun was firing on full auto, but Daniels’ didn’t need it…his shots were all spot on. His targets didn’t just drop, they practically ceased to exist as 5 or 10 hyper-velocity projectiles tore them apart.


  Up and down the line his people were raking the approaching enemy, inflicting enormous casualties. Normally, he’d have kept some of his assets in reserve, but he wanted to take every shot he could get before he was forced to withdraw. He’d follow his orders, but Jake’s command didn’t prevent him from doing everything he could to drop as many of the enemy as possible before he bugged out. The Machines were firing back, but it was light and sporadic. They’d already been in a fight, and they were disordered and low on ammunition.


  “Keep firing until I give the order to withdraw.” Daniels would never disobey Taylor, but he was going to push it to the limit.


  He’d put down at least 20 of the Machines already, and he kept firing as quickly as he could pick out targets. He was really liking the Gauss gun. The weapon wasn’t a new one, but it hadn’t been a battlefield success until recently. It packed too much recoil for a man to effectively handle, and it needed a heavy power supply that was hard to move in the field. Both problems were neatly solved when the Supersoldier program started implanting artificial muscle fibers and installing exos on troopers. A soldier with mods could easily manage the Gauss gun’s kick, making it an extremely effective, yet highly portable weapon. And the powered exoskeleton had no trouble at all mounting the coilgun’s power unit.


  “HHV crews, focus your fire on the flanks. Let’s force these fuckers to bunch up in the center.” With the added firepower of the Gauss guns, Daniels could divert his HHVs to drive the enemy where he wanted them. The Machines were getting close, but he still had time. He could take out a few…


  “Hank, it’s Jake.” Taylor’s voice was loud and a little distorted on Daniels’ implanted com unit. He sounded a little odd…almost amused.


  “Jake…I was gonna pull back in…”


  “Pull back now, Hank.” Taylor was trying to suppress a laugh. “I know you don’t like leaving the web, Spider, but I’ve got this covered. MacArthur’s birds are ready to hit them as soon as your people are clear.” He paused. “Ya killed enough, buddy. Just get the hell out of there so the Dragonfires can hose them down. Then we can all go home.” What passed for home, at least.


  Daniels smiled. He hated the idea of not taking out as many of the enemy as possible…but if someone else was going to kill them, he figured he could share the honor. “Got it, Jake.” He took one last shot, targeting a cluster of three Machines and taking them all down. “We’re on the way.”


  *


  MacArthur looked down at the field. The Machines were fleeing in disarray…and there were a lot fewer of them that he’d expected. He hated to admit it, but that obnoxious prick Taylor knew his shit. There was nothing left for his people to do but mop up.


  “Raptor 05 and Raptor 06, assume covering position.” His squadron had driven off the enemy air support before the ground forces went in, and the scope was clear of any contacts. But Machine stealth technology was strong, and MacArthur wasn’t about to risk getting caught with his pants down. He knew he’d be expected to explain the loss of any Dragonfires and, if he was going to take casualties, he wanted something better to say than, “I got ambushed by enemy gunships because I was careless.”


  “Raptors 01, 02, 03, 04, commence attack run.” He angled his ship, pulling back on the antigrav output, descending sharply. “These fuckers are disorganized and out in the open. Let’s take ‘em down.”


  The Dragonfire gunboats were bristling with weapons. Each boat had six U-270 “Chainsaw” guns designed to intercept incoming missiles and ordnance. MacArthur’s squadron had engaged the enemy air support earlier, and they’d won total superiority over the battlefield. With the Machines disordered and in wholesale retreat, they were getting only spotty antiaircraft fire from the ground, and the Chainsaws intercepted it all almost effortlessly.


  The four ships came across the field at perpendicular to the enemy line of retreat. Each Dragonfire mounted ten heavy autoguns, and they strafed the field as they flew across. The massive hypervelocity rounds almost disintegrated anything they touched, tearing Machine bodies to shreds.


  “Reposition for second attack run.” MacArthur’s voice was loud, feral. He hated the enemy with a raging passion. His grandparents had been scientists, and volunteers on one of the early colonial expeditions. They’d been slaughtered by the Machines, just like every other human being on New Earth. MacArthur hadn’t even been born, but hatred for the Tegeri and their creations ran hot in his family.


  The massive gunships angled up slightly, coming around 90 degrees to hit the enemy along their line of retreat. Flying an antigrav was a lot easier than a plane or copter…at least once you got used to it. Altitude was controlled almost totally by the power fed into the antigravity generators, and the overall piloting had a much more two dimensional feel to it.


  “Arm EFAs.” The enhanced fuel-air explosives were an area effect weapon, designed to cover a large section of ground with an intensely hot fireball. The EFA’s were like Napalm on steroids, and they were extremely effective at clearing out sections of a battlefield.


  MacArthur stared straight ahead as his gunboat headed for the approaching enemy. The Machines didn’t panic, at least not the same way humans did. But they could evaluate threats and respond appropriately. They were running now…scattering and trying to flee anywhere they could. It might not be a rout, at least technically, but it damned sure looked like one.


  “Sergeant…” MacArthur didn’t turn to face his gunnery chief, didn’t even move a muscle as he gave the order…he just stared at the enemy survivors 100 meters below helplessly trying to flee the death he was bringing them. “…commence EFA drop.”


  As soon as the last of the ordnance dropped, MacArthur increased the antigrav power, arcing the gunboat up and away from the inferno it had just unleased. The billowing flames reached 100 meters into the sky, and the explosions obliterated everything in an 80 meter wide swath across the plain below. MacArthur checked the scanner. All four of his attacking boats had completed their runs. It was impossible to see anything on the ground but the flames. A wicked smile crossed his lips. He couldn’t imagine how anything could have survived down there.


  “MacArthur to Battalion Command. Attack run complete…destruction total. Raptor Squadron, returning to base.” MacArthur took one last look back at the stricken field. He didn’t like Jake Taylor…he didn’t like him at all. But the man knew how to wage war.


  



  


  Chapter 10


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  When I was home, I never gave much thought to the things my father complained about. I tried to keep him quiet, just as my mother did. We were both scared he’d end up at a reeducation facility. I heard it all, of course, over and over, but I never really thought much about what he was saying. He was always talking about obscure things…things I’d never heard anywhere else, topics it was hard to learn anything about.


  It’s easy to dismiss what you are told, to tune out the rantings you hear over and over. Almost everything my father said was contradicted by what I learned in school or saw on television. To believe what he was saying, I had to disregard virtually everything else I was taught. I had to ignore my teachers, the news…everything. It’s easy to discount an extreme opinion, even when it’s from someone close to you. Of course, just because a statement is extreme doesn’t mean it’s wrong. But that’s not how it seems when you’re listening to it, especially when you’re 18 or 19, and you think you know everything. When you think you have your whole life ahead of you.


  My years on Erastus have given me lots of time to think. War consists of short bursts of intense effort and terror separated by long periods of boredom and inactivity. My father’s rants don’t seem so unfounded anymore. I know UN Central can’t be blamed for the Tegeri and the Machines. Indeed, a united mankind has been far more able to fight off the alien menace than a fractured and squabbling world could ever have managed. But now I think about the monitoring, the assembly restrictions, the endless list of rules and regulations, the seemingly random enforcement of sometimes draconian laws. Now I wonder why all that was necessary. I started to think about the things I was taught in school, and the more I thought, the more questions I had. I understood the need for mankind to stand together and face the Tegeri, but I started to realize that didn’t explain everything. It didn’t even come close. Now I question how I ever thought it did.


  Pre-Consolidation history is a heavily proscribed topic, and back then I generally believed the official texts, just like everyone else. Everyone but the old-timers like my father. The government can rewrite the history books and tell as many lies as it wants…but it can’t erase the memories of living people. Or perhaps it can…perhaps that is what the reeducation camps are for.


  I wish I could see my father again, talk to him, truly listen this time. He had so much to teach me, so much life experience…and I threw away the chance to learn. He’d lived through incredible times, but no one would listen to what he had to say. I was young and stupid, and I thought everything I’d been taught at school and heard on the media was true. I regret it. I regret it all.


  *


  “I must congratulate you on the continued success of the Supersoldier program on Erastus.” Anan Keita stood next to Kazan, wearing a finely-crafted black suit. His expression was solemn, even mournful, as befitted the funeral of a member of the UN Secretariat. It was a mask, however, the kind he’d worn so often in his tenure at UN Central…a career that saw him rise from a low-level operative to the verge of a Seat on the Secretariat. Raj Patel had been Secretary of Military Affairs since the Consolidation, and that meant he’d been in Keita’s way for at least the last decade. Keita had waited with growing frustration as the sick old fool took his sweet time about dying.


  “Thank you, sir.” Kazan often called Keita ‘Mr. Secretary,’ but the obsequious exaggeration seemed misplaced at the previous Secretary’s funeral. “Progress on Erastus has outstripped our most optimistic projections.” Kazan caught himself speaking too loudly and lowered his voice. “As you know, the original tactical plan set forth a 40-year timetable for total pacification. We are currently in year 12, and I have just completed the newest modeling.”


  Keita was looking forward, pretending to listen to the protracted eulogies and glancing only occasionally toward Kazan. He was getting impatient with his subordinate’s pointless chatter, but his eyes opened wider when Kazan mentioned the projections. He was extremely anxious for the revised tactical estimates, and he hadn’t expected them for at least another few days. “What is your current timeframe for completing the conquest of the planet?” He spoke softly, but he couldn’t hide his interest.


  “Five years, sir.” Kazan was still whispering, but the excitement was obvious in his voice.


  Keita had been looking straight ahead as he listened, but now he turned his head and stared at his subordinate. “Five years? Are you certain?” He was a master at containing and disguising his emotions, but he couldn’t hide all his excitement. This was incredible news…and it couldn’t have come at a better time. Keita was the logical choice to succeed Patel to the Secretary’s office, but in politics you could never be sure. This would clinch it. No one could challenge him. His political enemies would have to retreat. Keita had been acting-Secretary for five years, and under his supervision, the Supersoldier program had been a stunning success. The implications of a rollout beyond Erastus were staggering. Keita had a fleeting thought – might he ride this triumph not only to the top of the Military Secretariat, but ultimately to the Secretary General’s chair itself?


  Kazan couldn’t keep the smile off his face. “Yes, sir. We ran it through the central planning computer three times with identical results. I have the findings and all the supporting documentation. No one will be able to contest the projection.”


  Keita saw the obnoxious smile on Kazan’s face. The news was good for both of them. Kazan wanted the under-secretary’s seat that Keita would be leaving. The little worm would sell his grandmother for that promotion, Keita thought. He felt derision for his grasping underling, even as his own lust for the Secretary’s chair was no less consuming. But he knew there was no way to deny Kazan the step up. And he had to admit the creepy little bastard had earned it. He’d done a superb job on selecting the pilot specimens for the program…and they had done the rest. Keita had always been amused by the soldiers…at the superhuman efforts a pat on the head and a flag to follow could generate from ordinary men. They are simple, he thought, but useful tools nonetheless.


  “I have a Secretariat meeting tomorrow, and I want to be prepared. They will undoubtedly wish to explore expansion options for the program.” Keita was speaking softly, trying not to draw attention to himself. It wouldn’t serve his purposes to offend anyone, certainly not before he was formally confirmed. No one had really liked Patel, and he seriously doubted anyone cared that the old fuck had finally died. But he had been a Secretary, and the bureaucracy required respect for the position, not the man.


  “I will have the data ready for you first thing in the morning, sir.” Kazan spoke quietly as well, his eyes focused forward, watching as the 7th or 8th dignitary began speaking about the life of Raj Patel. Kazan couldn’t wait to get away and go back to his office. He and his staff would be up all night as it was, but he didn’t mind. Supersoldier had been his project, and he was going to see it through. And ride it as far as it could take him.


  *


  “So you see, gentlemen, not only has the rate of pacification increased almost 350%, but this has been accomplished with a corresponding 55% reduction in casualties.” Keita stood at the head of the polished teak table, addressing the assembled Secretariat of the UN, the 14 men who ruled the world…currently 13 men and one empty chair. Keita was still acting-Secretary, at least officially. He’d been nominated to succeed Patel, but the wheels of bureaucracy moved slowly. He knew he had six votes locked up, so he only needed one of the others…and the news he was delivering today had a good chance of delivering him a unanimous appointment.


  “Your report is very impressive, Under-Secretary.” Anton Samovich was Secretary of Internal Security and generally considered the number two man on the council, after the Secretary General. “It is not my intention to catch you unprepared, but do you feel you can offer some insight on how quickly the program can be rolled out to the other Portal worlds?”


  Keita suppressed a smile. He’d wondered for some time if Samovich was a potential ally. The wily old Secretary was unpredictable and hard to read, but he was a formidable force to have on your side. Now he had his answer. Samovich knew very well Keita would have the data he requested. He was providing a chance for Keita to elaborate on his success.


  “Certainly, Secretary Samovich.” Keita spoke deliberatively, making sure to keep any trace of arrogance out of his voice…anything that might offend anyone. Now wasn’t the time to be careless, and he was well aware of the size and the volatile nature of some of the egos in the room. If Samovich was in his corner, he had a great shot at a unanimous confirmation vote. He’d take the chair any way he could get it, but if he squeaked in, he’d have a target on his back from day one. With all 13 votes, he’d have a lot more freedom to pursue his agenda. “We have examined the situation from two perspectives, depending on the aggressiveness the Secretariat wishes to employ.” He glanced around the room, adding the body language to back up his faked, but convincing, respectful deference to the Secretaries.


  Samovich nodded. “I believe we should examine both options. I am certain we can consider the pros and cons for each approach.”


  Keita waited until he was sure Samovich was done. “We can certainly implement the Supersoldier program on a single additional world fairly quickly.” He moved his eyes up and down the table, looking at each of the Secretaries in turn. “Constructing a new production and implantation facility will take a minimum of six months, including transport time through the Portal.” Half a year was a tight schedule, but Keita was sure he could make it work if he had to. “While construction is underway, we can select our initial candidates from the forces currently engaged.”


  “And if we wish to extend the program simultaneously to all currently disputed Portal worlds?” It was a new voice. Chang Li was Secretary of Finance, and probably the third most powerful member of the Secretariat, after Samovich and the Secretary General. And a world-class prick, Keita thought. He tried to maintain good relations with all the council members, but if he had an enemy lurking out there, Keita knew it would be Chang.


  Keita paused, carefully considering his response. “Simultaneous introduction on all disputed worlds would be an enormous project, Secretary Chang, and the costs involved would be astronomical. Probably exceeding any…”


  “But it funding were made available, Mr. Keita, how long would your people require to implement.” Chang again, interrupting.


  “In that case, I would estimate a minimum of five years to reach full implementation.” Keita had no idea…he was pulling guesses out of his ass. He’d never considered a project on the scale Chang was suggesting. It was unfeasible at best, impossible at worst. It would require an investment exceeding gross world product, and there weren’t enough specialists available with the required skills. It was a stupid hypothetical being floated by an arrogant ass for reasons Keita couldn’t quite divine…at least not yet. “Just training a sufficient number of personnel would be an enormous project. And the investment required would be truly enormous, far beyond the scope of any project yet undertaken.”


  “I don’t think we need to consider such a massive expansion anyway.” It was Samovich. He glared at Chang as he spoke. There was something going on between the two, some kind of dispute. That much was clear. “I believe we are in agreement that the ongoing struggle with the Tegeri serves a valid social purpose, one that it is in our best interests to continue for the foreseeable future.” Samovich’s department was responsible for maintaining order in a world that just 30 years before had been divided into almost 200 separate, often warring nations. Much of the propaganda continually pumped out by his ministries was based on the alien threat. If sustaining that useful crisis cost an annual toll of dead soldiers, so be it. “Accelerating our progress is a useful goal, however total victory is not desirable.”


  “We are not all in agreement on that.” Chang again, challenging Samovich directly. “There are other ways to control the masses. And the potential to exploit the full technology of the Portal worlds unhampered is extraordinary.”


  “Enough.” The Secretary General’s voice was deep and commanding. He was getting older, and perhaps it was a little weaker, hoarser than it had once been. But one word was enough to silence the room. Raul Esteban was the most powerful man in the world, Secretary General of the UN, chief executive of UN Central. His demeanor was always flawlessly measured and professional, but his ruthlessness and brutality were well known, at least among the inner circle.


  “We are not going to have that debate at this time. Mr. Keita is here to brief us on the status of the Supersoldier program, a project he appears to have handled quite well.”


  Keita had been listening respectfully, but he had to catch himself when Esteban mentioned him. I have the Secretary General, he thought excitedly. Esteban’s support made his elevation to Secretary a dead certainty.


  “I suggest we focus on the matter of reasonable expansion for now.” When Raul Esteban used the word ‘suggest,’ everyone present took it as a command. “We should not take any more of Mr. Keita’s time than we require. I am sure he has much to do, since he will likely be assuming the Military Affairs portfolio formally in the near future.”


  The room was silent for a few seconds. “Thank you, Your Excellency.” Keita managed to speak in a calm and relaxed tone, though every bit of it was false. The Secretary General had as much as promised him the elevation. He was about to become a member of the Secretariat. Get control of yourself, Keita, he thought nervously…don’t screw up now.


  “Your Excellency, esteemed Secretaries…if you will indulge me, I will try to provide some meaningful insight into the details of expanding the program at various rates.” He glanced at Esteban, who nodded ever so slightly. “If you gentlemen will refer to page 11 in the reports I have provided, we can begin.”


  



  


  Chapter 11


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  I had friends back home. Not a lot of them, but a few good ones. My enlistment turned them into one more group of people sharing a tearful goodbye. I still think of those guys from time to time, remembering things we did together…how close we were. In my mind, they’re still my friends, though I know that’s just something I tell myself. Is an old buddy still a friend when you haven’t seen or talked to him for years? Or even exchanged a letter? Would I really know any of them if I saw them again? Would they know me?


  I want to think it wouldn’t matter, that we’d all go back to where we left off…but I know that’s a fool’s dream. I’m dead to them…I died a long time ago. The Jake Taylor who remains - jaded soldier and half machine – would be a stranger. Oh, they would embrace me and act as if nothing had happened. But the closeness, the brotherhood we used to share? I know that is gone forever. Better that they never see me. Let them remember me as I was…as one of them.


  I have new friends now. They’re all soldiers…condemned men like me. We share a fate, and we stand together in battle. As tight as I was with my friends back home, I’ve never experienced anything like the closeness I feel toward these men. I can’t imagine how I would survive the blood and pain and death without them.


  They all look at me like a rock, some kind of invincible robot…the man who’d survived Erastus for a decade. But I’m not any of that; I’m just a man…and a worn out, sad, exhausted one at that. Sometimes I wish I could tell them how much I hurt inside, how bone tired and soul sick I really am. I wish I could make sure they understand how important their support and companionship is for me, how it is the only thing that keeps me going. But I can’t. They need me as that invincible monolith; I have to stay strong…to perpetuate the stupid legend, the Ten Year Man. I have to do it for them…and for the rest of the troops. They draw their strength from me, and I have to maintain the illusion. I have no real strength left to give them.


  The burden of command is like nothing I’ve ever experienced. Back home, the closest I came to being responsible for anyone else was watching my little brother. Now, my decisions determine whether men live or die. Sometimes they die no matter what I do…though I never know for sure. Would they have survived if I’d made a different choice, if I’d read the situation better?


  My closest friends here…they’re an odd group. Me, the New England farmboy. Blackie, the inner city gang banger. Bear Samuels, the gentle giant from Alabama. Karl Young, Hank Daniels…every one of these guys is closer than a brother to me, yet beyond the endless war we fight, we have little in common with each other.


  Now we share something else, something new…one more thing that makes us a unique fraternity. We’re all cyborgs now. They get annoyed with me when I use that word. Men try to hold on to their humanity any way they can. But what else can you call us? I can run as fast as a horse, jump 6 meters straight up. I can read a computer screen from 100 meters. My hearing, my strength…everything is enhanced. There’s even a computer in my brain, one I control with thoughts (or does it control me?). I can’t play a sport with another human being, or a game, not one where my opponent has any chance of winning. I thought it was a lonely, detached feeling being sent to Erastus, away from everything I knew. Now I even wonder if I am a man anymore.


  I can’t argue that the changes have made it easier to survive. My friends have all made it through the last five years since we got the mods…because we got them. All except Tom Warner…and he took at least 50 Machines down with him before they got him.


  I miss Longbow, but I am grateful the rest of the group managed to survive. We’ve all been wounded…and every one of us would have been dead by now without the mods. Our systems are different now. When we get hit, our bodies are flooded with nanobots that immediately begin repairing the damage. I can actually watch a small cut heal if I stare at it carefully, seeing it close up before my eyes. And even major wounds are mended before they can become life-threatening. If I’m not killed outright by a wound, I will almost certainly survive it.


  It is a gift, but also a curse. I’m not sure men were meant to live so long in a place like this. We all have survival instincts, but I wonder if they don’t lead us astray sometimes. Perhaps we shouldn’t try so hard to escape death. Perhaps, for us, death is a reprieve…a gift.


  *


  “Alright, Jake. Out with it.” Taylor hadn’t noticed Blackie walking into the room behind him. “You’ve been moping around for weeks.” He walked over and sat next to Jake. “So what’s getting to you, pal? ‘Cause you’re the strongest one around here, and if you lose it, we’re all fucked.”


  Jake didn’t answer right away. He just sat quietly, not moving at all. Black knew Taylor better than anyone, understood his body language, his subtle expressions. He didn’t look at Jake, didn’t say anything. He just sat there for a minute or two, waiting until Taylor was ready to talk.


  “Don’t worry about me, Blackie.” Taylor’s voice was distant, distracted. “It’s nothing, brother. Just thinking.”


  “Fuck you, my friend. Just thinking? Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?” Black’s voice was gentle but also firm. He wasn’t going to let Jake wiggle his way out of a long talk, superior officer or not. “So, are you going to tell me, or are we both going to sit here and stare at the wall?”


  Taylor sighed, and then a brief smile crossed his lips. Black was the closest friend he’d ever had. Sometimes, he’d have sworn the little shit could read his mind. “Honestly, Blackie. It’s nothing in particular. Just thinking. About home. About the war.”


  Black sighed. “I know, Jake. This place gets us all down. But you have to remember the code. This is home for us. There’s no point thinking about everything that is gone. Laying around here, mooning about mom’s apple pie or taking Mary Jane Funbags out into the barn for a romp isn’t gonna help. It’ll eat away at you from the inside, Dog.” Black reached out and put his hand on Taylor’s shoulder. “I know all that is harder on you. Home for me was a shithole…different than this one, but no better…not really.” Black’s normally coarse tone had become gentle, sympathetic. “You had more to lose.”


  Taylor smiled. “You’re a good friend, Blackie. The best I ever had.” He paused for a few seconds. “But that’s not what I’m thinking about. I said my goodbyes to home long ago.” That wasn’t entirely true, he supposed, but close enough. “I’m just wondering about what we’re fighting for…why we do it.”


  Black had an amused look on his face. “You mean besides the fact that they’ll shoot us for desertion if we don’t?”


  Taylor let out a short laugh. “Do you really care, Blackie? Do I? How long has it been since you really cared about living? What do we live for anyway? Another day in hell? Another battle…out on the burning sands or on some blasted plateau?”


  Black let out a deep breath. “To protect Earth.” He paused. “To save everyone back home from the Machines. Better we fight them here than in New Hampshire…or Philly or New York.”


  “Yes, I know. I’ve heard it all before. Hell, I’ve said it all at least a thousand times.” He hesitated, looking down at the floor. “Why didn’t they just nuke the Portals?”


  “What?” Black had a confused expression on his face. “What are you talking about?”


  Jake was still staring at the ground. “If the Machines are such a threat to mankind, why didn’t they just destroy the Portals on Earth…lock the Machines out.” Black was just staring at Taylor. “I know it would have been a huge scientific loss, but we have men fighting and dying on almost 40 planets now, and people starving at home because of the massive cost of it all. Is it worth it?”


  Taylor looked at Black, saw the confusion, the surprise. This was something they’d never discussed before. “So when they say we’re fighting for Earth, that’s bullshit. Isn’t it? We’re fighting so they can exploit the science and technology on the Portal worlds. I’m not saying that’s not a good thing, but fighting to save the race sounds a lot better, doesn’t it?”


  Black didn’t have an answer. For any of it. He’d never considered what Jake was talking about. His perspective on things tended to be grittier, less philosophical than Taylor’s. “Whatever, Jake. You may be right about all that. But we fight for those boys coming through that Portal. Because whatever you and I think, they’re still gonna keep coming.” He blurted it out loudly. “Those stupid, clueless kids who couldn’t manage to stick their hand down their pants without help.” He stared at Taylor, a hint of desperation in his face…a need for Taylor to agree, to understand…to acknowledge at least one reason their sacrifices weren’t in vain. “Do you know how many of them you’ve saved in ten years, Jake?”


  “Have I? Have I saved any of them? Or just pushed their deaths back a few months, or a year? Have any of them gone home, Blackie? How can you save someone from death when they’re already in hell?”


  Black just looked at Taylor. He didn’t know what to say…or what to think. Everything Jake said was true. It was stuff they all knew but never let themselves think about. But Taylor’s defenses had crumbled. He was thinking the unthinkable, about the things that could destroy him, rip from him the fragile false hope the veterans of Erastus created for themselves. Black was really beginning to worry about his friend.


  The two sat quietly for a few minutes, each deep in his own thoughts. Finally, Black broke the silence. “Jake, I can’t give you the answers you want…I’m not sure anybody can.” He sucked in a lungful of air and exhaled it slowly. “But you’re my friend. You make this place more bearable for me…for all the guys. And you’re right…we’re all lost men, condemned.” His voice was thick with emotion. “But I don’t want to die, Jake. Not yet. I can’t explain why I want to live. It’s not hope. Maybe it’s just pure animal self-preservation instinct. But if you make one day something I can live through…I am grateful for that. If you save my life so I can live another month, year, whatever…I’m grateful for that too. Even if I live that extra time on this shithole of a planet with no hope of anything better.”


  Taylor moved his eyes slowly upward toward Black’s. “Thanks, Blackie. I’d have never made it this far without you and the guys either.” His voice was wistful but sincere as well. He let out a hard sigh. “Don’t worry about me, old friend. I’m just having a bad day.”


  Black stared back at Taylor, a suspicious look on his face. “Are you sure, Jake? It feels like there’s something else bothering you.” He paused, staring inquisitively at his companion. “I’m here for you. You know that.”


  Taylor smiled, reaching out and lightly slapping Black on the shoulder. “I’m alright. Just feeling like a whiny little bitch today.” He held the smile for a few seconds. “Don’t worry about me. Like I said, I’m just having a bad day.”


  “You sure you don’t want me to stay? I was going to go over this month’s logistics report, but that can wait.”


  “No, I’m OK.” Taylor looked over at Black. “Really. I just need some quiet.”


  Black stood slowly. “OK, Dog.” He turned and started toward the door, still clearly worried. “Call me if you want to talk. Or just hang.”


  “I will.”


  Black nodded and opened the door.


  “Hey Blackie.”


  Black stooped and turned around. “Yeah, Jake?”


  “Did you ever know someone who went to a reeducation facility?” Taylor looked intently at his friend, the fragile smile gone.


  “Sure, I guess.” Black was staring back at Jake. “A few.”


  Taylor spoke softly, almost without emotion. “Did you ever know one who came back?”


  The room was silent.


  



  


  Chapter 12


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  Strategy and tactics. Two words that are often used – incorrectly – as synonyms. In reality, they are two very distinct things, managed by entirely different personnel within a military organization.


  The science of tactics is grittier, closer to the ground. Tactics is about how to achieve specific objectives. Generally more focused than strategy, it can still vary enormously in scope. Five men deciding how to take a hill is tactics. An army of 10,000 planning a major battle…that is tactics too.


  I knew nothing about tactics when I walked through the Portal; in fact, I knew almost nothing military at all. But when they put me in the line, I just seemed to understand somehow. It was normal to me, right from the beginning, like it was all just common sense that anyone could see. Then I began to realize that things that were obvious to me were complex and difficult for many of my comrades. I could tell good ground from bad…my instincts on when to attack, when to pull back…they seemed to be right most of the time.


  Tactics is like art…you can train someone, teach them all the fundamentals, but you can only make them good, never great. There’s something inside that makes a natural tactician. If you don’t have it, you can learn, but you’ll never become more than unimaginatively competent. The Machines are like that. They know everything we do, but they just don’t have that spark to maximize it. They know how to maneuver; they don’t do stupid things…but they’re limited, predictable. Given anywhere close to comparable numbers and resources, I can beat them every time.


  Strategy is different. I use tactics to win an individual engagement. The high command uses strategy to decide when and where I should fight that battle. Strategy is the science of managing part or all of an entire conflict…or even a series of wars taking place over many years. For example, UNFE HQ has a strategy for pacifying Erastus. The commanding officers direct troops all over the planet, with the ultimate goal of searching out and capturing the Machine production centers. When the last one is taken or destroyed, the war on Erastus will be over.


  Like with tactics, there are multiple levels of strategy, each dealing with successively larger problems. At the top, UN Central directs the overall strategy of mankind’s war with the Tegeri. They allocate resources to the various planetary theaters, and they direct the development of new weapons and systems. Like the Supersoldier program. UN Central’s strategic planning determines which planetary battle zones get more supplies. They decided to launch Supersoldier on Erastus. They could have done it on Frigida or Corealus or Oceanus, but for some reason, they picked us. That was a strategic decision.


  The gift I possess for tactical operations never extended to strategy, or at least I was never placed in a situation where strategy was in my control. Large-scale logistics, planetary allocations of resources…I always felt such things were beyond my understanding. For years I didn’t question any strategic directives. I just did my best to execute the orders given to me. I considered anything outside my immediate area of operations to be a waste of time. But recently I’ve begun to think about the bigger picture, and I don’t like what I see. Things don’t add up. There’s more to UN Central’s strategies than it appears at first glance…I’ve become certain of that. I’m starting to think we’ve all been lied to far more than we ever imagined.


  *


  Taylor stared at the enemy positions on his visor. He squinted, trying to get a good look at the flickering projection. He hit the controls and darkened the visor, trying to keep out the light so he could get a better view of the images. Both suns were up, and it was bright out, even for Erastus.


  The drone feed could provide direct neural input to his NIS, but that was one of the mods that didn’t work quite the way it was supposed to. He’d be able to see the images in his mind, but there were side effects, ones he didn’t want to deal with in battle. He had 2 reinforced battalions to handle, and a battle to fight on difficult terrain. Now wasn’t the time to risk dizziness, nausea, and disorientation. The visor projection would be just fine.


  The terrain was worse even than he’d expected. The walls of the gorge rose almost 500 meters on both sides of the dry riverbed running along the bottom. The waterway that had cut its way hundreds of meters through the rocky ground had been dry for at least 50 million years according to the geologists. But its handiwork remained…a deep gash in the ground, running for over 20 kilometers. The whole stretch was difficult to traverse, with sheer cliffs in some spots dropping 350 meters or more.


  It was called Devil’s Claw Canyon. He thought, as he often did, about how this place got its name. Stupid, he thought…how do these spots end up getting such silly monikers? He didn’t come up with a good answer; he never did. Men liked to name things…that was the most he ever deduced. The canyon didn’t look anything like a claw…not from the ground, certainly, and not on the drone feeds from the air either. He could only assume some grunt had imagined it looked like something the devil might have scraped into the ground with his claw. That wasn’t a very good explanation either, but it was the best he could come up with. The devil and other hellish images were always popular for naming conventions on Erastus. That never surprised Taylor…the place was as close to a vision of hell as his mind had ever conjured.


  In ten years, Taylor had never been sent anywhere on Erastus that didn’t already have a name. He wondered how many more years he’d have to fight before he got to give someplace its title. Probably never. Maybe it was the prerogative of those first waves coming through a Portal into the teeth of an entrenched enemy. If so, he thought, it’s the least those poor bastards deserve. Taylor knew it was rough when UN Central first invaded a new Portal world. He didn’t know just how bad, but he’d heard a few rumors he wished he could forget. Though UNFE denied it, Jake had been told more than once that the life expectancy for newbs during the first month of the war on Erastus had been 31 hours.


  He shook himself out of his daydream and focused again on the data feed from the drones. It wouldn’t last much longer…they’d put up a dozen of the sophisticated aircraft, but there were only two left. As soon as the enemy targeted that last pair, he’d be blind again. He could launch another spread, but his supply was limited, and he wasn’t planning to burn them all this early.


  His objective was the bottom of the canyon. It was the only route within 3,000 klicks that offered terrain passable for a large force…and it led directly toward the largest Machine factory yet discovered on the planet. The ground closer to the enemy base was rugged, too broken for transports to land. The only practical avenue of attack was a march right through the canyon.


  But the riverbed was perfect ambush country too, and the enemy was dug in all along both sides of the canyon. Taylor and his people had to clear them out completely and take undisputed control of the heights, or any force moving through would be hit from both flanks and destroyed.


  “They’re really dug in there, Blackie.” Taylor’s voice was grim. A lot of his boys were going to die in the next few hours.


  He stood quietly for a minute, maybe two, then he let out a loud sigh. “Alright, Blackie…sitting around here’s not going to accomplish anything. Let’s kick off this dance. Send in the Dragonfires.” Taylor’s people were only getting one pass from the gunships. The canyon was a deathtrap for antigravs making low-level attacks…and the battlefield was too constricted for effective higher altitude support. Long-range fire would hit as many friendlies as enemies once the battle was underway.


  Black switched on his com. “Raptor, Condor squadrons…commence attack run. Blackhawk squadron, assume covering position.” That was 12 gunships inbound, weapons blazing…and six more protecting them from enemy air units.


  “Frantic’s strike forces will move out under cover of the bombardment.” Lieutenant “Frantic” Young was leading two reinforced strikeforces set to move up the north side of the canyon. The ground was less steep there, and his people were going to climb up and hit the enemy flank. Taylor paused, waiting while Black relayed that order as well.


  “When do we grab the heights?” Black turned and looked right at Taylor. The 213th was dropping onto the edge of the canyon. Taylor and Black had a special affection for their old unit, though there weren’t many guys left there from the old days.


  Taylor hesitated. He was worried about the drop. The personal antigravs were a new system, never before tested in combat. If everything went according to plan, the strikeforce would jump from hovering transports, dropping slowly – and safely – to the ground as the antigrav harnesses slowed their descent. Tested or not, the drop was the only way he could get men up there quickly, so the 213th was going in no matter what.


  “As soon as Frantic’s boys are in place.” He paused. “Then we drop onto the heights.” He looked out over the field…in the direction of the main enemy position. “Then it’s a fight to the death.”


  *


  The Dragonfires streaked along the top of the canyon, moving at 800 mps. “Prepare for attack run.” Captain MacArthur was edgy, more so than usual. This was a rough gauntlet for his gunships to run. They were going in low, flying below the edge of the canyon when they attacked. Their firepower at such close range would be enormous, but they’d be tightly packed, with no room to maneuver. They’d be easy targets to AA fire from the ground.


  “Arm all weapons.” They were only making one run, and MacArthur was going to make it count. Taylor’s troops were coming in right after the air assault, and they needed his people to do as much damage as possible. He didn’t envy the ground pounders this one. This was some of the worst terrain he’d ever seen.


  MacArthur still didn’t like Taylor, but he was finding it difficult not to at least respect the hardassed cyborg-soldier. Besides, he wouldn’t put it past Taylor to track him down and settle things if his birds didn’t give 100%. He’d almost certainly blame MacArthur for any extra casualties he suffered because the gunships did a half-assed job. And MacArthur didn’t want any piece of that kind of grief.


  He stared at the command console. All 12 ships confirmed readiness. The drones had fed him the enemy positions, and the coordinates had been downloaded into the attack computers. Target visibility was terrible. It was almost impossible to pick out the Machine forces hidden among the rocks, so he was going to let the AIs handle the targeting.


  “Squadrons, follow my mark.” He grabbed the controls, easing off on the antigrav, dropping into the canyon. “Here we go.” He was muttering softly, mostly to himself. He pulled back on the throttle, dropping to 400 mps. “Commence firing.”


  The autoguns opened up, raking the steep hillsides below with hyper-velocity fire. It wasn’t like the last fight…that had been shooting fish in a barrel. But the enemy troops were saturated with fire nevertheless…even with their cover, they had to be taking heavy losses. It was hard to assess the damage, but MacArthur knew his people were hurting the enemy.


  An alarm sounded in the cockpit. Incoming fire. MacArthur could see the missiles tracking on the scanning display. He banked the Dragonfire hard, angling its path away from the approaching ordnance. “We’ve got interdictive fire coming in,” he shouted into the com. The missile zipped past, and MacArthur turned his ship back, moving toward his original course. “Keep your eyes open. And target launch sites for return fire.”


  He turned to his own gunner. “Take out those launchers, Sergeant.” He angled the ship again, swerving to avoid another pair of incoming rockets. “Now.”


  “Yes, sir.” Sergeant Toomey was a solid gunner…one of the best in the force. He was already targeting the enemy rocket batteries when MacArthur issued the order, and it wasn’t more than a few seconds before the ship lurched hard….half a dozen sprint missiles launching, homing in on the ground batteries.


  MacArthur turned his body 90 degrees, flipping the switches that armed the EFAs. He wanted Toomey focused on taking out missile sites, not dealing with the fuel air bombs. “All units, prepare to drop EFA’s on my mark.” He flipped the last switch, slaving all the drop controls to a single button. “Three…two…one…mark.” He flipped the last control, and the ship pitched side to side as it dropped the full weight of its EFA complement.


  The gunship raced along and slowly rose as MacArthur gunned the engines and started feeding power to the antigrav. He’d made it through. He looked at the scanner. There was nothing on the screen but a series of large white blooms, the massive heat signature of the inferno below. It was a straight line…all his people had dropped right on target, blanketing the entire enemy position with fiery death.


  He fed more power to the antigrav, arcing his ship up and away from the gorge. One after another followed…eight…nine…ten. Ten. And then nothing.


  “Raptor 05, report.” There was nothing but staticky silence on the com. “Condor 03, report.” Still nothing. “Raptor 5, Condor 3…report immediately.” MacArthur was yelling, but there was still no answer.


  Finally, a voice responded. “Raptor 01, this is Condor 04. I saw Condor 03 go down, sir.” His voice was tentative, cracking. They crashed right into the firestorm, Captain.”


  MacArthur was silent for a few seconds. “Acknowledged, Condor 04.” He was staring straight ahead, his right hand on the stick, his left balled hard into a fist. He’d never lost two birds in one battle. The Dragonfires were state of the art both offensively and defensively, and they outclassed anything the Machines had to throw at them. But the battles on Erastus were getting more intense. Taylor and the rest of the Supersoldiers had won a series of big victories, and the enemy was getting more and more desperate.


  MacArthur took a deep breath. “Raptor and Condor squadrons, assume pre-programmed covering positions.” His people had done their part to hit the Machine ground forces. Now they had to make sure no enemy air got through to Taylor’s people.


  *


  “Alright, boys…on my mark…” Lieutenant Riley Bergen was leaning out of the transport, looking down 200 meters to the jagged edge of the canyon below. “...three, two, one…mark.”


  Bergen jumped through the open hatch of the transport. His body expected a gut-wrenching drop but, instead, he drifted slowly down. The antigrav was working. He turned and tried to look up, to confirm his people were dropping behind him. He caught a glimpse of a few of them, but he couldn’t bend his head back far enough to get a good look.


  His stomach jumped…the antigrav would keep him from smashing into the ground, but it was giving him a touch of motion sickness. It was an odd way to fall…unnatural. He looked down. The ground was still a good 150 meters below. His LZ was right along the rim of the canyon, but he was drifting south. Any farther and he’d come down in the gorge itself, and his antigrav didn’t have enough power to get him safely to the bottom. He pressed one of the small buttons on the harness, firing one of the small airjets…maneuvering himself back from the canyon edge. They hadn’t had a lot of time to practice the drop, and he hoped the limited training his people had on the maneuvering jets would be enough.


  The enemy wasn’t positioned to oppose their drop. Taylor’s entire force was approaching from the bottom of the canyon. All except for the 213th, which was doing the antigrav drop up on top. It was a surprise move, one Taylor had devised to insert forces where the enemy wasn’t prepared to face them.


  Riley gritted his teeth for landing. He was coming in a lot slower than he would have in freefall, but it was still hard enough to be unpleasant. His feet slapped down on the gravelly sand, and he felt the enhanced muscles in his legs tense, his knees bending to absorb the shock.


  He slapped the release button, ejecting the antigrav harness from his exos. His head snapped around, getting a bearing on his troops coming down. Most of them looked good, but he could see a few that were struggling…drifting out over the gorge. He tensed when he saw the stragglers, but there was nothing he could do. He didn’t have time to worry about it anyway…he had to get the unit organized. He reached around, pulling his assault rifle off his back. “Section leaders, form your units.” He could see that 2 of his 3 section chiefs were already down, climbing out of their harnesses.


  He walked slowly to the edge of the canyon and looked over. The terrain was as brutal as Taylor promised him it would be. There were large stretches where it was sheer cliff, but there were three or four functional paths down. They were narrow, often with deep drops on one or both sides, but they were passable. It didn’t look like there were any Machines this far up. The enemy wasn’t expecting an attack from this direction.


  The air was pungent with smoke. The Dragonfires had incinerated the enemy positions below with their fuel air bombs. There was no way to do a reliable damage assessment in terrain like this, but Riley could tell that the bombardment had been effective.


  He saw one of his men slip down below the top of the canyon, missing the LZ. There was no place near him to try and land, and the antigrav power wouldn’t last much longer. Riley was watching a KIA…he knew it, but there was no way he could stop it. He stared, paralyzed, trying to think of something…anything he could do. Then he caught another one in the corner of his eye. Then a third.


  He knew intellectually that three fatalities on a drop like this was a pretty good result, but those were his men he was watching. He was watching them die, and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it.


  He spun around and looked behind him. Most of his troops were down now, and the section and team leaders were trying to get them organized. The personal antigravs had worked as advertised…more or less, but the strikeforce was scattered and disorganized.


  Riley had been told that soldiers from some of the nation states had conducted similar operations before the Consolidation, using only cloth chutes to slow their descent. He couldn’t imagine keeping any semblance of order during a drop like that. Such tactics hadn’t been practiced by any armed forces for almost half a century, and even if they had been, the atmosphere on Erastus was too sparse for it to work anyway.


  “Section leaders, confirm readiness to advance.” He had to hold back a bitter laugh, glancing at the tactical display on his visor. There wasn’t a team in the 213th that was really ready. But there wasn’t time to waste. Organized or not, they were moving out in two minutes.


  “First Section…ready.” The answer was wobbly. Sergeant James’ section was less of a mess than it had been a few minutes before, but Riley knew James needed another ten minutes minimum. But it was time they didn’t have to spare. The enemy had almost certainly detected the drop. If the 213th didn’t hit them before they could reposition, the whole operation would be wasted.


  The leaders of 2nd and 3rd Sections sounded off in turn, each bullshitting Riley, telling him they were ready, though neither one was any better a liar than James.


  “All sections, advance.” Riley started walking toward James’ position. He was going to follow 1st Section with the support elements. “You’ve all got your assigned paths on your tac displays. Make sure you stay on them.” The terrain was worse than rugged, but the recon drones had spotted the best routes down the cliff. It was still going to be a hard time, but it would be much worse if the troops strayed from their assigned positions.


  Riley watched as James’ men started on the winding trail, following along as the last of the 1st Section headed down. It was a narrow path, barely wide enough for two men abreast and descending at a 30% slope, at least. It was hard to get a good footing on the loose gravelly surface, though Riley’s enhanced legs increased his stability. The rookies, he thought, the ones who hadn’t gotten their mods yet…they were going to have a hell of a time getting down the path.


  “Lieutenant, are we sure this is the right way?” It was James, sounding nervous. “I thought those drones were supposed to find us the best ways down.”


  Riley sighed softly. “This is the best way, Sergeant.” They might manage to surprise the enemy, he thought, but they weren’t getting it for free. “What did you expect, a stroll on the beach?” He felt bad mocking the veteran sergeant, but the last thing he could do was lend credence to any doubts. His people were going down this cliff. Whether they did it in an orderly fashion or approaching terminal velocity was going to depend largely on keeping their cool.


  Riley shot a thought to his com, cutting the line. There was nothing more to talk about. He stumbled a little himself, sliding down about a meter on the loose stones before he caught himself. The path was getting worse…and from the sound of James’ voice, he assumed that was going to continue as they moved forward. There had been a fairly steep drop to one side when they started, but now the right was a sheer cliff of at least 100 meters, and the path itself was narrowing further.


  Riley could see that the tail of 1st Section had stopped completely. He reopened the com line. “Sergeant James, why has the column stopped?”


  “Sorry, sir.” James was distracted, clearly in the middle of something. “The path keeps getting smaller, sir. I had to put the men in single file.”


  “Very well, Sergeant.” Fuck, Riley thought…this is really the best route? That’s what he’d told James, and it was exactly what Taylor had said to him. But he was finding it hard to believe now. “Carry on. Let’s keep moving.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Riley stood, looking out over the terrain below, trying to spot enemy positions. A minute passed, then two. Finally, he could see the men ahead begin to move. Looking carefully, he stared down slowly, waving for the troops behind him to follow.


  The path angled sharply, and suddenly it became a knife edge, steep drop-offs on both sides. Riley stared straight ahead, his eyes downcast, focused on the ground in front of him. He could feel his heart pounding in his ears. He didn’t like heights…didn’t like them one bit. It crossed his mind how silly it was to be so disturbed by a pointless phobia when he was on his way into battle. He was far likelier to get shot by a Machine than to lose his footing and fall. But it didn’t matter…all he could think about was getting down off the heights.


  “Lieutenant, we’re approaching the enemy line.” James again, sounding excited. “They’re on the move, trying to reposition. It looks like we caught them flatfooted. Request permission to attack.”


  Riley smiled. Young’s people must be engaged on the flank, he thought. “Permission granted, Sergeant. Attack.” He switched the com to the strikeforce command line. “All sections…attack.”


  *


  “Keep moving…all of you.” Young’s voice was loud and urgent. They didn’t call him Frantic for nothing. His people had been attacking nonstop for over an hour, but he wasn’t about the give the enemy a chance to regroup. Or even breathe. “Forward! Now!”


  He glanced out from behind a jagged rock outcropping, spying another position about 60 meters forward. He’d be in the open, at least for a few seconds, but the Machines were disordered and pulling back. It was worth the risk.


  He leaned forward, keeping his head low as his surgically enhanced leg muscles powered him forward. The ground was steep and rugged. He wasn’t sure he would have been able to keep his footing before the mods, but his upgraded legs were more than up to the task. He knew stronger legs would make him faster, but he’d been surprised at how much the added power helped his balance.


  He spotted a Machine as he was running, and he swung his rifle around, firing a dozen shots in 3 round bursts. He hit his target with at least half the projectiles, tearing off most of its upper body. The alien cyborg didn’t look all that different than one of his own soldiers going down. The Machines were not enormously unlike humans. Their bodies were partially mechanical, and they had fewer bodily fluids and soft tissue…that tended to make them neater corpses. Their systems were more compartmentalized, and they were generally better equipped to survive wounds. Until the Supersoldier program began implanting millions of healing nanobots into human soldiers, at least.


  Young smiled. It was a tough shot, and he’d nailed it. His new eyes were a help in aiming, but he suspected it was the NIS that truly made the difference, compensating for the motion as he ran. He felt the rush of excitement, as he always did after a kill, and he let out a feral howl.


  Young had been on Erastus less than two weeks when the guys started calling him Frantic. He’d always been excitable, but during the stress of combat he became truly wild. As a rookie it had been a problem…he was slow to listen to the veterans’ advice, and his uncontrolled aggression had almost gotten him killed on a number of occasions. Only luck had saved him…that and his enormous fighting ability.


  Eventually, experience settle him down somewhat. He was still aggressive, almost savage in combat, but his rational mind was in control now. To everyone’s surprise, Frantic had become an extraordinary NCO and, unexpectedly, his loss rate was well below average. He still took personal risks that made Taylor cringe, but Young had become one of the top sergeants in the strikeforce…and a member of Jake’s small group of close friends.


  He slammed hard into the rock outcropping at the new position. He was still getting used to the momentum from his enhanced legs. He lost his breath for an instant, but otherwise he wasn’t hurt. He shook his head, and forced his focus back to the battle.


  He checked his tactical display. Riley’s boys were almost into the fight. The Machines were being attacked from two sides. He knew the enemy wouldn’t panic like a human force might, but he wasn’t sure what to expect. Normally, they’d realize their position was compromised and pull back to regroup. But this time they were defending a vital location, and they almost certainly had hold at all costs orders. The canyon led almost directly to a production facility, and if they lost the high ground, they’d lose the whole position. UNFE could pour more forces through and attack the factory at will. And the Tegeri couldn’t afford to lose another base.


  He heard a series of distant explosions, and his head snapped around. That’s 1st Battalion, he thought, hitting the south side of the canyon. Most of that side was sheer cliff, and there were fewer enemy positions to assault.


  “All teams…move it!” Young was firing his assault rifle at a cluster of Machines crouched behind a pile of boulders 100 meters ahead. He got one, hitting it just under the left eye and tearing the top of its head off. The others ducked down and started returning his fire. He pulled back around the outcropping, swearing under his breath. They had him pinned. If he dashed out to move forward, they’d nail him in half a second.


  He was covered with sweat. The mods made him a vastly superior fighter, but the exos were just one more thing trapping the heat, making combat on Erastus even more unbearable. He twitched a few times…he was a little claustrophobic by nature, and the exoskeletal attachments made him feel trapped, confined. He could usually put it out of his mind, but he was most vulnerable when he was frustrated. Like now.


  He moved his hand behind him, fingering one of the grenades clipped to his exos. Maybe, he thought…just maybe I can drop this right behind them. It would be a tough throw, but it was the only way he could think of to deal with the Machines who had him trapped. His tactical display told the same story. All along the line, his boys were getting pinned.


  He pulled hard, snapping the spherical grenade from the harness. A normal man would never be able to throw half a kilogram of steel and explosive far enough, but Karl Young was no longer normal. The muscles in his arms and shoulders were interlaced with artificial fibers, increasing his natural strength by a factor of three, and the exo attached to his arm gave him even more power. The problem wasn’t distance…it was accuracy. He had the strength, but 100 meters was a hell of a range for precision aiming.


  He flipped the small lever, activating the weapon. He stepped back from the rock and swung his body quickly to the left. He gave himself a second to aim, a dangerous luxury when he was exposed to enemy fire. He threw the grenade, imagining its flight path to the target.


  He kicked right with his legs, using the momentum of the throw to propel him back behind his cover. A rookie might have paused, watching to see if the throw landed on target. That rookie would have died, riddled with fire, before the grenade even reached its target. There were a hundred small factors, things inexperienced guys didn’t even think of. But they were the difference between life and death on the battlefield.


  He heard the loud boom. It was a heavy grenade, with a significant blast. He peered cautiously around the rock, trying to get a view toward the enemy position. He brought his assault rifle up and hosed the area down, emptying a clip at full auto. Nothing. No motion, no return fire.


  There was no way to know for sure. He stared out at the ground ahead, picking out his next objective. There was a small gully up ahead, maybe 2 meters deep. Good cover. He slammed a new clip into his rifle and took a deep breath. Then he spun around, running full speed, diving for the protection of the small trench ahead.


  *


  Private Sanjay Chandra glanced up at the two suns in the sky. The heat was unbearable. His uniform was soaked with his sweat, as wet as if he’d dived into a river. A river, he thought bitterly…a river is an elusive dream in this hell. Chandra was crouched behind a small rise in the ground, as bullets flew all around. He was terrified, paralyzed. And the heat was so bad, he felt like he was going to pass out any minute.


  Chandra was a rookie, as raw as they came. He’d come through the Portal and taken the transport to Firebase Delta. He barely had time to dump his gear and take a crap before the assembly alarm went off. An hour later he was strapped into another ship - a combat transport this time – and en route to this hellish gorge.


  He was hyperventilating, trying in vain to cool himself. The air was hot…so hot. When they told him he was going to Erastus, he figured he’d be well prepared to handle it. He grew up in the streets of New Delhi, and he thought he was used to the heat. But there was heat and then there was…this. It wasn’t Earthly heat on Erastus…the coolest temperatures on the planet matched the worst equatorial heatwaves in terrestrial history.


  He was moving through the valley, struggling to keep up with the rest of the team. Corporal Tse had yelled at him twice for lagging behind. But the heat...it was just too much. He tried to move faster, but he almost fainted, and he had to slow down.


  He looked at the cliffs on both sides. The Machines had been dug in on those rocky slopes, at least that’s what the corporal told everybody. “Be glad you grunts didn’t have to go up those cliffs,” he had said. “And be fucking grateful to your brothers who did the job, because they lost half their number doing it.”


  Chandra couldn’t even imagine fighting on terrain like that. And a strikeforce losing half its strength? How do men do that, he wondered…how do they stand and fight even after taking such losses? His strikeforce was moving through the dry riverbed to assault the remaining enemy line. The Machines were in bad shape, outflanked on both sides, taking fire from the steep high ground…the very positions they had held a few hours before. Chandra and his comrades were tasked with delivering the final blow, opening up the riverbed, allowing fresh forces to move on a major enemy base.


  They had it a lot easier than the men who’d gone in already, but Chandra was still scared to death, struggling to keep himself from shaking.


  “Attention, 109th Strikeforce.” The voice on his com was firm, commanding. How, Chandra wondered, could anyone sound so calm, so controlled, minutes before going into combat? It was Lieutenant Daniels, who was commanding both Chandra’s unit and the 84th, which was in reserve right behind the 109th.


  Chandra had caught a glimpse of Daniels from a distance as the strikeforce was boarding the transports, but this was the first time he’d heard the lieutenant’s voice. Daniels was a lofty figure to a newb like Chandra. Commander of over 250 men, Supersoldier, a member of Jake Taylor’s inner circle. The young soldier was in awe, even forgetting his fear for a few seconds.


  “Prepare to assault enemy positions.” Daniels still sounded under control, maddeningly so.


  Why isn’t he scared, Chandra thought…how can he be so calm? He held up his own hand, focusing hard but still unable to stop it from shaking. His head snapped around quickly, prompted by a loud crack. There was just the one sound, and for a few seconds the air was silent and still. Then the Machine line opened up.


  Chandra froze, his rifle still strapped across his back. He was looking forward, but his legs wouldn’t move, no matter how hard he tried. It took all he had not to turn and run as quickly as his legs could carry him. But he stayed in place. He saw another man, about 50 meters down the line, thrown back, crumpling to the ground. Part of him wanted to run over, to help his comrade. Another part said, move forward…attack. But all he could do was stand in place.


  “Chandra! Get your worthless ass moving.” It was the corporal, and his sharp rebuke snapped Chandra out of his paralysis.


  “Yes, Corporal Tse.” He moved forward, taking slow, jerky steps. He looked ahead, toward the enemy line. He couldn’t see much…a little movement here and there, but that’s all. The Machines were hunkered down behind cover. Most of his teammates were too. There were large boulders scattered all across the riverbed, and the troopers had taken position behind them.


  Chandra stumbled forward, his legs limp, like noodles. He tried to remember his training, but it was hard to focus. He reached around, pulling his rifle from his back. His eyes darted back and forth, looking for a good place to crouch down. He saw a boulder none of the others were using. It was a little over a meter high and perhaps two wide. He’d have to stay low, but it was good protection.


  He moved toward it, his heart pounding in his ears, rivulets of sweat streaming down his face. His eyes stung from the sweat, blurring his view. He kept moving, staring at the rock, trying to ignore the sounds of bullets ripping by.


  He felt like he’d never get there, that he’d been running forever. But then, suddenly, he was behind the rock, prone.


  The rifle felt hot in his hands. The dense plastic material didn’t conduct heat very well, but the weapon had been on his back for over an hour, with both suns beating down on it. He glanced cautiously around the edge of the boulder. His heart leapt. There was a Machine! He was peering out from behind his own cover about 80 meters ahead, taking aim at something – someone, Chandra realized – down the line.


  He spun around, snapping up the rifle and pulling the trigger. It was all a blur. The gun was set on semi-automatic, and the first burst of three shots went high, zipping over the target’s head. The Machine reacted, starting to pull back and angling his weapon in Chandra’s direction.


  Chandra felt the adrenalin flooding his system. His arms felt stronger, his mind more alert. He stared down the barrel of his rifle, pulling the trigger three times in rapid succession, sending a flurry of projectiles toward his enemy.


  The Machine was pushed backward, the left side of his chest and midsection almost gone. The remnants of the shattered alien warrior fell to the ground. It couldn’t have taken more than a second or two, though the whole thing played out in slow motion to Chandra.


  He could feel the energy inside. I hit him, he thought, his excitement building. He’d killed one of the enemy…and maybe saved one of his comrades in the process. His blood was up, and the fear was momentarily forgotten, pushed aside by his elation.


  He gritted his teeth and scanned the enemy line. He spotted two Machines crouched over a heavy autogun. They were mostly under cover, but not completely. A perfect shot could take either one of them down. His eyes locked on his targets, and he brought his rifle up to fire.


  Suddenly he was moving back, his body twisting. He saw the spray of blood from his shoulder before he felt the wound. His legs went weak…he was falling. As he did, he spun around...just before second projectile slammed into his back. Then a third. They were heavy hypersonic rounds, and they tore right through his body armor.


  Suddenly, he was looking up at the sky. Both suns were still there, the second close to setting. He couldn’t remember how he’d ended up on the ground…then it came to back to him. He realized he must have blacked out after the projectiles hit him.


  He felt strange, like he was floating. Then there was the pain. His back was on fire, waves of agony wracking his body. There was wetness under him. He pulled his hand up and stared. It was covered with blood. His blood. He began to panic, screaming. The tears started to stream from his eyes. “Help,” he shouted, as loud as his stricken body could manage. The pain in his chest flared up as he tried to yell, but he repeated his cry nevertheless. It was in vain. There was no response. He was alone.


  He was starved for air, and he tried to take a deep breath, but the pain was unbearable. There was a gurgling sound from his throat, his chest, and every shallow breath he managed was a torment.


  “Please,” he muttered piteously to whatever powers might exist in the universe. “I don’t want to die.”


  He was still staring at the sky, staying still to minimize the pain. His mind began to drift, random thoughts moving in and out of his dwindling consciousness. It is beautiful in its own way, he thought, seeing the Erastian sky differently than he had before. Men looked up and saw the two suns, the source of the terrible heat that made every moment on the planet a misery. But now Chandra saw it differently. Two majestic suns, and the long, sparse clouds that ran for kilometers across the horizon. There is beauty, he thought, a brief smile crossing his stricken lips…even in hell.


  



  


  Chapter 13


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  Do you ever wonder about the odd assortment of things you remember? Most days of your life vanish into the inaccessible depths of the mind, but a few seemingly random events remain in the forefront. Years later, decades later…you still remember them like they happened yesterday.


  One day when I was young…seven, eight, I don’t recall that part exactly…we were driving into Concord. It was sometime around my birthday, and we were heading for one of the restaurants in town. It was always a treat to eat out someplace. It wasn’t often we had the extra money for things like that.


  I was in the back of the truck, probably fighting with my brother. Suddenly, my father pulled over to the side of the road. There was an accident ahead of us. A motorcycle had been swiped by a tractor, and it wiped out hard.


  My father told us to stay in the car, and then he got out and went to the back of the truck. He always kept a blanket and a first aid kit in the storage locker, and he got them out and ran over. I could see the rider through the window of the truck. He was lying on his back, and the street around him had puddles of blood on it. I wondered for a second if he was dead, but then I saw him move.


  It was the first time I’d seen blood like that. Not a few drops from a cut, but pools of it. I knew immediately he was badly hurt, and I couldn’t move my eyes away. I watched my father cover him with the blanket, even as I heard the approaching sirens of the sheriff and the rescue squad.


  When the medics arrived, my father walked back to the car, and we continued toward town. I remember wondering how we would get our blanket back. I don’t recall what we did in Concord that day, or what restaurant we went to. But I remember the image of that man lying in the street, covered by our old gray blanket…feeling bad for him and worrying about how we’d get the blanket back.


  I think about that day often, even now. I wonder if that man lived or not. I feel sadness, thinking about his suffering, about the fact that he might have died. I always imagine that he got up that day, just like any other. Maybe he was excited, as I was when we left the house. It could have been a special occasion. He could have been going to meet friends. Instead he ended up hurt and bleeding…and maybe dying…on the cold pavement.


  I can’t explain the reaction I had…that I still have…the melancholy, the sadness I feel for that man. Even now, after ten years of war and thousands of casualties…after all the suffering and death…I still remember the biker lying on that back road in New Hampshire.


  Empathy. Such an odd emotion. Sometimes it is predictable. Clearly, the suffering of a friend or a loved one triggers it more profoundly than that of a stranger. And yet it seems to have a mind of its own, manifesting in unexpected situations. As in the memories and feelings I still have over something that happened 20 years ago…to a person I never knew. An event that I witnessed from a distance for no more than 3 or 4 minutes.


  What makes some things affect us so much more profoundly than others? Why do we remember some events, yet forget so many others of equal import? I’ve seen thousands of young men die in this place, some I knew, others who were just names on a roster sheet. Why do some burn themselves into your consciousness, while others are quickly forgotten? Why does one stranger’s death or suffering affect you more profoundly than another’s?


  *


  The battle was over. They were calling it a brilliant victory, but all Taylor could see was the terrible cost. With all his tactical ability and ten years of combat experience on Erastus, he couldn’t claim ignorance….couldn’t even fool himself. He knew the losses he would suffer before the attack even began. And he sent his men in anyway.


  Taylor’s savage attack had cleared the entire canyon, opening up the route for 5th and 6th Battalions to advance on the Machine production facility beyond. He wouldn’t command that attack…he’d be back at base, training the flood of FNGs his units would need to build back to full strength. But his people had already won the victory. The canyon had been the real line of defense. The base itself was isolated, situated 4,500 klicks from the nearest supporting enemy forces. It would inevitably fall now.


  Jake looked out at the debris of battle as he walked along the ancient riverbed his men had died to conquer. It was late twilight, and only the dimmer of the two suns was in the sky. This was as close as Erastus came to night, but it was still as bright as late afternoon on Earth.


  The canyon was quiet. His troops had advanced through, forming a defensive position on the far end of the gorge. He knew the enemy didn’t have the strength to counter-attack, but he wasn’t taking chances. Exhausted or not, his people were going to stand guard until 5th Battalion got there and relieved them.


  There were a few medical teams rounding up the last of the casualties. The ones who had the Supersoldier mods would almost certainly survive if they hadn’t been killed outright. The others had a good chance too, as long as they’d remembered to activate their medkits. Taylor knew from experience that about 15% of his wounded would forget. And most of them would die.


  Taylor stepped on something and twisted his ankle slightly. He looked down. There was an assault rifle under his foot. It had been partly covered with the dusty sand of the valley, and he hadn’t seen it until his boot rolled off it.


  “Help me.” The voice was soft, barely audible. “Please.”


  Taylor snapped his head around. He wouldn’t have heard the strained whisper if it hadn’t been for his mechanically-enhanced ears. It had come from the right, and he turned and walked that way.


  There was a large boulder, and Jake spotted a pair of legs on the ground. He trotted over, around the giant rock. It was a man…one of his privates….lying on his back, barely moving. He was a mess. His shoulder was ripped open, a large portion of the muscle exposed. There were two holes in his armor too, right through the chest plate. Taylor couldn’t tell if the rounds had gone in the front and out the back or the reverse, but either way, he knew the man was badly hurt.


  Taylor looked down at the soldier’s belt and harness, trying to see if he’d applied his medkit. The wounds were bad, but if he’d gotten the nanobots into his system right away, he’d have a chance. Jake’s eyes darted across the trooper’s form, but Taylor felt the hope drain away as he focused on the small rubber pouch, still in its place, unused.


  “H…e…l…p…” The soldier moved, his arm sliding slowly a few centimeters along the ground. His voice was weaker than it had been a moment before. There was a heaviness there too, a gurgling sound behind the words.


  Taylor flashed a thought at his com, opening a line to the med teams. “Medical…this is Major Taylor. I need a team at my location ASAP.” He was about the cut the line, but then he added, “I found a wounded soldier.” No point letting them misunderstand and think he was injured. The way they all looked at him half the time…if they thought he was down they’d all panic.


  He looked at the stricken figure lying at his feet for a few seconds then he knelt down beside the wounded man. “Private…this is Major Taylor.” He reached out, taking the man’s hand in his. “Can you tell me your name?” He pulled the medkit from the soldier’s belt, and took out the injector. He thrust it in the soldier’s leg, but even as he was doing it, he realized it was too late.


  Jake could feel the man try to move. His hand was cold, but now it squeezed gently on Taylor’s. “M…a…j…o…r?” He tried to turn his head to look toward Taylor.


  “Stay still, son.” Taylor’s voice was soft, gentle. “Don’t try to move.” He was looking at the stricken soldier’s wounds as he spoke. He sighed softly as he did, wanting to turn away, to run from this mangled kid. He can’t be more than seventeen years old, Taylor thought grimly…and he’s going to die right here, scared and in pain.


  “What’s your name, son?” Taylor whispered softly, his mouth next to the kid’s ear. Jake’s tactical display would normally have shown him the man’s complete file, but the stricken soldier’s transponder wasn’t working. That explained why he hadn’t been found by the medics. Most of the wounded in this sector had been evac’d, but Chandra had fallen behind a rock outcropping on the edge of the field…and without his transponder, no one had seen him.


  “Private…” He had a coughing spasm, and Taylor could see the spray of blood coming from his mouth. “…Private Chandra, sir.” He was still breathing heavily, but the coughing mostly subsided.


  Chandra, Jake thought…I don’t remember a Chandra. He closed his eyes tightly, feeling a wave of guilt. This boy could march out here on my orders and fight…and get hideously wounded…but I can’t remember his name. Taylor commanded a lot of troops now, but his expectations of himself hadn’t changed with the scope of his responsibilities.


  “What’s your first name?”


  Chandra had another coughing spasm, not quite as bad as the previous one. “Sanjay, sir.” He coughed again, spitting up a blob of partially congealed blood. “My name is Sanjay, sir.” Chandra was silent for a few seconds. Then he finally managed to turn his head toward Taylor. “Please help me, sir. I don’t want to die.”


  Taylor opened his mouth, but he couldn’t force the words out. Finally, he leaned down and whispered, “You’re not going to die, Sanjay.” He almost choked on the lie. “I already called the medics.”


  He wasn’t sure if Chandra believed him or not. Taylor was a 10-year veteran of Erastus…he’d killed hundreds of Machines, and he’d watched thousands of men die. But he couldn’t bring himself to be honest with this broken kid lying in front of him. What would honesty serve now, he thought…what could it do but scared this poor boy even more?


  “I want to go home.” Chandra spoke the words softly, wistfully. He was crying, tears streaming down his dirt and blood spattered face.


  “I know, Sanjay.” Taylor was trying to sound as soothing as he could. The detritus of battle was all around, but right now all he could think about was comforting this shattered, terrified kid. “I wish I was home too.” He pulled a rock out from under Chandra, trying to make him more comfortable. “Where are you from?” Just keep talking to him, Jake thought…don’t let him die alone.


  “New Delhi, sir.” He coughed again, though only for a few seconds this time.


  Taylor sat in the hot sand, holding Chandra’s hand. He was trying to think of things to say…anything to keep the dying soldier distracted. He knew it wouldn’t be long. It was a miracle the kid was still alive. So many men have died in this war, he thought, alone and unsuccored…does comforting one really make a difference?


  Chandra’s body tensed and wracked with another coughing spasm. He fell back, moaning in pain. “I’m scared, sir.”


  “I know, Sanjay.” Jake was trying to keep the emotion in his own voice under control, but it was hard to answer. He felt grief…and anger. He railed inside against his own helplessness. Veteran…Supersoldier. None of it meant a fucking thing. There was nothing he could do, nothing he could say. Nothing but sit and watch Sanjay Chandra die, terrified and in pain, in the bitter sands of an alien world.


  “Don’t be afraid. We’ll have you out of here soon.” Taylor hated himself even as he said it. “Just be calm. Close your eyes and stay still.” He could hear Chandra’s breathing become rough, unsteady. It won’t be long, now, he thought. He watched the young soldier struggling for his last breaths, and the grief welled up inside him. He wanted to cry for this boy, but he couldn’t. His mechanical eyes didn’t produce tears. One more thing they had taken from him.


  Chandra’s chest heaved with one more deep rattling breath, and then he was still, silent. Sanjay Chandra was dead.


  Taylor sat silently for a few moments, turning away, unable to bring himself to look at the dead soldier lying next to him. He knew nothing about Chandra…nothing at all, really. But he realized he’d never forget him. The image of this dead soldier would stay with him the rest of his life.


  “Sir, are you OK?” The medical team trotted around the outcropping, looking down at Taylor and Chandra.


  Jake felt a wave of anger. Why, he thought, why are you worried about me? But he pushed it back. It wasn’t the medics’ fault.


  “I’m fine, Sergeant.” He started to get up. The medic closest to him moved to help, but Taylor waved him off. “He’s dead.” Taylor was looking down at the still form of the boy he’d been talking to a few minutes before. “Transponder was damaged…and he forgot to administer his medkit.” Rookies, Taylor thought sadly.


  He turned and walked away slowly, without another word.


  



  


  Chapter 14


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  I met a girl here. I met her a long time ago. I don’t know why I never wrote about her before. Maybe it was too soon after I’d lost Beth. Or maybe I wanted to keep one thing just for myself, not even to share with this journal. I don’t know for sure.


  Her name is Hope. I remember laughing when she told me. It’s a pretty name, but I can’t think of one less appropriate on Erastus. It’s no great romance story, ours…there is no such thing here. The only women on the planet are sex workers assigned to provide support services to the thousands of men in the combat units. There are no female soldiers serving in UNFE…not in any UN military force…nor are any UN administrators I’ve ever encountered women. I haven’t even seen a woman outside the brigade brothel in ten years.


  The brothels are an integral part of every military force structure serving on a Portal world. We fight a war with no leaves, no trips home, no towns to visit for R&R. Not even a box of cookies sent from mom. Desertion isn’t a problem…there’s nowhere to go anyway, so why run? But mental breakdowns are common. You can force a lazy man to work, even compel a coward to fight. But when a man doesn’t care anymore…really doesn’t care…then he is uncontrollable. Punishment doesn’t work, threats don’t work. When a man loses it on Erastus, UN Central’s investment in training and transport goes up in smoke. The brothels provide a release, a stress reliever. The keep men on the brink from falling into the abyss.


  UN Command calls the whole thing Sexual Support Services, or SSS. The program exists for a number of reasons, and the brigade facilities are an integral component of the military discipline system. Periodic visits to the SSS compounds are a privilege, one that can be withdrawn for soldiers or units that don’t perform as expected. For a lifetime soldier with no prospect of going home, a few hours with a woman is the only escape from a life of constant duty and bloodshed. It is part of the delicate morale system that kept men with no hope in the field and fighting.


  I’ve sometimes wondered what the women had done to be consigned to such fates. Were they criminals? Political prisoners? Or just women blackmailed or conscripted, as I was? As far as I can tell, they serve life terms, just as we do. I’m not sure how that works over the long term. No one worries about what to do with a 70 year old soldier, because none of us live that long. Sooner or later, the god of battle comes for all of us. But the women of SSS don’t have the attrition rate we do. Certainly, some succumb at a young age, victims of a hostile environment or virulent alien pathogens. But most can expect to live something approaching a normal lifespan. What will happen to them when they are too old to continue their function effectively? I don’t know – the war on Erastus hasn’t been going on long enough for that situation to arise. But I don’t like the things that come to mind. Another dark secret, the kind of thing most people would rather not know about.


  My father served alongside women in the old US Navy. Indeed, a woman had been the U.S. president when he enlisted. He mentioned it incidentally when he was telling me about his time in uniform. It was something I’ve never much considered, not until recently. I didn’t really know anything about military service, not before I ended up a soldier myself. And when I found myself on Gehenna fighting the Machines, I just adapted to the military establishment I’d become a part of.


  Now it’s been ten years, and I’ve started to think more about it… about a lot of things I’d given cursory attention before. I know that some of the old military establishments had been gender-integrated but, again, that was pre-Consolidation history, and it wasn’t safe to go poking around too much. Most serious information on the old nation-states was on the quarantined list, and it was next to impossible to get anything reliable. UN Central didn’t want people waxing poetic about their ethnic and nationalistic histories…not while there was still living memory of the time before the Consolidation. I thought I understood that thinking once, and even approved. Eliminating anything that threatened the peaceful unity of mankind seemed worthwhile, even if it came at the cost of intellectual freedom. Now, I see other perspectives. Darker ones.


  I used to wonder why UN Central didn’t recruit women, how the female gender had taken such a massive step back in equality and opportunity. Then I realized. The Consolidation had necessitated combining different cultures, each with their own gender, racial, and religious traditions. In the end, terrified by the prospect of the Machines invading, all of the nations of Earth voluntarily surrendered their sovereignty to the UN. The earliest nations to push for world unity had the greatest impact on the coalescing multinational culture…and most of those states were from the developing world, places where gender inequalities were often deeply ingrained in the way of life.


  Back home things were different. My mother, Beth…all the women I knew…they weren’t treated as second-class citizens in any way I’d ever noticed. But New Hampshire had been part of the old U.S., and from what I knew of pre-Consolidation American culture, the genders had been more or less equal in terms of rights and societal obligations. UN Central didn’t interfere too much with local customs. They didn’t make a big deal out of it…nothing that could turn into a rallying cry. They didn’t talk about it at all; they just went ahead and did what they wanted. Now that I thought about it, I’d never noticed a woman in any significant government position. The Inquisitor who’d come to our farm demanding the taxes…the recruiting agent who offered a waiver of the debt in exchange for my enlistment. Our local UN Admin…and every other one in the surrounding areas. All men.


  I remembered my father’s rants, his constant complaints about UN Central and how much we had all lost since he was younger. Now I wondered about those women he’d served with, about what they felt they had lost. They had served their country, bled for it – some had died for it - and their reward was to see their daughters and grand-daughters barred from the same freedoms and opportunities they had enjoyed. I saw my father’s anger first hand, but now I wondered about those women. I couldn’t imagine how they lived with the bitterness. It was a different hell than mine, but perhaps one as painful in its own way.


  *


  Taylor was sitting on the edge of the bed, leaning forward, holding his head in his hands. He hadn’t said a word in over an hour. He used to look forward to his allotments at the SSS facility, especially after he met Hope. She was pretty enough, especially by Erastus standards…but it was more than that. She had a tenderness, an empathy…a gentleness that was utterly at odds with every other aspect of his life. He was drawn to her; she made him feel whole again, at least for a little while. He felt a longing to help her too, to give to her the same comfort she provided him. Indeed, much of the solace he got from her came from knowing that he was there for her as much as she was for him. It made him feel normal, just for a few minutes. It might not be a real relationship they shared, but it was close enough that they could both pretend.


  He enjoyed the sex, of course, but he also looked forward to just seeing her, sitting and talking. Jake was fortunate enough to have a close knit group of friends he could talk to when he needed an ear, but there was something different about spending time with a woman.


  Troopers weren’t supposed to see the same women all the time…UNFE Command didn’t want relationships developing, just scheduled recreation. But as Taylor’s rank rose, so did his influence…and he was able to insure that he only saw Hope.


  Now he sat with his back toward her. It had been five years since his mods had been installed, but he was still self-conscious about it. He’d avoided using his SSS allotments for months after the surgeries were complete. He made one excuse after another but, finally, he was ordered outright to go. SSS services weren’t optional in UNFE. They were a crucial part of the morale and mental health program designed to keep the army in the field at top fighting efficiency.


  When he finally saw her for the first time after the surgery, she acted like everything was normal, even though it was the first time in almost a year that she’d seen him. She tried not to stare, but it was hard to ignore the metallic fittings protruding from his shoulders and his hips. He was still getting used to his increased strength, and when she finally coaxed him into bed, she came out of the encounter bruised from head to toe, a long, bloody scratch on her leg from the rough metal of one of his exo interfaces.


  When he saw what he had done to her, he was horrified. It was months before he touched her again. He kept every appointment as ordered. But he wouldn’t go near her, wouldn’t risk hurting her again. It was at least another year before their encounters reached something like normalcy.


  “Jake, are you OK? You’ve been so quiet.” Her voice was soft, gentle. Life had dealt her a fate as bitter as his, but she never seemed angry or resentful because of it.


  Jake had kept himself from sliding down that slope for a long time too, but now his grip was failing. The anger, the bitterness…they were starting to win, starting to take control. Maybe if they hadn’t made him into a cyborg, he thought…perhaps then he could have maintained a few shreds of the faith that kept men – and women – going on Erastus. But they weren’t happy just taking his home and family and the only life he’d known…now they had come back for his humanity. Now, Jake believed, he truly was good only for war.


  He was silent for a few more seconds before he turned to face her. “Oh…sorry.” He tried to hold back a sigh. “No, nothing’s wrong. I’m just thinking.” He forced a smile for her, though he couldn’t imagine it was very convincing.


  “You don’t expect me to believe that, do you?” She reached out and gently ran her hand down his back. He flinched at her first touch, but then he settled down. “You’re so tense. Are you sure you don’t want to talk about it?”


  He did want to talk…at least he didn’t want to shut her out. But he didn’t know what to say…how to put it into words. Even if he managed to explain…he didn’t want to burden her, or bring her down with him. He’d been troubled lately, more than usual. And it was getting worse.


  She slid across the bed, putting her arms around him from behind, pulling him closer. She rested her face on his shoulder, expertly avoiding the metal fittings protruding from his skin.


  He closed his eyes, just for a few seconds. The feeling of her soft skin against his relaxed him, but only for an instant. He was too distracted, too consumed by thought for anything more.


  “Jake, what is it?” She kissed him softly on the neck.


  He felt an urge to pull away from her, but he resisted. That would only be hurtful to her…and that was the last thing he wanted. He didn’t intend to talk about it, to unload on her…but then it just started to come out.


  “I saw a kid die.” He paused. “It was during the battle we just fought.” He laughed derisively. “I don’t suppose that should be a big deal. I’ve lost count of how many rookies I’ve seen butchered in ten years on this shithole planet.”


  He turned toward her, keeping his head at an angle, trying to hide his mechanical eyes from her misty green ones. She took his face in her hand and turned, forcing him to look at her. It was his eyes, she had long ago realized…that was what he was most self-conscious about.


  “Was there something special about this one?” She didn’t like the sound of that when she heard herself say it, and she immediately restated it. “I mean anything beyond the ordinary about the incident?” Her voice was warm, sympathetic.


  Taylor was silent for a few seconds. He subconsciously tried to turn his eyes away again, but her hand gripped his face, stroking his cheek gently and turning him back to face her.


  “No, not really.”


  There was exhaustion in his voice, and disillusionment. He’d been like this before, but this was the worst she’d ever seen him. She laid her face against his shoulder and listened quietly.


  “But it feels different. He was just like a thousand kids I’ve watched die. They all hurt.” He paused again. “But this isn’t the same. I think maybe every man has his limit. Watching every one of these boys die takes away a part of your soul. Maybe mine is just empty.”


  She knew he didn’t really want to discuss things…he just wanted to let it out. There was nothing she could say that was going to make him feel better anyway, so she just listened, running her hand gently across his bare back. He always liked that…it relaxed him.


  “Every man has his limit,” he repeated. “I should have died a long time ago, Hope.” His voice sounded distracted, far away…as if he was lost in old memories. “It would have been a mercy.”


  “Don’t say that, Jake.” Her voice was soft…and a little sad. She didn’t like seeing him suffer so…watching him punish himself. “You know better than anyone how many boys you’ve saved. If you’d had died yourself, none of them would have survived either.”


  “Maybe.” He sounded unconvinced. “But most of them died anyway…just a month later, or a year later.” Another pause. “And maybe they were the lucky ones. I’ve only prolonged the suffering for the men I saved.”


  He looked down, staring at the stark whiteness of the bedcovering. “I’m going to quit, Hope.” His voice was deadpan, utterly serious. “I’m going to tell them to take this stupid war and shove it up their asses.”


  She felt the tension in the pit of her stomach. If Taylor refused his duty they would take him away. If he continued to resist, they would shoot him. She was afraid of what might happen…and terrified of losing him. She had no more illusions about their relationship than he did, but she knew she needed him. She had lost a life and a family just as he had. Now she was consigned to spend the rest of her life as a sex worker on the most miserable hell man had ever found. Her visits with Jake were the only thing she cared about. They sustained her. Thinking of the next time she’d see him carried her through her days. It made her want to live. She didn’t think of it as love…she didn’t even know if such a thing was possible someplace like Erastus. But he was a kindred spirit of sorts and, for two lost souls, that was enough.


  “Jake, you can’t.” There was a touch of desperation in her voice, a need to convince him, to pull him back from the brink. “I understand how you feel, but they’ll shoot you.”


  He almost smiled. “Would that be so bad? Quick, almost painless.”


  “Yes, it would be bad.” She was speaking louder, almost yelling. “You’re not thinking clearly right now. And what about me? What about your friends? Your men? Think about all of us before you do something stupid and reckless.” She was forcing back a sob as she spoke. “We need you.”


  He was quiet for a few seconds, looking up at her, reaching his hand out and taking hers. “You’re right.” His tone was soft, almost apologetic. “I’m just frustrated.”


  She didn’t say anything, but she wasn’t convinced. It was a lot more than frustration; that was obvious. She knew Jake needed her help, but she didn’t know what to do, how to reach him. She smiled at him, but inside she was scared to death.


  She watched him get dressed, and she kissed him goodbye before he left. She heard the click of the door closing behind him. Then the tears came.


  



  


  Chapter 15


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  I have too much time to think. When you are young, your mind wants to believe in things. Belief is a powerful force. It can sustain a person through grueling trials and agonizing torment. It can also cloud judgment, lead even an intelligent person to accept and passionately defend the worst sort of nonsense. Some of the most amazing things in history were driven by belief…and some of the most horrific calamities as well. I’d like to say I think belief is a good force more often than a bad one. I’d like to say that, but I can’t.


  I believed when I was younger. I looked past the things that seemed needlessly hurtful, tried to understand why things were done to me, to my loved ones. I accepted the rules and regulations…and the heavy taxes and levies that barely left us what we needed to get by…and sometimes not enough. I didn’t question anything I was told, not seriously at least. There were people with less, people UN Central was struggling to help. The war against the Tegeri was raging too, and that struggle was funded by Earth’s citizens. I believed, as I was told, that it was unpatriotic to question any of it.


  Even when I was taken from my family and sent to Erastus I still believed. I was bitter and heartbroken certainly, but I told myself I was fighting to defend hearth and home…my family and friends and billions more like them. I was doing the ultimate duty as a citizen.


  The restrictions, the regulations, the monitor installed in our home…I believed it was all necessary. UN Central had eliminated war on Earth; it had thwarted terrorism. All the terrible things mankind endured throughout history. Why would anyone question their motives?


  I wonder now how I was so stupid, so blind. For ten years I’ve seen the arrogance of the UN personnel sent here on limited tours. I’ve seen the contempt they feel for those of us consigned here…the ones without influence or patronage. They see us as pieces of equipment they use and discard…nothing more. Any organization that produces such people is rotten…unworthy of belief, of faith.


  They enlist us for life, denying us return trips to Earth, even if we survive five or ten years in this hell. They blame the cost, say the energy to transport us back would be too expensive. I believed that once, but now I feel like a fool for it. The few miserable wrecks of men who survive a five year enlistment…how much could it cost to send them home? When I think about it, I am amazed at how little it takes to get people to believe, to throw away their judgment, their intelligence, and blindly follow their masters’ orders.


  It has nothing to do with energy. They’ve transported hundreds of times my body weight in food and ammunition just to sustain me over the last ten years. Yet I am consigned to die on this miserable rock because it is prohibitively expensive to send me home? How could I have been such a fool to believe nonsense like that? How could all of us have been?


  The truth is, they don’t want us back on Earth. Trained killers who’ve lived for years outside the normal Earth routine of constant surveillance. That’s why they don’t let us go home. I figured out part of that a while back, but now I realize the whole truth. They are afraid of my brethren and me, even as they need us to fight their wars. It is from stuff such as us that revolutions are made.


  I know I shouldn’t be writing these things. Blackie would tell me to stop, that it wasn’t safe. I know that’s true, but I don’t care. I just don’t care. Let them come…let them take me away. Let them come and destroy the perfect little soldier they spent so much to build. But they better bring a lot of force with them when they come. Because I am the killing machine they created, and I won’t go down without a fight.


  *


  “I said I’m done.” Taylor sat calmly in the soft leather chair. He was a little surprised to be in a fancy office and not in shackles in some prison cell, but he didn’t let it show. “I’ve given you enough…more than any of you deserve.” Taylor had told his story twice already, first to his immediate superior and then to General Hammon, commander of UNFE. Now he was in the office of the man who’d recruited him into the Supersoldier program.


  Gregor Kazan was angry, but he was hiding that as well as Taylor was concealing his surprise. He felt it was beneath him to argue and negotiate with a soldier…even a war hero carrying the rank of major. But he didn’t need this shit right now. He would be confirmed as Undersecretary in another two months, and the success of the Supersoldier project was the primary reason. Bringing up the first participant of the program on desertion charges would be disastrous. It would delay the vote, at least…and very possibly cost him the promotion. And he wasn’t about to let that happen. Whatever he had to do.


  “Major Taylor, I understand that your experiences in battle have been - how shall I put it? - troubling.” He looked over at Taylor, his manufactured expression one of sympathy, of understanding.


  Jake knew it was fake, every bit of it…but he couldn’t help but admire the skill it must have taken Kazan to look so sincere when he was so full of shit. If nothing else, a career in government teaches you to lie like a pro, he thought. “I am not troubled, Mr. Kazan.” He stared at the UN functionary with an emotionless expression on his face. “I am simply done.”


  Kazan felt the rage surging through his body, but he clamped down on it. He’d only been on Erastus to make a display of how closely he was watching the program…a little theater preceding the confirmation vote. Now, he realized how fortuitous it was for him to be here when Taylor decided to have his meltdown.


  “Major, you know better than anyone that the army does not function in that way. Your service, as much as it is appreciated, is not optional. You voluntarily enlisted and, in doing so, you agreed to abide by the regulations and responsibilities of the service.”


  “Voluntarily?” Taylor spat the word. “You think my enlistment was voluntary?” He glared across the desk.


  “Indeed I do, Major Taylor.” Kazan returned the stare. “My records indicate that the Revenue Department forgave a massive underpayment of taxes in return for your agreeing to serve.” His eyes narrowed, boring into Jake’s. “I believe that was very fair. Perhaps it wouldn’t have been necessary if your family had met its obligations.”


  “We almost starved that year, Mr. Kazan.” Taylor was determined to suppress his anger, but he was starting to lose his hold on it. “How do you imagine we could have paid the taxes?”


  Kazan took a breath and shifted in his seat. “Do you suppose the government’s obligations disappear because of your family’s financial mismanagement? Does the war cease? Do the soldiers on the front no longer require food and weapons?” His voice was becoming sharper…not angry, at least not yet…but the tension was showing. “I do not propose to rehash the facts surrounding your enlistment, Major, nor debate UN policies. You agreed to the terms of service, and your government requires you to comply.” He paused, eyes still fixed on Taylor. “Now return to your unit, Major. Because of your war record, I will see to it that this unfortunate incident is forgotten.”


  “No.” Taylor just sat where he was, not uttering another word.


  “Major Taylor, I don’t think you understand me. If you reject my offer, you will be arrested, court-martialed for desertion and, in all likelihood, executed.” Kazan’s anger was showing now, and his shock as well. “Do you understand?”


  My God, Taylor thought…the miserable little prick actually thinks he’s being generous. “I understand, Mr. Kazan.” Taylor paused, just for emphasis. “I simply don’t care.”


  Kazan could feel his hands curling into fists. Taylor was calling his bluff. He thought for a minute, wondering if there was a way he could endure Taylor’s downfall without risking his appointment. He’d love nothing more than to see the arrogant piece of shit dragged from his office in chains. But there was no way. The first participant of the program? A hero of Taylor’s stature? It would cast doubt on the entire project…and on his supervision. It would be a devastating blow.


  “Major Taylor, whatever opinions you may have developed toward UN Central or UNFE, surely you understand the importance of the war effort.” Kazan was trying another approach. “We must defend Earth against the alien threat.”


  Taylor hesitated. Kazan had hit a weakness. Whatever sins UN Central may have committed, he still felt a responsibility to the civilians back on Earth. “Yes, Mr. Kazan. I agree. However, I have served ten years. I have done my duty. Far more than others have.” He didn’t say anything further, but he glared right at Kazan.


  “Major, you may feel that what you have done is enough, but that is not your decision.” Kazan’s voice was getting colder. “Now, I am going to tell you this one last time. Return to duty immediately, and we will forget this conversation.”


  Taylor almost smiled. What a lying piece of shit, he thought…does this imbecile really think I believe anything he is saying? Taylor knew Kazan wouldn’t forget…he wouldn’t forget anything. He’d wait, pick some time when it was less politically damaging. But Taylor knew one day Kazan would come for him. The die was cast. He had crossed his own Rubicon.


  “Tell me, Mr. Kazan…” Taylor’s tone became darker, more threatening. “…why are we enlisted for life? And please don’t tell me it’s the energy needed to transport us back. Because that is the biggest pile of bullshit I’ve ever heard.”


  Kazan was almost apoplectic with rage, but he still managed to hold most of it in check. “Major Taylor, I can assure you that everything you have been told about UN policy is the absolute truth.”


  Taylor snorted derisively. “Spare me, Mr. Kazan. I am not the stupid, inexperienced fool you drafted and sent here to die.” Jake’s tone was icy, like death itself. “Do you think I really don’t know why you don’t want any veterans returning home?”


  Kazan sat looking back, a stunned expression on his face. Taylor was taunting him, challenging him to call for the guards and have him arrested. The crazy fool really didn’t care what happened to him.


  “I fought for ten years to defend Earth…it’s the only good reason I was ever given to be here.” Taylor’s sat perfectly still as he spoke. “But now I wonder if a species that voluntarily surrendered its freedom to the likes of you out of nothing but base fear is even worth defending.”


  Kazan slammed his hand on his desk. “That is enough, Major Taylor.” He stood up, his chair falling over backwards behind him. “You will go back because you are told to do so, you arrogant, insignificant nothing!” Kazan had lost all control over his rage.


  “You will go back because I need you there. Because those miserable recruits stumbling like cattle through that Portal will die that much more quickly without you there.” He stared at Taylor, hatred burning in his eyes. “I don’t care how many we have to send through…how many thousands die. Do you? There are always more ignorant farm boys to send through.” He moved closer, his face 30 centimeters from Jake’s. “How do you feel about that? Do you care about the thousand…the ten thousand…others that will be sent here, ones who might have remained home to live out their miserable lives?”


  Taylor was silent. Kazan had hit a tender spot. Jake had come to believe the newbs he saved were doomed anyway, but the thought of more young men being forced into service to replace them was something he hadn’t considered.


  “You like the thought of that?” Kazan’s voice dripped with bitterness and condescension. “How about those friends of yours?”


  Taylor’s gaze had shifted from Kazan, but now it snapped back.


  “Captains Black and Samuels…Lieutenants Young and Daniels…if you defy me again, they will lead their forces into the most hopeless battles men have ever fought. You will sit in a cell, and before you are shot, you will know that every one of them is dead, their bodies left to rot and blow away in the desert.”


  Taylor’s shoulders fell. Kazan’s words were slicing into him like daggers, draining his resolve.


  “And that girl you like so much…” Kazan’s voice dripped with venom. “…I will find the most sadistic gang of twisted sodomites in Earth’s worst freezones, and I will have them conscripted and sent here. And I will give her to them, let them use her to vent their anger. I’ll make sure she knows why before I do.” Kazan was relishing the words as he spoke them. “She’ll think she was fucked by a felled tree by the time they’re done…by the time they have used her in every sick and degrading way you can imagine. And a hundred you can’t. And then she will die too, cursing your name.”


  Taylor sat silently, hunched over, his spirit broken. The fight was gone, the determination drained entirely from his body, from his soul. He had lost, and he knew it. “I’ll go back.” He spoke softly, almost a whisper.


  “What was that, Major?” Kazan was gloating, the arrogance in his voice unmistakable. “I couldn’t quite hear you.”


  “I said I’ll go back.” Taylor forced it out, loud and clear.


  Kazan nodded. “Then get going.” He gestured toward the door. “But first, don’t you think you should thank me, Major? For making you see the light.” Kazan was determined to humiliate Taylor.


  Taylor was struggling, trying to keep from lunging at Kazan. He could kill the miserable little bureaucrat in less than a second; he was sure of that. But Kazan would have his vengeance from the grave…every punishment he’d promised, every horror he threatened to heap on Hope and Blackie and the others…Jake knew all that would happen if he killed the miserable piece of dogshit.


  “Thank you.” Taylor spat it out.


  “You are welcome, Major.” Every word was a mockery, sapping what little remained of Jake’s spirit. “I trust that you will be a good little soldier from now on?”


  Taylor just nodded. Then he got up and wordlessly walked to the door.


  “Wait, Major.” Kazan’s voice was imperious.


  Taylor turned and looked back. “Yes?” His voice was pure exhaustion.


  “Here.” Kazan tossed a small box to Taylor.


  Jake glanced down. There were two small silver eagles in the container. What is this, he thought…some kind of sick fucking joke? He stared at Kazan, a confused look on his face.


  “It’s a schedule promotion, Ma…Colonel Taylor. And we don’t want anyone thinking anything is out of the ordinary, do we?”


  Taylor didn’t say a word. He put the box in his pocket and walked out the door.


  



  


  Chapter 16


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  Darkness and despair. They are my world, my reality. The closer we get to victory, the more leaden my spirit becomes. There is a feeling of hope in the air among the men…but it is false. The troops can feel victory; they can perceive the weakening of the Machines. But that triumph will not be ours, the men who fought and bled for it. It will be UN Central’s. For us, banished forever from home, there is nothing.


  People will trust in something simply because they cannot face the reality that there is so little worth believing in. It’s a defense, your mind’s attempt to protect itself from surrender, from madness. I look back on things I accepted, that I believed, and I feel like a fool. Being honest with yourself, seeing things for what they truly are…it is exhausting. I feel a gloominess I cannot adequately describe. I am lost…there is nothing, nothing at all to work for, to strive for, to fight for. Nothing I do, nothing any of my men do, will make any difference.


  I see how people think, how they convince themselves of so many things, utterly ignoring the facts to do so. Part of me wants to grab them, shake them…make them see things for what they really are. The hopelessness…the corruption and evil that permeate every aspect of life. But what would that serve? I let them deceive themselves…it is little more than a mercy. I see the truth, but they, poor deceived fools, are far better off than I.


  Even my own mind is conflicted. I’ve learned to manage my fear in battle, but it’s still there. Every time. It has been years since I really cared if I came back from a fight, but it doesn’t matter. It’s instinctive. No matter what my intellect dictates, how much I long for the peace of death, to lay down my burdens…my subconscious wants to survive. It pushes me, makes me use all I have within me to stay alive. And that is really starting to piss me off.


  *


  “I’m worried about him, aren’t you?” Tony Black spoke softly, though he and his cohorts were alone in the mess hall.


  “Jake’s the toughest guy I’ve ever met, Blackie.” The small plastic chair looked almost like a toy under Samuels’ huge frame. “I can’t believe he’s losing it. He’s just tired. How could he not be?”


  Hank Daniels let out a long sigh. “I don’t know, Bear.” He looked at the big man then at Blackie. “Have you ever thought about how much pressure he has on him? 24/7?” He paused. “We all lean on him too. We’re his friends, but tell me there’s one person in this room who doesn’t look to Jake when he’s got a problem.”


  There was no response. They were all quiet for a minute. Daniels had put into words what they were all thinking. He was their leader, their friend. There wasn’t a man in the room who didn’t love Jake Taylor like a brother. But now they wondered, second guessed. Taylor had always been there…for all of them. Now, they questioned themselves…had they been blind to his pain…or at least the extent of it? Had they failed to be there for him?


  “I’ve known Jake for eight years. Nobody’s saying he’s losing it.” Blackie looked around the room. “But he’s more stressed now than I’ve ever seen him. He’s always been strong for us, Goddamn it, it’s time for us to be strong for him.” Black’s tone was firm, definitive. “We’re moving out at 0700 hours tomorrow. I want everyone at 150%. No slipups, no mistakes. We execute perfectly. We don’t give him a reason to worry about anything.” He looked around the room again, pausing to lock eyes with each of them in turn. “Understood?”


  “Blackie’s right.” Daniels was nodding as he spoke. “Jake needs us to back him up now. We need to be at our best tomorrow. Even more than usual.” He looked up at Blackie. “Are we all agreed?”


  Daniels was being technically insubordinate. Blackie was the highest ranked after Taylor, and anything he told them to do was, by definition, an order. But Black knew Daniels was on the same page…and what he wanted from everyone wasn’t something a command could compel. He was after everything they had deep inside…their inner strength. He wanted them to give their all, even more than they always did.


  He took a step forward toward the others and extended his hand. Daniels did it next, followed by Samuels and then Young. They grasped hands in the center of the circle.


  “For Jake.” Black said it first, and they all repeated his words. “For Jake.”


  *


  “The men are ready, Colonel.” Major Black stood next to Taylor, his body upright, almost at attention. They were about to launch the biggest battle since the war on Erastus began. Black was usually pretty relaxed, but something about the scope of the operation was making him feel more formal than usual. He was nearly as cynical as Taylor most of the time, but now he felt like they were really moving toward victory.


  Taylor looked back, a sour look passing over his face as it usually did when someone called him colonel. “Excellent.” His tone was deadpan, devoid of emotion. “That’s the third time you’ve updated me in the last fifteen minutes. What’s up with you?”


  Blackie looked back at Taylor. “Nothing’s up. It’s just one hell of a big force we’ve got here, Jake.”


  Taylor looked back suspiciously for a few seconds then smiled. “That it is, my friend.” He let out a long breath. “We will advance as soon as the Dragonfires complete their second attack run.” The gunships had already made one pass, and they were coming around for another. There was a wind coming in from over the enemy positions, blowing the pungent residue of the fuel air bombs over Taylor’s troops.


  The objective was a crucial one, the main enemy base and Machine production center on the planet. The location of the facility was the enemy’s most closely guarded secret on Erastus, but a simple communications intercept had disclosed its location.


  Taylor was suspicious. The enemy was never careless, and this error had been downright reckless. His instincts smelled a trap. But no one listened to his warnings. The high command saw a chance to slice years off the duration of the war, and they were determined to seize the opportunity. Their greed for a victory overruled caution. Taylor was ordered to take command of the operation over his boisterous objections. He knew what it would mean to refuse, what a betrayal it would be to his friends…and to Hope. He had not forgotten Kazan’s threat, and he knew they would pay the price for his defiance. Taylor didn’t care what they did to him…threats against him didn’t give them any leverage. But the small circle of people he truly cared for…they were his Achilles heel.


  He may not have been able to cancel the attack, but he was damned sure going to run things the way he saw fit. He’d chosen an LZ 10 kilometers from the target and marched the rest of the way, with clouds of scouts out in all directions.


  He heard the sound of the Dragonfires raking the enemy positions with autogun fire. The first pass had been devastating, but Taylor had ordered the second attack anyway. He didn’t know what the enemy was up to, but he was sure it was something. He was damned sure going to do everything he could to protect his forces…against whatever was waiting for them.


  “Colonel Taylor, Major MacArthur here.” Taylor and MacArthur still didn’t really get along, but they’d learned to respect each other after a fashion. “The second attack run is complete. Returning to base to rearm.”


  “Very well, Major.” Taylor’s enhanced eyes were scanning the raging hell of the enemy position. “It looks like you really smacked them hard.” MacArthur was an arrogant shit, but Taylor figured he could be a big enough man to praise a job well done.”


  “Thank you, Colonel.” The gunship commander couldn’t keep all the surprise out of his voice. “MacArthur out.”


  Taylor sighed. He was still troubled, worried about what surprises the enemy had in store for his people. But if he couldn’t get out of attacking, now was the time to get started. He turned and looked at Black. “Blackie, it’s time for you to get up there. You may commence your attack when ready.”


  *


  Taylor paced back and forth in the command post. He hated being back from the action when his men were in the battle line, but he was responsible for 3 full battalions, and he couldn’t do his job pinned down in some foxhole. He hated every minute of it. He longed to turn over the burden of command to someone else, and go back and run his section. But he knew his responsibilities…there were 3,500 men fighting out there, and every one of them was depending on him.


  “Jake...” It was Blackie, reporting in. “…they’re pulling back. MacArthur’s birds must have really kicked the crap out of them, because they aren’t putting up much of a fight.”


  It was good news, but it made his stomach lurch. He was expecting some sort of a trap, and this only made him more suspicious. “Blackie…” Taylor’s voice was firm, but the tension was obvious too. “…keep your eyes open, OK? I mean really open.” He paused. “I have a bad feeling about this.”


  “They’re wide open, Jake. And the rest of the guys too. We’re all looking for any kind of trap or surprise.” Black’s tone was reassuring. He was worried about the stress he heard in Taylor’s voice, and he wanted to do everything he could to help his friend shoulder the burden he carried.


  “Thanks, Blackie.” Taylor sounded a little relieved. He knew Black’s little show of being calm was bullshit, but it still made him feel better. A little. “Keep me posted.”


  “Colonel Taylor!” It was Lieutenant Brandon, manning the scanner. “Enemy air inbound. Defensive squadrons are moving to intercept, but they’re going to be outnumbered.” He paused and looked over at Taylor. “Heavily outnumbered.”


  Fuck, Taylor thought…most of MacArthur’s birds were on their way back to base to refuel and rearm. “I knew something was going on.” He muttered under his breath.


  Taylor reopened the line to Black. “Blackie, we’ve got an enemy air attack coming in. A big one. All units deploy anti-air assets immediately.”


  “Got it, Jake.” He could hear yelling in the background. Black’s people had detected the incoming enemy birds themselves, and they were already preparing. “We’ll be ready.”


  Taylor cut the line. Black had his hands full, and he didn’t need more distraction. He walked across the room and stared at the monitor over Brandon’s shoulder. The entire screen was covered with small red triangles…wave after wave of enemy antigravs heading right for his army.


  *


  The sound was almost deafening. The enemy gunships were plastering the area around the command post, dropping hundreds of incendiary bombs, surrounding the HQ with an impenetrable circle of flame.


  Taylor was hunkered down in a foxhole, just outside the portable command shelter. He’d ordered everyone out and into defensive positions as soon as the enemy air wings vectored toward headquarters. He was sure it was the trap he’d been expecting…the enemy wanted to take out HQ and the communications nexus before hitting the rest of the force with a counterattack. It was a good plan…far more innovative than the Machines usually managed. If they could badly damage 3 battalions, they could indefinitely delay the offensive against their base, and even reverse the momentum of the struggle.


  But the command post was still standing, and not a man of Taylor’s staff had been hit. They were cut off from the rest of the force, trapped by the inferno the enemy antigravs had unleashed. But they were unhurt.


  Taylor’s mind was racing. What, he thought…what am I missing? The enemy air units had paid heavily to break through the defensive squadrons MacArthur had left behind. His best guess was that the enemy massed most of their planetary airpower to stage this operation…and lost almost half of it in the process. Why were they failing to exploit their surprise?


  He heard the loud whooshing sound of an anti-air rocket launching. HQ had two AA batteries, and Taylor had his best men on them. They’d brought down four of the enemy birds so far, and both launchers were still in operation. There wasn’t room to reposition after firing, and Jake had expected them both to be knocked out quickly. But the enemy didn’t seem to be targeting them…or anything else inside the outer perimeter.


  “Transports incoming!” It was Lieutenant Brandon shouting from his foxhole. He’d grabbed one of the portable scanner stations and took it with him when Taylor ordered the command post abandoned. The thing was small enough for one man to move, and it had enough battery power for at least 8 hours of constant operation.


  Taylor turned slowly, looking over toward Brandon’s position. Strange, he thought…why would they land troops in here when they can take us out from the air?


  “I’ve got 6 transports inbound to this position, sir.” Brandon sounded as confused as Taylor.


  “All personnel, prepare to repulse airborne assault.” He pulled his own assault rifle off his back, double-checking the magazine as he did.”


  He directed a quick thought to the implanted com unit, opening the command line to Black. “Blackie, it looks like they’re going to try to land some troops to take out the command post.” He paused, scanning the area ahead of him carefully, looking for the first glimpse of the incoming antigravs. “What the hell’s going on out there?”


  “I’m trying to get two strikeforces back to you, Jake.” Black sounded almost frantic. “But we can’t get through that bombardment corridor. They keep pouring more ordnance into that zone.”


  “Fuck us…you worry about the rest of the men. Are they hitting you guys hard?”


  “Not at all.” Black sounded as surprised saying it as Taylor was hearing it. “They’re pulling back all along the front, and the air units are concentrating everything on your perimeter.” He paused. “I don’t get it.”


  Taylor sighed. “Me either.” He hesitated, staring out, looking for the approaching enemy. There was something…a tiny speck, growing, coming closer. Then another…and another.


  “They’re coming in now, Blackie.” Taylor brought up the assault rifle, his eyes unmoving, focused on the approaching aircraft. “You keep your eyes open out there. You understand me?”


  “Yes, sir.” Black rarely called Jake “sir,” but he did this time. “You can count on me.”


  “I know, brother. Just be careful and come the fuck back from this mess.” Taylor cut the line. He didn’t have time for a protracted discussion, and neither did Black. His second in command knew his shit. Now Taylor had to trust him to do his job.


  The transports were clearly visible now, coming in fast. Taylor watched, eyeballing the spot he figured they’d put down…but they kept coming, flying 60 meters above the ground.


  “What the fuck?” Taylor whispered to himself as the transports continued, zipping straight overhead. He looked up, watching them fly by. They were dropping something…small spherical devices. Taylor activated the unitwide com as he lurched up with his rifle and began firing. “They’re dropping something! Some type of…”


  A blinding light filled the sky. Taylor’s body convulsed wildly, falling to the ground. It felt like a little like an electrical shock, but somehow different too…more. He couldn’t move his body voluntarily, or stop his limbs from twitching uncontrollably. He was disoriented, confused, unable to speak or even focus his thoughts. Then everything went black.


  



  


  Chapter 17


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  The Cause. History is full of war, of death, of sacrifice…of unimaginable brutality. All in the name of the Cause. The mighty Cause.


  It is not the idea of fighting for a cause that saddens me so. It is the ease with which people devote themselves to it. Men have flocked into the streets, marched, argued, fought, killed…for causes they didn’t even understand. They do it because they follow along, to be part of the group…or because they don’t want to be left out. Because they are told to, or because they crave to be part of something. They follow the Cause for many reasons, with great passion and staggering ignorance. Disturbingly rare among them, are people who fight because they truly understand the reasons for their struggle. Most are simply followers, nipping at the heels of their leaders, like dogs begging for scraps.


  Throughout history, men have fought for uncounted reasons. For land, for money, for hegemony over their neighbors. They have fought for religion, to avenge insults, to impose belief systems…or to resist such being forced upon them. Wars have been waged to preserve or eliminate slavery, to escape the yoke of political masters…or to impose such rule upon others. Men have fought against those they branded inferiors…and struggled against those who called themselves their betters.


  The drum has beaten the call to war throughout history, rallying men and women to fight for the Cause…to accept the inevitable pain and suffering of war. To sacrifice sons and daughters to the slaughter. To see cities burn and millions die in confusion, agony, and despair. All for the Cause.


  Since the dawn of recorded history, the flags have waved and the crowds have cheered. The soldiers have marched…they have marched to fight for the Cause.


  What did most of them get back from those who called them to war? Famine, disease, shortages, despair. Burned cities and broken dreams. A flag-draped coffin in place of a live son or daughter. Words, endless, professionally-written platitudes, offered by the masters in justification of the slaughter.


  How often was the Cause truly just, worth the pain and death and horror of war? How many of those billions, who took to the streets for 5,000 years and cheered and sang and rallied for the Cause…how many of them really understood? What percentage took the time to consider the facts, the situation…to question what they were told and ultimately decide for themselves if the Cause was true and righteous? How many mindlessly believed the words of their masters, giving their all to a cause they didn’t even comprehend? A Cause that wasn’t worthy of their sacrifice?


  What if the Cause is false, corrupt…a fraud created simply to urge men to fight? What if it serves nothing more than the base purposes of the leaders, buying them power with the blood of the people? What does the reasonable man, the just man, do if he discovers the Cause is false? Is there any retribution, any action, any violence unjustified in punishing those responsible? Could any horror that the oppressed and manipulated victims visit upon their former masters be unjustified. Does righteous vengeance become the new Cause?


  *


  Taylor was staring straight up. He was in a room, though that was about all he could tell. He could see the light in the ceiling, but it was hazy, distant. Everything else was a confused blur. He tried to think, to remember where he was, how he’d gotten there.


  His head ached…his whole body throbbed with soreness. He felt like he’d been turned inside out and then back again. He tried to lift his head, but the room started spinning. He caught himself, choked back the vomit he felt starting to rising.


  “Colonel Taylor, I want to welcome you.” The voice was coming from the side, somewhere he couldn’t see. It was English, but there was something odd about it, something he couldn’t place. It was an accent he’d never heard, but there was more than just that. “Please do not try to rise yet. I am afraid we were forced to use a neural stun beam in order to facilitate bringing you here.” There was a short pause. “I am afraid the effects can be rather disorienting…especially on your species.”


  I’m a prisoner, Jake thought. The Machines…no, the Tegeri…have captured me. He was scared, overwhelmed. His grim lack of concern for himself was gone, replaced by a gaping fear of the unknown. I am laid bare, defenseless before my enemy, he thought. It was one thing to accept the inevitability of death, and quite another to stare into the face of the unknown, to deal with utter helplessness.


  “What…are…you…going…to…do…with…me?” It was hard to speak, but Jake forced out the words, slowly, hoarsely.


  “Nothing, Colonel Taylor. Or at least I intend no harm to you. I merely wish to converse with you.”


  He speaks my language; he knows my name, Jake thought…did I speak when I was unconscious? What did I tell him?


  “Allow me to introduce myself, Colonel.” The voice was moving, coming closer. “I am T’arza. At least that is my appellation closest to what you would call a name.” He was moving around, positioning himself in front of Taylor. “May I call you Jake?”


  “Call me whatever you want.” Taylor’s voice was becoming stronger, clearer. “I’m your prisoner.”


  He could feel the movement, his captor coming closer. It wasn’t a Machine moving toward him, he could tell that much. But it wasn’t human either. Taylor had never been this close to one of the Tegeri. He felt the urge to lunge, to attack his enemy. Here was one of the leaders, the masterminds who’d ordered the attacks on the human colonies…the ones who started 40 years of bloody war. He was a meter away from one of the worst, most depraved monsters a man had ever faced…and he had no strength, no chance to avenge the thousands of dead.


  “You are certainly not my prisoner, Jake. At least not in a conventional sense.” The being moved into Jake’s view. He – it? – was taller than a man, with paler skin and longer, thinner appendages. It was humanoid, certainly, different from a man only in superficial aspects.


  “It is true that you are confined here, however that is a temporary situation. I only wish to communicate with you for a time…to provide you with information. Then you will be released.” T’arza paused, observing Taylor’s reactions. “And I assure you that I have no intention of harming you.”


  “Am I supposed to believe that?” Taylor’s voice was angry, his suspicion obvious. He pulled himself up, facing his captor. His stomach did a flop, but he was able to control the nausea. “You clearly know who I am. You targeted me for some reason.” Taylor’s mind was still fuzzy, but he was beginning to put things together. “The intercept…” Taylor’s expression betrayed his incredulity. “You staged the entire thing…lured us into this attack.” The shock was clear in his voice. “Just to capture me?” Taylor could feel the room beginning to spin. He groaned and fell back.


  “The effects of the neural stun weapon are temporary, but as you have experienced, they can be quite debilitating until they pass. I have administered a drug to counteract the worst symptoms. However, I am unfamiliar with the specifics of human pharmacology, and I have therefore been conservative regarding dosage. Please refrain from any abrupt movements until your disequilibrium has passed. I do not wish to see you injure yourself.”


  T’arza watched as Taylor tried again to rise, ignoring his request. “I assure you, Jake. No harm will come to you here.” T’arza paused. “My compliments to your deductive capabilities. To answer your previous question, yes, we intentionally allowed your people to intercept the location of this facility.” Another pause. “Your forces are temporarily disordered, and they have pulled back. But we do not have the strength to defeat them here. We have essentially given up our primary planetary base of operations – and all hope of ultimately holding Erastus - to arrange this meeting.” T’arza hesitated yet again, not wanting to overload Taylor. “I trust this lends credence to the importance of what I have to say to you.”


  Taylor opened his mouth, but he couldn’t find any words. Everything T’arza said made perfect sense. Yet Jake couldn’t quite accept it all.


  The Tegeri saw he had Taylor’s attention. “My people did not build the Portals. We call those who did the First Ones, though we know little more about them than you do.” T’arza paused briefly. “We evolved on our own world, as humanity did upon Earth. One day, we discovered a Portal.”


  Taylor was silent, listening to T’arza’s words. He still regarded the alien with anger and fear, though his companion’s conduct and demeanor were so calm, so rational…the intensity of those emotions began to fade.


  “It is obvious, even by cursory visual inspection, that our races share some genetic link. Perhaps those who created the Portals also sowed the seeds of both of our peoples. Or, possibly, there is some other connection between our races, long in the distant past. We cannot know. But in a universe of almost infinite diversity, we are far more alike than not. Shockingly so. Would you not agree?”


  Taylor looked at T’arza, but he didn’t respond. After a few seconds he nodded silently, grudgingly. It was a minute gesture, barely perceptible, though it did not go unnoticed.


  “There are crucial differences, however. By whatever accidents of time and evolution, my race achieved a state of technological advancement several millennia before yours. Perhaps this was by design of those who came before, or maybe it was nothing more than some infinitesimal difference in our environments. Or simply random variation. Several thousand years is but an instant in the context of the evolution of our species. I do not know the answer. Clearly, my people are more advanced than yours in many ways…yet equally obviously, we are slowing losing the war. Indeed, we have much in common with each other, yet we differ in some ways too.”


  T’arza looked down at Taylor as he spoke. The alien had two eyes, not unlike human ones, but deeper, more three dimensional on close view. “My brethren – the Tegeri, as you call us - are fiercely independent, so much so that we do not fully understand the ways in which humans can form large monolithic groups. Like armies. We cannot defeat you at war, because you are far more suited to sacrificing your individualism and accepting orders without question. Indeed, my people would likely have destroyed each other long ago, however, while we cherish our own freedom, we lack the will to take it from others, to impose our way of thinking on those around us. Thus did we peacefully exist for centuries before your people came through the Portal.”


  T’arza’s tone changed for the first time, as if he was trying to be careful in what he said to avoid offending Taylor. “Your people, on the contrary, are extremely susceptible to suggestion and driven to impose their will on others. Indeed, it is the primary reason we severed contact so long ago. Your people were known to mine long before you ventured to a Portal world. My race spent centuries on your planet, mentoring your ancestors, teaching them.” T’arza spoke hauntingly, as if from personal memory. “We sought nothing in return, but the ancient humans began to regard us as gods, seeking out our favor in their own conflicts. We came to form the basis of many of your ancient religions, though through no effort or desire of our own.”


  T’arza paused. His tone was hard to discern, but Taylor thought he detected something there. Sadness, perhaps.


  “Soon, some among your people began to use us to seek to control others. They waged wars in our names, and exhorted men to murder other men under pretense of appeasing us.”


  Taylor sat quietly and listened. He was skeptical, his mind unwilling to accept what this enemy was telling him. But he couldn’t bring himself to discount what T’arza was saying either. It felt somehow…true.


  “So we left your world, fearing the damage we might cause to your then-primitive forefathers. We resolved to guard the Portals and wait for your people to mature…and to join us.” He stopped speaking for a few seconds, giving Jake a chance to consider what he had been told.


  “Indeed, we needed your race to step through the Portals. My people are a dying race. It has been many centuries since any have been born among us. We have never been able to determine the cause of this…perhaps we were only meant to exist for a certain time…or some ancient research of ours unleashed something terrible upon us. We are long-lived, vastly more so than your kind. Yet humanity shall outlast us.”


  Taylor found himself almost hypnotized, lost in what T’arza was telling him. His fear of the alien was draining away…and his hatred as well, leaving only confusion. The being speaking to him was so rational, so empathic. So different from most of the people Jake knew. His doubts began to crumble.


  “We waited for your people to come, to take up the mantle as guardians of the Portals. But we saw what was happening on your Earth. Again and again, your people allowed evil, inferior men and women to lead them. They submitted themselves to be ruled by those unfit for such authority. They surrendered their judgment, their self-determination.” T’arza looked at Jake unwaveringly as he spoke. “We began to despair, to fear that humanity would never mature, that we would have none fit to whom we could pass control of the Portals. We debated intervention, but we could not truly grasp the motivating factors of your behavior…nor could we discern any way to prevent it, save using force and imposing our own will on humanity. This is an option that has always been repugnant to us.”


  Taylor pulled himself up, propping his back against the cushions so he could look directly at T’arza as he spoke. The headache was subsiding, and he was becoming more and more focused on what he was hearing.


  “We created the beings you call ‘the Machines’ to replace us, to maintain the structure of our civilization as we dwindled. We had hoped they might become our free-willed successors but, alas, we were never able to achieve what we sought. They are little better than slaves, though it was never our intention to make them as such. We had the technology to create them, but not the knowledge or power to instill in them the spark of true life. We were never able to give them truly independent thought nor make them self-replicating, like a natural species. Every one of them that exists was manufactured. Every attempt at creating a reproductive capability in them has failed.”


  “So the Machines were not purpose built as soldiers?” Taylor finally spoke. His instinct still told him to doubt what T’arza told him, but the alien’s words seemed so genuine, his skepticism was fading.


  “Indeed, no.” T’arza’s tone changed again, sounding as though the very topic was distasteful. “My people are morally repulsed by the idea of creating a race of slave soldiers. The entities you call ‘Machines’ were intended to replace us when the last of us dies out, not to serve us in wars of conquest.” He paused for a few seconds before cautiously continuing. “When the conflict with your people began, we had little choice but to employ them in a defensive role.” T’arza’s expressions were not easily readable, but Jake recognized sadness passing again over the alien’s face. “My people are now far too few to wage a war of this size and duration. We were compelled to manufacture more of the Machines to defend the Portal worlds.


  Taylor sat and listened. Again, the facts supported everything he was being told. The Machines fought competently, nothing more. He had no doubt that T’arza’s race was capable of building better warriors if they so wished…if their ethical constraints would allow it.


  He closed his eyes, trying to organize his thoughts. He couldn’t reconcile this gentle, intelligent alien with the atrocities committed on the first Portal worlds. With the savage race that turned man’s first contact into a bloody crusade. “But why did you attack the first colonies?” Taylor’s voice was strained, tense. “We didn’t come to attack…we came to settle, to explore.” Anger was creeping back into his tone, as the scenes from the early colonies ran through his mind. The Machines, slaughtering men, women…children. Burning down the tiny new villages. “And the Machines killed them…they killed them all.” Taylor was practically screaming as he looked right at T’arza. “Why?” It was a cry of anger and a plea for understanding.


  T’arza’s expression changed again, though Taylor couldn’t read the emotions behind it this time. “I do not know if you are ready to accept the truth, Jake Taylor, but I am about to provide it to you.” He paused. “I fear you will find it…unsettling.”


  “What truth?” Taylor was angry, but confusion was once again supplanting rage.


  “My people are not responsible for the acts that started this war.”


  Taylor was incredulous. “You murdered unarmed civilians! You massacred every human being that set foot on those worlds!” Taylor was shaking. “What did you expect us to do?”


  “We murdered no one.” T’arza spoke calmly. “The entities you call the ‘Machines’ murdered no one.”


  Jake stared back, his mouth open but silent.


  “The events you describe, the horrors inflicted on your initial colonists…that was the work of other humans, Jake, not of my people.”


  Taylor felt a new rush of anger. “That is a lie! I saw it…I saw it all on the videos.”


  “I understand this is a profoundly disturbing revelation for you, Jake, however it is completely factual.” T’arza hesitated, giving Taylor a few seconds to collect himself. “When humans at last came to the world you call New Earth, my people rejoiced. At last, we thought, the humans have found the Portals and come to join us. We had long considered your people, not as our children exactly, but akin to younger siblings. We welcomed your colonists, and we sent emissaries to greet them. We brought gifts, and we sought to share our knowledge of the Portals.”


  T’arza spoke slowly, with reverent respect for what he was saying. “Your colonists welcomed us. We were familiar with humans, and we had little difficulty communicating. Your ancient languages were still familiar to us, and your modern ones were simple to learn.”


  There was definite sadness in the Tegeri’s commentary. It wasn’t so much a tone of voice as an overall demeanor, almost a feeling. But Jake was convinced that the alien was speaking of something he thought of as a terrible tragedy.


  “We spoke with your colonial leaders. As with all human social groupings, there was an obvious and rigid administrative hierarchy in play.”


  Taylor winced slightly, feeling a little defensive hearing T’arza characterize human behavior. He didn’t disagree with anything the Tegeri was saying, but he still didn’t like hearing it.


  T’arza could see that Taylor was uncomfortable. “I do not mean to say anything that may offend you, Jake. I am not judging human behavioral norms, simply describing them.” He looked silently at Taylor.


  Jake nodded his head. “Please go on. I am not offended.” Taylor was lying, but T’arza had his attention. He wanted to hear the rest of the story.


  “We told your settlers about the true extent of the Portal network…something humans have still not discovered. It is vast, and it leads to many places in the universe…to wonders you can only imagine.”


  Taylor was staring back, waiting for T’arza to continue. He didn’t know what the alien was going to say, but he was starting to see shreds of it come together in his mind. He tried not to guess, to let his imagination run ahead of the facts. But he couldn’t ignore the pit in his stomach.


  “Then they came.” Taylor could feel the ominous tone in what T’arza was telling him. “Soldiers, fully-armed and ready for battle. They attacked us and killed many before we fled. We tried to communicate, to tell them we had come peacefully, but they ignored all our entreaties.” T’arza hesitated before continuing. “After we withdrew, we watched in horror as the soldiers turned their weapons on the villages.” The Tegeri’s mannerisms were different from human norms, but Taylor could tell how upsetting this was for the alien.


  “Soldiers, what kind of soldiers?” Taylor felt his doubts again. What troops, he thought, could have attacked the Tegeri? There were colonies from seven different nations on those first two worlds, and all were destroyed.


  “They came through the Portal. They destroyed the settlements, burning them to the ground. They pursued the few survivors, shooting them down as they fled. They murdered them all, even the children. My people watched in shock, in horror. Our race has had no live young born in uncounted centuries, and even in our oldest memories, children held a special place in our civilization. To see human soldiers butchering the colonial children was something none of my people will forget.”


  Taylor’s mind was racing, wondering whether to believe what he was being told. Could it really have been some human force? Why, he wondered…what reason would other humans have for attacking the settlements?


  The answer was forming in his head, slowly, hazily. It was something so terrible, so inconceivable, that his mind fought it desperately, not wanting to face it.


  “Indeed, Jake…what I tell you is true. The attackers were humans, and they came through the Portal from Earth.” T’arza was speaking, but Taylor was too consumed with his own thoughts to listen fully. The alien’s voice sounded far off now, a distant whisper.


  “What of the videos?” Taylor’s voice was desperate, trying to think of any way to argue against what he had already begun to believe. “They showed us videos of the massacres.”


  “Any videos you saw were false, Jake.” T’arza waved his hand and a screen on the wall flickered to life. “They had many dead Machines to model, and creating false video is a simple feat.” He waved his hand a second time. “This is the true image of what happened that day.”


  The screen showed a small village, nestled in an idyllic valley. New Earth was a beautiful world, not a hell like Erastus. There were fields and forests…and deep blue rivers crisscrossing the landscape. But there was something wrong in the image Taylor was watching. Columns of smoke rose from the small cluster of buildings, and people were running, screaming…trying to escape the fiery death raining down on their tiny community.


  There were soldiers attacking the town. They wore bluish-gray fatigues with black body armor. Those are pre-Consolidation UN troops, Taylor realized. He was sick to his stomach watching the soldiers bombarding the town, raking the peaceful hamlet with mortars and hyper-velocity rounds.


  Small units detached from the main forces, pursuing the colonists who escaped the village. The terrified civilians ran for a nearby wood, but they were mowed down by automatic weapons fire. Not one of them made it 100 meters from the dying village. Taylor watched them die. He saw a child, no more than 5 or 6 years old, stumbling, fleeing…holding his own severed arm in his hand.


  He wanted to weep, to give the victims the tears they deserved, but his mechanical eyes couldn’t cry. He watched as the soldiers advanced, checking the bodies, finishing off any that were still alive. This wasn’t a battle…it was methodical genocide. Taylor felt the sickness coming. He lurched forward, onto his hands and knees, emptying the contents of his stomach onto the polished stone floor.


  “No,” he spat out. “This isn’t true…it is your video that is fake.” He said it, longing for it to be true. But inside, he already knew. Everything T’arza had told him was the truth.


  The Tegeri remained silent, clearing empathizing with the pain Taylor was feeling…the shock at the revelations he’d provided. “Jake…” He spoke softly, slowly. “…I understand this is a terrible discovery.” He paused, giving Taylor a few seconds to focus on what he was saying. “You were chosen very carefully for this contact. We have examined many of your people before selecting you. I fear that I am laying upon you a great burden.”


  Taylor was silent. His mind was racing, but not a word came to his lips. He just stared at his alien companion, a numb expression on his face.


  “We are prepared to offer you one more proof of our sincerity, Jake Taylor. Even as we speak, our forces are withdrawing from this planet. Within four planetary days, we will be gone from the world you call Erastus.”


  Taylor was shocked again. He sat quietly, trying to get some perspective on all he’d heard. He could hear the sound of his heart beating in his ears, feel the weakness in his legs. “What am I supposed to do?” His voice was weak, throaty.


  “I cannot tell you that, Jake.” T’arza spoke softly. “I do not know the answer. You must find this yourself…you must take what I have told you and decide how to proceed. Our peoples have fought an unnecessary and pointless war for far too long.”


  “But I am one man.” Taylor’s words were a plea. “What can one man do?”


  “One man can do much. As I said, you have been chosen with great care. You are an extraordinary representative of your species, both in fighting ability and intelligence. You also have a number of less-easily defined qualities.” T’arza walked closer. “You are capable of far more than you might imagine. And you inspire an especially potent form of loyalty from others.”


  Taylor looked up, staring at the Tegeri. He opened his mouth then closed it, once again without saying anything.


  “There will be no more war on Erastus. You will have the opportunity to communicate with your fellow slave-soldiers, to spread the word…and formulate whatever actions you wish to take.”


  Taylor winced at T’arza’s choice of words. He was about to object, but then he thought, he is right…what are we but slaves? “Actions? What actions? What can a few soldiers do?”


  “You will have to decide that, Jake. It is only knowledge that I can offer you.” T’arza paused. “It is important that you understand the truth in all of this. Do you still doubt anything I have told you?”


  Taylor sat quietly for a few seconds, thinking, trying to get a grip on his emotions…to think rationally about what he’d been told. As he thought, he became more and more convinced. It all made sense to him. “No.” He spoke slowly quietly. “I don’t doubt any of it.”


  “I will give you a few solitary moments to collect your thoughts.” T’arza moved toward the door. “Then I will return. I have more to share with you. I will provide you with my people’s full knowledge of the Portal network. It is far more extensive than your people know. Your neural implant will retain the knowledge for your use. Perhaps one day it will be useful to you.”


  Taylor watched T’arza walk through the door. Then he bent over and vomited again.


  



  


  Part Three


  Rebel


  



  


  Chapter 18


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  Betrayal. It is a common story throughout human history, one all too familiar. Yet rarely has there been so shocking a revelation of perfidy as the one T’arza made to me.


  It was a lie. All of it. Everything I fought for. All my men suffered and died for. A waste, a deliberate fraud perpetuated so a group of politicians and diplomats could seize power. It is all I can think about. It consumes my thoughts by day and through every sleepless night. I feel as if it will drive me mad at any moment.


  The Tegeri didn’t start the war…their Machines did not attack the human settlements. They had come in peace, to teach the colonists the secrets of the Portal worlds. And they had been attacked by secret UN forces. The whole thing, forty years of war and incalculable suffering…all to create a crisis, one the UN’s leadership could use to annex the remaining independent nation states. Even worse, it was continued for decades. Why? Because it was useful to keep the masses in line? Because faced with an ongoing threat to mankind’s existence, people will meekly accept whatever is imposed on them? It was a deliberate plot, a creation of minds so monstrous, I cannot comprehend such creatures. Or perhaps now, I can.


  I felt empty, violated. My parents…my brother. The family I lost. Beth, my sweet Beth. It was all for nothing. I was taken from those I loved and consigned to hell. Even my humanity was stolen from me. For nothing save to further base political corruption, the lust for power of a group of men not worth the life of even one of my soldiers.


  The things I have done claw at me in the night, the horrors I have inflicted…on my own men…and on an enemy I have misjudged, one that didn’t deserve my hatred. The Machines weren’t an evil foe, seeking to destroy humanity. They were victims, unwilling warriors trying to defend the Tegeri against ruthless invaders…my men and I, and thousands like us. Their blood is on my hands now.


  Ten years of war. A decade of bloodshed, of death. Ten years in hell, fighting an alien enemy, an adversary I long believed to be evil, ruthless. I have wronged the Machines, the Tegeri. My men and I, unwittingly, have become all we hated about our enemy. Our cause was the unjust one, not theirs; we were the aggressors, the killers.


  *


  The Tegeri released Taylor, just as T’arza had promised. He was dropped 10 klicks from the battlefield, with a canister of water and a day’s rations. It was just after the small sun set, during the first twilight of the day. The second twilight, when the large sun passed below the horizon, was the coolest time, but it lasted less than an Earth hour. T’arza had carefully chosen the moment of Jake’s release. Taylor was tired, and struggling to assimilate what he’d been told, but the effects of the Tegeri stun weapon were gone. T’arza wouldn’t let him leave until the last of the symptoms had passed.


  The transport carrying him had come in low, escorted by a dozen gunships. The Tegeri had gone to great lengths to choose Taylor, and they weren’t about to get him shot down by his own people when they were trying to release him.


  He started to walk slowly. He was really feeling the heat, even though it was far from midday. He’d been so confused, so disoriented, he hadn’t even noticed that the room where he’d met T’arza was considerably cooler than normal for Erastus. It wasn’t Gregor Kazan’s air conditioning, but it was a hell of a lot more comfortable than the blasted rock and burning sands he was now traversing.


  Ten klicks wasn’t that far by most standards, but it was a long walk in the searing heat of Erastus. Unsure of his stamina, he moved deliberately, not wanting to tire himself out too quickly. Overdoing it early, exhausting yourself in the middle of the desert…that was the surest way to get killed on Erastus. He’d explained it a thousand times to rookies. They didn’t all listen, but Taylor kept trying.


  He could hear faint explosions…the sounds of battle in the distance. His men were still fighting. He was pretty far away, but the noise was random and sporadic. Whatever was going on at the front, it didn’t sound very intense. He moved toward the noise, but he got less than a kilometer before he heard the antigravs moving toward him. The gunships were pretty quiet for aircraft, but when you knew what to listen for you could hear them coming from a distance.


  He ran toward a small cluster of rocks, instinctively looking for a place to hide. He was halfway there when the sound of his com exploded in his ears.


  “Jake!” The voice was immediately familiar. “Jake, is that you?” Taylor recognized Bear Samuel’s slow southern drawl.


  “Bear?” He stopped running and turned to watch two of the gunships land. “What the hell are you doing on a gunship?”


  A team poured out of each of the antigravs, fully armed and equipped. They formed a perimeter around Taylor, weapons drawn and aimed outward, ready to defend their commander against any threat.


  “I was looking for you…what do you think? We were almost ready to give up on you. Everybody but Blackie. He’s got MacArthur’s people out scouring the entire area for you.”


  Taylor saw his massive friend hop out of the gunship and run toward him. “Goddamn, Jake…I’ve never been so happy to see anybody in my life.” Samuels threw his massive arms around Taylor and gave him a colossal hug.


  “It’s damned good to see you too, you big oaf.” Taylor’s voice was strained. “Now let me go so I can breathe.”


  Samuels took a step back. “What the hell happened, Jake? Everybody in the command post was unconscious when we finally got through those incendiaries. Nobody was seriously hurt, though. And you were the only one missing.” The big man stared at Jake with a confused look.


  “It’s a long story, Bear.” Taylor was looking past Bear, toward the battlefield. “But first, what’s going on with the battle?”


  “It’s the damnedest thing, Jake.” Bear put his hand behind Taylor, herding him gently toward the gunship as he spoke. He wanted to get his newly found commander to a secure location as quickly as possible. “The bastards just up and ran. They abandoned every position.” Jake could hear the surprise in Samuels’ voice. “It’s the closest thing to a rout I’ve even seen.” His face morphed into a bloodthirsty smile. “Blackie’s got the boys hot on their heels…and the rest of MacArthur’s birds will be hitting them in a few minutes. We’re gonna blow them to hell, Jake.”


  “No.”


  Samuels stopped and turned toward Taylor. “No what?” He was completely confused.


  Taylor stared back at him. “No pursuit, no air assault. I want all units to stand down immediately.”


  Samuels stood silently, a dumbfounded look on his face.


  “Do you understand me, Bear?” Taylor’s voice was cold and grim. “Immediately.”


  “Sure, Jake…I mean, yes, sir.” Samuels yelled through the open door of the gunship. “Raise Major Black right away.” The individual coms had a limited range, but the unit in the Dragonfire would reach Black wherever he was on the field. “Tell him we found Colonel Taylor.” He paused for a second or two, a puzzled look on his face. “Advise him that the colonel orders all units to stand down at once. Repeat, all units are to cease attacks and stand down immediately.”


  Bear turned back toward Taylor. He looked completely lost.


  “I’ll explain it all, Bear.” Taylor reached up and grabbed one of the handholds on the antigrav, pulling himself inside. “But let’s go find Blackie and the others first.” He smiled, an odd expression on his face. “I only want to go through this once.”


  *


  No one said a word…they just stared back in shocked silence. Jake Taylor, Ten Year Man, Supersoldier…the invincible warrior of Erastus was telling them to let the enemy go. The Machines were withdrawing across their entire line, abandoning their entrenchments. Taylor’s forces were ready to pursue…and MacArthur’s gunships were rearmed and standing by to attack and annihilate the fleeing enemy. Everything was perfect…the entire army was ready to utterly destroy the Machines facing them. But Taylor was in command, and he said no.


  “Jake…” Blackie’s voice was strained. “…I don’t know what’s up with you, but do you realize the shitstorm we’re gonna get if we let them get away?” He didn’t want to push Taylor too hard. He didn’t know what to do.


  “Fuck it.” Taylor’s voice was cold, emotionless. “I don’t give a shit what HQ wants.” He turned and looked at Black with an icy expression. “My order stands. All units are to stand down.” He was silent for a few seconds. “And I will shoot the first officer who disobeys.”


  Black stared silently at Taylor, trying to find his voice. He was Jake’s best friend, but he felt like he didn’t know him at all right now. What the hell is going on, he thought…what happened to him out there? Black had assumed Taylor got stunned or disoriented during the attack on the command post and wandered into the desert. But now he started to wonder what had really happened.


  “Attention all units, this is Colonel Taylor.” He was speaking over the open com, addressing every soldier in the army. “I have issued orders for all units to cease hostilities. All forces are to remain in current positions until further notice.” His voice was imperious, commanding…as if he was daring anyone to disobey.


  “Colonel, this is Major MacArthur.” Taylor sighed. Here it comes, he thought. “What in hell is going on down there? My people are in position. I need to launch the attack now.” MacArthur sounded angry and confused.


  “No.”


  “Colonel, I don’t think you underst…”


  “What part of no don’t you understand, Major.” Taylor’s voice was like death. “Your squadrons are to return to base at once.”


  “Colonel, my orders are to…”


  “Your orders are whatever I say they are.” Blackie and the other officers were standing around staring at Jake. They couldn’t hear what MacArthur was saying, but they’d never heard anything like the menace in Taylor’s tone. He wasn’t shouting…not even raising his voice. But there wasn’t a man present who would question anything Taylor said now. “If you disobey me, I will order every AA asset in the army to target your force.” A short pause. “Do we understand each other?”


  MacArthur was silent for a few seconds, but he scraped up the courage to come back at Jake one more time. “Colonel, I will not disobey your orders, however I intend to make a full report when I return to base.” He cut the line.


  Taylor stood still for a few seconds, the angry look on his face giving way, yielding to an amused smile. Pompous ass, he thought…if only he knew how much I didn’t give a shit.


  He turned back toward Black. “Don’t look so glum, Blackie.” He walked toward his oldest friend. “I know what I’m doing.” He paused, noting the doubtful expression on Black’s face. “Really, I do.”


  “Whatever you say, Jake.” Black still sounded concerned…and even more confused. He’d been worried about Taylor for some time, and he was afraid his friend had finally lost it. Still, he wasn’t ready to challenge him. “You know I’ll do whatever you say.”


  “I know.” He reached out and put his hand on Black’s shoulder. “Just trust me, my friend. I’ll fill you in on everything.” He panned his head around, looking at the faces staring in his direction. “Just not here.”


  



  


  Chapter 19


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  Back on Earth I was an obedient citizen. More or less, at least. I had the occasional gripe, as most people do, but basically I believed what I was taught and did what I was told. That began to change on Erastus. I saw things, not just the suffering all around me, but the gulf between the UN staffers and the lifers, like my men and I. I saw the injustice, the culture of superiority among them. I began to realize the inadequacy of the justifications we were given. I became bitter. I began to resent – and later hate – the system that sent me to this terrible place...without even the hope of coming home. I finally resolved to quit, only to be blackmailed into returning to my post…on pain of my closet friends being persecuted if I refused.


  I long had my doubts about much of what the government and the high command did, the decisions they made and the often callous way they treated the soldiers fighting this war. But even in my angriest moments…even when Kazan was threatening to murder those closest to me…I had never perceived a shadow of the ghastly truth. No matter how upset I was or how much I chafed under the directives of UN Central, I had always believed, at least, that I was here defending mankind from an alien doom. Now, even that has been stripped away from me. My faith in our cause, and all the times I sought refuge in that belief…it all seems like the worst sort of idiocy now. Why was I such a fool?


  Why are people so easily led? Why do we believe the things we are told, demanding no proof, no evidence? How do we fail, time and again, to think for ourselves? Why do we discover one fraud, only to willingly accept the next one without question? Because we’re told to…taught to? Because our parents did…or, in the case of my father and I, because he didn’t and I wanted to rebel against his constant tirades?


  How much of what we are told is true? Government, teachers, family…how many are honest? How many lie? How many unwittingly pass on their own ignorance? The history we are taught…what of it is true, and what is fabrication? What ethical codes that we follow are truly just, constructed from our core beliefs, and which are constructs, created by evil men to control people’s thoughts, their actions? The smarter, the wiser among us…those with the foresight and intelligence to see through what our world has become…do they languish and die in the reeducation facilities, ignored by the masses, who obediently write them off as crazy fools, menaces to society?


  Is there even such a thing as “reeducation?” Or are those dark places simply death camps, where any who stand against the established order are sent to disappear?


  I have changed in many ways since I was sent here to fight an unjust war. I have mourned the loss of my family and watched friends die in agony, terrified and far from home. There is almost nothing left of me, of Jake Taylor, the man. I have become soulless death.


  But I have one thing left to live for, one force that drives me forward with relentless determination. I will have vengeance. For me. For the thousands who have died on Erastus and the other Portal worlds. For the men and women who fought alongside my father and saw all they loved about their nation stolen from them, for the billions forced to live under the yoke of UN Central. For the Tegeri, who sought only to be mankind’s teachers, but became their victims instead.


  I will destroy the creatures who have wrought this…and those who have come after them, filled their shoes and perpetuated this monstrous war for their own gain. I will tear down this unholy evil stone by stone, and I will see UN Central burned to ashes before these eyes close for the last time. This I swear, with all that remains to me.


  Death to all who are complicit in this horror. To any who work to perpetuate it…for any who are part of this are stained with the guilt, as are those who offer them aid or succor. They must be eradicated from the universe, hunted down wherever they may seek to hide and utterly destroyed. Like an infection. There can be no pity, no mercy…and any who offer such are as guilty as those they comfort.


  This is my oath, and I pledge to it my blood, and all of my soul that remains to me. Nothing shall stand in my way…and any who try will become my enemies. My victims.


  *


  The room was silent except for the faint hum of the ventilation system. Taylor stood in the center, staring down, moving his eyes over his seated friends. He’d just told them. About T’arza, the Tegeri, the war. Everything.


  “So…” He broke the silence after a minute or two. “…you guys believe me? Or do you think I’m crazy?”


  “Jake, you know we’re with you 100%.” Blackie spoke after another uncomfortable silence. “But this is a lot to absorb.” His tone was confused, uncertain. Tony Black would never disbelieve anything Jake told him…but this was truly extraordinary. Black had already been worried about Taylor’s mental state, and now this?


  “Blackie…all of you…I know you guys have my back. You’re the best friends I’ve ever had. And I know this sounds crazy.” Taylor’s voice was calm, focused. He reached into his pocket and pulled something out. “But it happened exactly as I said.” He held up a small medallion hanging on a chain. It was silvery in color, but unlike any metal they’d ever seen. It seemed to be constantly changing its hue, giving it a shimmering effect. “T’arza gave me this before the Tegeri released me. The design is the sigil of his house.” He paused, looking over toward one of the blank featureless walls. “But it is quite functional as well as decorative.”


  As he finished speaking, images appeared in front of the wall. Holograms…three dimensional video, depicting the first human colonies on New Earth. They were under attack…not by the Machines, but by heavily-armed soldiers. Human soldiers.


  Every eye was on the projection, watching…wincing at the atrocities portrayed before them. No one spoke…they barely breathed as they stared in shock at the horrors Taylor displayed for them.


  “This device is pretty strong proof I was with the Tegeri.” Taylor spoke softly. “It’s certainly nothing built by man.” He took a shallow breath. “And the revelation they provided me was simply this…it wasn’t the Tegeri and the Machines who started this war…it was UN Central. It was all a plan to facilitate the Consolidation.”


  “Jake…” It was Hank Daniels, sounding shaky, uncertain. “…how do we know this is real? I mean, we believe you, of course, but how do we know the enemy isn’t playing all of us?”


  Taylor walked toward his friend, taking a seat on the edge of the long sofa. “We don’t, Hank.” He looked over at the others. “The truth is, we have to decide what we believe.”


  “But you’ve decided.” Karl Young looked over at Taylor. The excitable officer was uncharacteristically calm. “Haven’t you, Jake?”


  “I have, Karl. But you all need to make your own choices.”


  “Why, Jake?” It was Black, sounding skeptical. “Why do you believe this is true? It could all be a fabrication, an attempt to sow confusion in our ranks. If UN Central could make fake vids to show us, so could the Tegeri.”


  “You’re right, Blackie.” Taylor didn’t argue...he just nodded as he spoke. “I was skeptical too, at first. But the more I heard, the more sense it all made to me.”


  “This makes sense to you?” Bear spoke slowly, softly. “Could men really be responsible for this? Can we take an alien’s…an enemy’s…word for something like this?”


  “No, Bear. We don’t take anyone’s word.” Taylor stood up, the calmness in his tone giving way, showing a sliver of the suppressed anger. “For anything. We’ve done far too much of that already. We’ve accepted what we’ve been told…followed orders without question. We have aided this fraud in our own way, as have all Earth’s citizens. That must end.”


  Taylor paused, looking around the room, seeing the uncertainty in his friends’ faces. “You must each decide what you believe…and what course of action you will pursue.” He hesitated again. “But think about all you know. Remember the way the UN staffers have treated you. The disrespect, the contempt. Think about the time before you came to Erastus. How much of your life was ruled by fear. Fear of penalties, of persecution…of ending up in a reeducation camp? How many of you went hungry? Blackie…how many nights did you sleep in the streets, just trying to find someplace safe enough to close your eyes. How many people went to reeducation camps and never returned?” He panned his eyes, looking at each of them in turn before he continued. “Ask yourselves…is Earth’s government trustworthy?”


  Taylor walked slowly across the room. “T’arza told me the Tegeri and the Machines would leave Erastus in four days.” He stopped and turned back to face the others. “It has been two days. Have you seen a report of any enemy activity? You all saw the enemy withdrawing in front of us. Every one of you knows full well they had enough force there to give us one hell of a fight.”


  There was another long silence, everyone present deep in thought. Finally, it was Black who spoke first. “OK, Jake.” His didn’t sound convinced, but the skepticism was mostly gone from his voice. “Suppose we agree with you. What do we do about it?”


  “We take our vengeance Blackie.” Taylor’s tone turned dark, ominous. “We destroy them…all those responsible for this abomination.” He glared at the seated officers, his eyes on fire.


  They all stared back at Taylor, stunned looks on their faces. Bear was the first to respond. “Jake, we’d follow you to hell…you know that. But how are the five of us supposed to take on UN Central?”


  “A step at a time, Bear.” Taylor spoke confidently. “First, we unite the forces on Erastus.” His body tensed, his anger filling him with determination. “Let the revolution begin here…on this hell to which we were consigned.”


  “Some of the boys will follow, Jake…most of our guys probably.” Black looked at Taylor, staring right into his eyes. “But UN Central will brand us as traitors…they will order all the other forces on Erastus to oppose us.” He paused. “You know we will never convince them all. What do we do with the rest?”


  Taylor stared back at Black, a pitiless cold in his eyes. “We fight them, Blackie. We kill them.” His voice was unemotional, almost deadpan. “They must side with us…or become our enemies. Any who stand in our way must be destroyed.”


  The room fell silent again. Taylor gave them a minute to consider his words before continuing. “I know that is an upsetting prospect. But this is no time for half measures. There is no way to overstate the horrendous evil that has been perpetrated…upon us, upon all the citizens of Earth, upon the Tegeri.”


  Taylor began pacing across the room as he spoke, stopping to look intently at each man present. “Think about the scope of what has happened. Remember the families you left behind…those of all the soldiers on Erastus. Imagine your mothers – or sisters or girlfriends – looking up at the stars, eyes raw from crying, thinking of you, the pain of loss still fresh. All that suffering, all that sacrifice. And not just Erastus…but on 40 worlds. The thousands dead. Every bloody, scared kid any of us has held as he took his last rattling breath. All a waste…an endless parade of horrors. So a few men could make themselves the world’s masters.”


  Emotion was creeping back into Taylor’s voice. Anger, certainly, but urgency as well. He spoke like a zealot exhorting his companions to join a crusade. “Think of the Tegeri. You have fought them…been brainwashed to hate them, lied to and convinced they were genocidal creatures. But it is we, my friends, who have been the monsters. Our souls will bear that guilt forever, for what we have done, we have done, despite the false pretexts that drove us.”


  His voice began to crack slightly. Taylor had always carried guilt for the soldiers he lost; now he bore the burden for all those his people had killed as well...the thousands and thousands of Machines they had murdered in cold blood.


  He could see the expressions change on the faces around him. His friends, his loyal companions…only now were they beginning to comprehend what he had told them, the true scope of what had been done to them all.


  “We must destroy this evil…and nothing must be allowed to stand in our way. The shades of the dead scream for justice…for vengeance.” Taylor was practically screaming. “Follow me, my friends...trust in me. We must act. For therein lies our sole hope for redemption…for absolution of the sins for which we all share the guilt.”


  He could see in their eyes. He was reaching them…digging, unleashing that pain they kept buried deep. Karl Young was the first. He stood up, thrusting his fist into the air. “Jake is right! We must set things to right…we cannot allow this to stand.” He looked right at Taylor. “I am with you, Jake. Wherever this takes us…whatever we must do.”


  Taylor stepped forward, grasping Frantic’s arm, turning his head, looking toward the others.


  “Of course we’re with you, Jake.” Blackie rose, and walked toward Taylor. “Always.”


  Bear stood next. “Always.” He moved to Jake, throwing his massive arms around Taylor, Black, and Frantic.


  Hank Daniels sat, watching the other four embracing. He had an odd smile on his face. Taylor turned his head, looking at the last member of his inner circle. “Hank?”


  Daniels’ smile widened. “I’m just sitting here waiting for you to tell me when we start, Dog.”


  



  


  Chapter 20


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  I’ve tried for years to write about the feeling of battle, but every time I started, the words just wouldn’t come. It’s a hard thing to describe, especially to one who hasn’t experienced it. I knew almost nothing about war when I enlisted. I was familiar with a bit of the history, at least the stuff on the approved list, but that’s more of who fought who…not the actual experience of war. That part was a complete mystery.


  The biggest surprise to me was the boredom. Actual combat is enormously stressful, but most of a soldier’s life is spent on routine. In base, on patrol, doing maneuvers. In a place like Erastus, that routine is miserable, and long breaks between action can sap morale quicker than battle. If you sit in base long enough, you forget how terrible combat is…then you get into a nasty fight, and the routine doesn’t seem so bad anymore. For a while.


  Battle. How can I explain how that feels? You’re scared, for starters. Even in a place like Erastus, even when your hope and your will to live seem to be gone…you’re still scared shitless. Anybody who says he’s been in battle and wasn’t terrified is lying or crazy. Or both.


  Surviving combat requires concentration…or luck. And luck never lasts. It’s not easy to maintain a cool focus when your heart is pounding in your ears and sweat is pouring down your face. To make it through the battlefield you need to think about every step you take, every move you make. When you stop paying attention, even for a second, you do something stupid. And that’s usually when you die.


  That’s the hardest part for the rookies. Most of them manage the fear…at least well enough. But they get rattled…they get distracted. They forget to keep their heads down or they get sidetracked, turned around. It’s not easy to think straight, crouched behind a rock with hyper-velocity rounds tearing into the ground all around you. You can be sharp as a razor 99% of the time, but the other 1% will get you killed. It just takes one of those heavy projectiles moving at 3,000 mps to turn a large chunk of your body to red mist.


  There’s another feeling, one that’s especially hard to describe. It’s related to the fear, certainly, but it’s more than that too. When you’re in a firefight, or you’re advancing across a field, you know you could take a hit at any time. You can almost feel the projectiles coming at you. Your body gets an odd series of urges, trying to somehow pull in on itself, get out of the danger zone. But there’s nowhere to go. It’s almost like the shakes, but not quite. When you’ve been in enough fights, you can more or less control it, but it never goes away entirely. At least it hasn’t for me.


  At its heart, combat is primal. Our primitive ancestors fought. Animals will fight if provoked. The basic impulse is in all of us, waiting for a flood of chemicals from the brain, calling the body to battle. Thinking, remembering your training, is something else entirely. It requires harnessing the wildness, controlling some of it and directing the rest.


  Instinctive combat is a solitary affair. Your reflexes are designed for individual action. Your mind wants to fight alone…and to flee alone when advisable. A significant part of military training is learning to overcome this and operate as a team. We are soldiers, not boxers or streetfighters. Working together magnifies combat ability, and it makes it far likelier for each individual to survive…though that part must be forced into your brain…often by experience as well as education.


  A great Gallic warrior would probably have defeated a Roman legionary in single combat. But a full legion would have shattered an equal number of barbarians in a pitched battle. The experience of combat for a soldier is a shared one. We are stronger as a whole. If a part of that whole falters, all are at much greater risk. When we don’t work together, when we are not as one…that is when we fall.


  *


  “I’ve got the 213th and the 173rd dug in on the heights.” Black was out of breath. He’d positioned the two strikeforces himself; then he’d run back the 3 klicks to HQ.


  “Well done, Blackie.” Taylor’s voice betrayed an odd combination of emotions…determination, anger, confidence. He was fighting hard to keep his other feelings hidden. For all the anger and bravado about destroying any who stood in his way, Taylor dreaded firing on other units from Erastus. It was one thing to call for a crusade, to declare all who oppose you as enemy…but these were his brothers in arms. They had suffered the same injustice he had…their only difference from him was ignorance about what had been done to them. They were only here following orders, and they had no reason to doubt those commands. He was about to start a civil war…soon his soldiers would be killing men they’d fought beside. He was about to set brother against brother.


  Taylor looked out over the terrain and sighed. He didn’t fear defeat…he was certain he could win this fight. He’d set a trap, one he was sure would work. The approaching force was commanded by Major Simms. Taylor knew Simms well. He was a moderately capable officer, but nothing more, and he’d been promoted beyond his natural competency level. At best he would effectively, but unimaginably, manage his forces. But his chances of defeating a tactician of Taylor’s ability were nil. Still, he was a good man, and Taylor was sick at the prospect of having to destroy him…and all the men serving with him.


  “Jake, they’re coming through the valley, just like you said they would.” Young’s voice was a little tense but, compared to his norm, it was downright calm. Like every soldier on Erastus, Young had been forced into the army. More than any of the inner circle other than Taylor, Young also wanted vengeance. He didn’t relish the idea of fighting other Erastus units any more than Jake, but if they chose to stand with UN Central, Frantic was ready to send them all to hell. “I’ve got two drones up. Looks like 3 battalions…maybe 3,200 total strength.”


  “Thanks, Frantic.” Taylor was having trouble keeping the lingering sadness out of his voice. “Keep me posted as you get new data.” He wouldn’t get much more info, Taylor thought…those 2 drones won’t last. His forces had to preserve their equipment, at least until they found some source of resupply. So, unless something unexpected happened when the battle started, there weren’t going to be any more drone launches.


  Taylor stood silently for a few minutes, staring out in the direction of the approaching enemy. He couldn’t see them yet, but it wouldn’t be long. His own people were dug into a makeshift trenchline…all except the ambushing force up on the hills. He’d considered marching out of his defensive zone to begin the pacification of Erastus, but he knew UN Central would go ballistic at his rebellion, and he decided to take advantage of the predictability of their response. As expected, they’d thrown the first force they could assemble at him prematurely. He was anxious to get the war for Erastus over, but he wasn’t about to interrupt when his enemy was making a mistake.


  He started walking forward. “I’m going up to the line, Blackie. I want to get a closer look.”


  “Jake, this rebellion is over if we lose you. You know that.”


  “I’ll be careful.” Taylor was lying. He had something in mind, a bold move that was anything but safe. He’d rejected it when it first came to his mind, but the closer he got to having to start shooting at fellow-Erastus men, the better an idea it seemed. Now he’d decided. If it worked, he’d save thousands of lives and advance the cause. If it didn’t, he’d be dead in half an hour.


  *


  Taylor peered over the trench. Here they come, he thought…it could be a diagram from the training manual. Major Simms didn’t disappoint. His men were perfectly – and predictably – arrayed for an attack. They were going to march right into the ambush Taylor had set for them. And they were going to get massacred.


  “Jake…” It was Blackie on the com. “…Lieutenant Davison is asking if he should commence fire.” Davison commanded the heavy mortars…and the enemy was starting to move into effective range.


  Taylor was silent, staring out at the approaching forces. He closed his eyes tightly, longing to shed the tears he was no longer able to produce. He’d been grappling with a choice. Should he give the orders…and watch his men slaughter their old brothers in arms? No…he’d decided on another option.


  “Negative, Blackie.” Taylor’s response was tentative, uncertain. “Tell him to hold fire. All units are to hold fire until I order otherwise.”


  “Jake?” Blackie sounded confused. He was going to argue, but he just sighed and replied, “Yes, sir.”


  Taylor stared out for another few minutes. It’s now or never, he thought…Simms’ people will start firing any second. “Once it starts, I’ll never stop it,” he whispered to himself.


  He directed a thought to his implanted com, opening a channel to Major Simms. The com units were hardwired to link with each other, and neither side was able to shut out the other’s communications. “Don, this is Jake Taylor. Are you reading me?”


  He climbed up over the trench, the soldiers around him watching in horror as he stood straight up and started walking toward the enemy. Taylor’s heart was pounding, but he kept his pace steady. To any onlooker, he was as calm as a man out for a pleasant stroll.


  “I read you, Colonel.” There was suspicion in Simms’ voice, but curiosity too. “What do you want? Hurry it up. My orders are clear.”


  Taylor felt like a card player, shoving all his chips into the center of the table. He didn’t know if he had a good hand or if this was a bluff, but he was damned sure it was the biggest gamble of his life.


  Now, he thought…directing his com to expand the channel to every soldier present, on both sides. “We are not enemies, Major.” Taylor’s voice was firm, but friendly. “There is no reason for us to fight each other…today or any other day.” He kept walking forward as he spoke. He was 50 meters ahead of his line now. Blackie was calling frantically on the com, but Taylor ignored it, remaining on the open line.


  “Colonel Taylor, this is pointless. As I said, my orders are clear. Unless you are planning to surrender yourself along with your entire force, we have nothing to discuss.” Simms didn’t realize at first that Taylor was broadcasting to his entire army. “What is this, Taylor?” There was anger in Simms’ voice now. “If you wish to communicate you will do so with me and me alone. Is that understood?”


  “What I have to say is for every man here.” Taylor’s tone remained calm, friendly. He refused to take any bait…losing his temper would be disastrous now. “Many of you know me, have served under me. And the rest of you are familiar with me…with my reputation.” Jake paused, taking a deep breath, trying to stay cool as he continued walking forward.


  “I am no traitor. Certainly not to anyone on this battlefield today.”


  “Colonel Taylor…this is pointless. We have our…”


  “Major Simms, allow me to finish. I am walking alone toward your lines. If what I say does not convince you, I will be exposed to your forces. You can end this fight before it begins.”


  Taylor was almost 200 meters from his own troops, and moving into effective assault rifle range of the opposing forces. He was making himself a sitting duck, risking all to make his entreaty.


  “I did not take the actions I did for no reason. My officers and the men facing you here today did not take the actions they did for no reason.” Taylor took a deep breath. OK, he thought, here goes.


  “I was recently captured by the Tegeri.” He continued to step forward, moving well into firing range now. He slowly slid his rifle off his back and let it fall to the ground. “I discovered something terrible…something that changes everything.”


  “Colonel, that’s enough.” Simms was getting annoyed, that much was obvious from his voice. “None of this has any bearing on why we are here. Now, are you going to surrend…”


  “To the contrary, Major, it has tremendous bearing, and it is something everyone here must know before deciding how to proceed. But first, I will demonstrate my sincerity.”


  Taylor paused again. “Attention 213th and 173rd Strikeforces. Every man is to fire five shots straight up at the sky. Now!” There was a short pause before the fire started. It was sporadic, increasing with each second before peaking and tailing off. The whole thing took ten, perhaps twelve seconds.


  “You all know what your orders were. Your entire force was going to assault my trench line…and you would have been attacked on the flank by those hidden strike forces.” Taylor was practically screaming now. He’d gone all in, and he was working it with everything he had. “You would have been defeated, destroyed. You all know this now. I could have won this battle…but I sacrificed my advantage. I have done this to prove my sincerity to all of you. Because I did not want to harm any of you.”


  Taylor kept moving forward. He could make out individual soldiers now. A thousand assault rifles were aimed in his direction. He felt a shiver in his body as he took each step. All it would take was one soldier…one shot could end Taylor’s rebellion before it even started. Keep going, he thought, forcing his feet forward.


  “The Tegeri and the Machines did not attack the first colonies, as all of you were told.” He shouted as loudly as his strained voice could manage. “It was a UN force that destroyed the settlements. It was done to create a crisis…one that would compel the remaining nations to yield to UN Central’s control.”


  Taylor’s hand moved to his neck, fingering the talisman T’arza had given him. He touched it as he spoke. “I will…”


  “This is enough, Colonel.” Simms was angry, though Taylor could hear the uncertainty in his voice as well. “This is my last warning. Surrender now.”


  Taylor pressed the button on the talisman. “See for yourself…this was given to me by the Tegeri, who then departed from this world as they promised me they would.” The images appeared behind him, the same ones he had seen in T’arza’s lair…the ones he’d shown his own people. The image expanded, towered 30 meter over Taylor’s head...scenes of murder and destruction, carried out not by Machines or Tegeri…but by other humans.


  “This is what truly happened to the first colonies.” There was silence, save for Taylor’s voice, every eye riveted to the video projected behind him. “These soldiers you see are pre-Consolidation UN special forces…troops the Tegeri should never have seen. This war is a terrible fraud…a lie perpetrated by a small group of people so they could make themselves rulers over us all.”


  Taylor stared out at the entrenched forces deployed before him, eyes still focused on the graphic images behind. “It is corruption, deceit…murder. Your brothers who poured their lifeblood into the sands of Erastus, your families left behind, the thousands of men who will follow us through the Portals to their deaths…all for lies. For the base greed and lust for power of those who would be our masters.”


  Now, Taylor thought…make your play. “It must stop! This unholy evil must be destroyed.” He was shouting into the com, struggling to keep him voice firm, confident. “My forces have sacrificed their surprise, their guarantee of victory because you are all our brothers.” He took a deep breath and balled his fists in a mighty scream. “Join us, my brothers. Stand up with me, with all of us…” He held his arms outstretched, gesturing toward the forces deployed before him. “You are our brothers, all of you. You have shared hell with us, and now we will march out together.”


  Taylor took a few steps forward, flipping the latches on his armor and letting his breastplate and exos fall to the ground. “Join us!” He held his arms out, exposing his unarmored chest. “Or shoot me now…kill your brother and serve those who have made you slaves.”


  Taylor stood stone still, staring at the helmets peering out over the trenches in front of him. There wasn’t a sound…nothing. All Taylor could think about was Blackie going crazy back at the command post.


  The silence continued, seconds feeling like hours. Then he heard it…a scream, and the glimpse of an assault rifle flying through the air as a single soldier climbed up over the trench and ran toward Taylor. The whole thing was surreal, slow motion. Taylor was transfixed on the solitary figure moving toward him. Then, slowly, another…and another. Then hundreds…a tumultuous surging mass running toward him, cheering, screaming. “Taylor…Taylor…Taylor!”


  



  


  Chapter 21


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  I hated the Tegeri…at least I thought I did. They had attacked us for no reason, murdered my people in cold blood. Destroying them was a cleansing, the one thing that made my consignment to hell bearable. Until my encounter with T’arza, my hatred was resolute. Whatever gripes I had against UN Central were subordinated to the crusade against the alien enemy.


  Still, now that I look back, I realize there was always a sliver of doubt. They are aliens, I told myself in my most introspective moments…their perceptions are different from ours. Perhaps we unknowingly offended them. Could we have destroyed sacred religious sites or hidden nesting grounds? They had been there before us, after all. How would humans have reacted if an alien raced swarmed onto worlds they had long occupied? Could there be a reason for the hostility, one more justifiable than pure xenocide?


  Such meanderings tended to end abruptly for me, usually accompanied by the scenes of dying colonists. No, I would say to myself. There is nothing that could justify what they did. Nothing. And yet that tiny doubt remained, surfacing again every so often.


  Now I know it was all a lie, that the Tegeri were blameless. In their place I have a new enemy to hate…and for them there is no doubt, however small. The men who ordered the deaths of the colonists – who lied to the world and sent me and thousands like me here to fight and die on an alien hell far from home – there is no misunderstanding about them. They are human monsters, hideous creatures devoid of morality. They crave only power and dominion over others. No lie, no atrocity, is too much for them to employ in their foul and base schemes.


  They are men who consider themselves above me, more worthy than the soldiers who fight at my side and the families we left at home. The suffering they cause is of no concern to them as long at their lust for power is satiated. There is no sacrifice too great, in their estimation, to demand of the people to sustain their grotesque, self-proclaimed elite.


  Yes, I have a new enemy, and one who will see no weakness from me, not even those few doubts I afforded the Tegeri. I will not listen to their lies, to their schemes, to their frauds. I will be blind to their pleas for mercy. I have only one purpose…to visit death upon them. To hunt them down to the last, down whatever rathole they may seek refuge. I will kill them all. Every one of them, so help me God.


  *


  Keita slammed his fist hard onto the dark walnut desk. “Do you have any idea of the problem we have on Erastus now, Kazan?”


  Kazan was standing in front of the desk, noting Keita’s lack of an invitation to sit. He’d been named Under-Secretary just days before all hell broke loose on Erastus. Admittedly, that was considerably better timing than a few days later would have been, but he didn’t fool himself. Keita could strip him of his position in a heartbeat if he wished. And if making Gregor Kazan a scapegoat for what was already being called Taylor’s Rebellion was expedient, that is exactly what would happen. Kazan knew he could find himself shuffling papers in some clerk’s office at any moment…or worse. Maybe even a reeducation camp. And he knew exactly what went on in those facilities.


  Kazan nodded, keeping his mouth shut. He knew Keita wasn’t even close to finished yet. The longer Keita ranted and the more he said, the better a chance Kazan was going to get some kind of chance to deal with the situation. If Keita – or the Secretariat – had already decided to scapegoat him, he’d be in shackles by now.


  “The Supersoldier program brought you to the Under-Secretary’s chair, and you allow this to happen?” Keita normally controlled his emotions like a razor, but this time his anger was getting the better of him. “You allow a soldier, one who had already proved to be insubordinate, to rally support and raise a rebellion…a challenge to UN Central itself!”


  Kazan could see the large vein bulging on Keita’s head. He began to wonder if he was going to get another chance after all, or if Keita just wanted to slap him around a little before he was dragged away. He struggled to hold himself upright, but he could feel his legs slowly buckling. Kazan was a bully and, like most, he was a coward at heart.


  “Then you sent other Erastus army units to face this man…the most famous soldier on Erastus, the first Supersoldier…with no support, no external supervision?” He stared right into Kazan’s eyes. “So, of course, he sweet talks them and they spread their legs for him. He doubles his strength in a few minutes, thanks to you.” He paused. “What kind of fool are you?”


  Kazan parted his lips, still unsure what to say. “Mr. Secretary, I assure you, I had no idea that General Hammon was planning precipitate action against Colonel Taylor.” That wasn’t true…Hammon had asked for Kazan’s orders before sending Major Simms against Taylor. But Kazan was pretty sure he’d erased all records of that communication or his subsequent instructions. It had been his stupid mistake, but General Hammon would hang for it in his place…he’d make sure of that much, at least.


  “So, your defense is merely that you were neglecting your duties and General Hammon is the fool? That you are simply a lazy imbecile and not criminally negligent?”


  Kazan took a breath. “I assure you, Secretary Keita, that if you allow me, I will take full control of the situation and deal with this crisis.”


  Keita looked back, undisguised disgust on his face. What a spineless creature, he thought…he will take any abuse I hurl at him and then kiss my feet for another chance. It didn’t occur to Keita that this was how the entire system functioned, with officials groveling to their superiors and scapegoating their subordinates. The battle cry in UN Central headquarters was, “It’s not my fault.” And Anan Keita was no different than any other. His anger was fueled not because he demanded excellence from his subordinates. He didn’t care how much of a fuck up they made of things, as long as it didn’t blow back on him…and this mess was splattered all over the place.


  “You will take full control? What does that mean? You will eradicate the rebellion on Erastus? Will you do so as effectively as you did with your first effort? Because all that served to do was swell the size of the rebel army.” He glared at Kazan. “No, we must assume that Taylor has taken full control of UNFE by now. There is no reason to suspect that the other lifers would be any less susceptible to his manipulations than Major Simms and his people.”


  Keita sighed loudly. “We do not have sufficient trained troops available in the Military Affairs Department to handle this situation, not while maintaining force levels on the other worlds.” His voice was raw. “I will have to go to Secretary Samovich now, and request internal security forces to invade and retake Erastus.” Keita was glaring across the desk with murder in his eyes. “Do you know what an embarrassment that is for me?” He let out a deep, angry breath. “Do you have any idea how costly it will be…especially since it must be rushed? There are no more warring armies on Earth, you stupid fool, no easy place to pull the soldiers we need. By losing control of the situation on Erastus, you have created a problem beyond the scope your infantile mind can grasp. Samovich will have to strip every internal security unit of its heavy forces in order to field the expedition we need.” Keita paused again. “He will take it out of my hide.” His eyes zeroed in on Kazan’s again. “And I will take it out of yours.”


  *


  Keita sat quietly, respectfully. He was on the other side of the desk now, about to face the same kind of tongue-lashing he’d given Kazan. Keita was more than willing to sacrifice his terrified under-secretary as a scapegoat…and he was well aware that Anton Samovich would do the same to him if it was expedient. Keita was smarter than Kazan, and he figured he had a good chance to survive the storm if he was careful. Very careful.


  The room was dark, one side of Samovich’s face dimly lit by a small lamp in the corner. It was late outside, a dark cloudy night, threatening of rain. “Secretary Keita, as you are well aware, I sponsored and actively supported your candidacy to the Secretariat.” A half-smoked cigar sat neglected in a silver ashtray, small wisps of smoke rising slowly into the gray darkness.


  “You and I had not been close allies before your candidacy; I made my choice to support you based predominantly on my perception of your competence. Indeed, you had essentially been doing the job for several years, as Raj Patel sat in a hospital bed and drooled on himself.” Patel and Samovich had not been fond of each other, but Keita hadn’t realized how strong their rivalry had been until he’d become a member of the Secretariat and started hearing stories.


  “You can imagine, Mr. Keita…” His use of mister instead of Secretary was deliberately disrespectful. Everything Anton Samovich did was deliberate. “…my dismay to have a full-blown disaster exploding on my desk just weeks after your confirmation.”


  Keita sat perfectly still, trying to decide if he should respond or stay silent. He was just about to open his mouth when Samovich beat him to it.


  “I would ask you to explain yourself, but I really don’t care about whatever imbecilic argument you have fabricated in an attempt to obfuscate your own guilt. I am not one to waste time with excuses. They are meaningless, insincere, and a waste of time.”


  Samovich remained almost unmoving, sitting in the shadows, hands clasped in front of him on the desk. He hadn’t raised his voice nor spoken a phrase in apparent anger…yet Keita had never felt more exposed or vulnerable. This is a dangerous man, he thought.


  “Unfortunately, I have just gone on record supporting your candidacy, and your unanimous appointment was the result of my efforts.” He angled his head slightly, staring even more intently at Keita. “Unfortunate for me, at least. For you it is, perhaps, a bit of luck you do not deserve. Were I not covered in your stink already, I can assure you we would not be having this discussion.”


  Keita had been fearing the worst, but now he felt a spark of hope. Perhaps he’d wiggle his way out of this after all. “Mr. Secretary…”


  “Silence, Keita.” The tone was still neutral…no shouting, no anger. But the menace was unmistakable. “You are here to listen, not to offer your insights. I will tell you when I am finished.”


  Keita felt his body sink back into the chair. He tried to hold himself steady, but his head nodded slightly in acknowledgement.


  “This entire sorry episode will be disruptive enough. I do not intend to compound matters by affording Chang Li a greater opportunity to embarrass me for my misplaced faith in you.” Keita had begun to realize that the struggle between Chang Li and Samovich was more than the usual political rivalry. They both saw themselves as the next Secretary General, and neither intended to let the other interfere. It was a battle to the death between the two…the ascension of one would almost certainly encompass the destruction of the other.


  Keita wondered, for a fleeting moment, if it might be worth his reaching out for Chang. Perhaps Samovich’s rival would offer him a better deal to humiliate his rival. No, he thought, almost immediately…he was too closely aligned with Samovich already. Chang would never risk it. Especially not now. Chang and Samovich hated each other, but neither one wanted to allow a rebellion to get out of control. They disagreed on most things, but neither one of them wanted the masses forgetting their place, and especially not when they were armed, trained killers.


  Samovich slid his chair and stood up, turning his back to Keita and looking out the window. “Here is what we are going to do.” He stared out at the swirling, gray night. It was just beginning to rain lightly, droplets finding their way slowly down the heavy glass of the floor-to-ceiling windows. “I will provide you with sufficient forces to crush this rebellion.” He paused. “The current strength of the armed forces on Erastus is, what, 12,000?”


  “Planetary regulars were at 11,987 as of our last reliable report approximately eleven days ago. Of course, we cannot know that all of these forces have rallied to the rebel side.” He hesitated. “There are also approximately 1,743 auxiliaries deployed…engineers, antigrav crews, and similar forces…as well as 872 headquarters staffers. These are rotational troops who would be unlikely to sympathize strongly with the lifers. Whether they are still holding out...or whether they have been killed or captured…we cannot know.”


  “You are certain they would not join the rebels?” There was doubt in Samovich’s voice. “Admittedly, they enjoy a higher social standing and superior benefits, but I fear you fail to fully comprehend the power of a charismatic leader.” He paused and turned to face Keita. “Do not underestimate this Jake Taylor. He is precisely the kind of leader who is capable of rallying disparate forces to his side.” Another pause. “He is a serious danger, and we must eliminate him now. Indeed, I am surprised his behavioral traits weren’t identified at a younger age. We are typically quite effective at targeting problem personality patterns in youth. This Taylor should have been sent to a reeducation facility a long time ago, probably in childhood. I can only assume his own particular latent abilities failed to surface until he was subjected to the crucible of war on Erastus. It is regretful that we will not have the opportunity to study him in detail. It could prove useful in developing methods for more effectively culling out such problem individuals from the societal pool.”


  Keita found it hard to be overly scared about some lifer on Erastus, though he played along with Samovich’s concerns. It was the cost and the embarrassment of the whole thing that troubled him, not some fear that Taylor’s band of flag-wavers could actually win.


  “Such musings are immaterial at this point, however.” Samovich turned back toward the window. “I would indeed be interested in studying this rebel leader, but it is too risky to even try. This cancer must be eradicated immediately.” He paused, thinking quietly for a few seconds. “I will provide you will 50,000 internal security troops from the paramilitary teams. You will send them through the Portal to reclaim Erastus. They will have orders to terminate everyone on the planet.”


  “Yes, Secretary, but the headquarters staff is certainly not…”


  “Everyone, Secretary. Is that understood? Erastus is to be swept clean. No trace of the infection must remain.”


  Keita hesitated for an instant. “Yes, Secretary Samovich. Understood.”


  “Good.” Samovich clasped his hands behind his back. “The forces will be assembled in two weeks. You will be ready when they arrive.” A statement, not a question. “I would tell you to go through the Portal yourself, but that would be highly unusual for a Secretary, drawing far too much attention.”


  “What about Gregor Kazan?” Keita just blurted it out, wishing almost instantly he’d kept his mouth shut.


  “Perhaps.” Samovich thought for a few seconds. “Mr. Kazan has every incentive to attempt to save himself. There may be some use in that.”


  “With your permission, I will order him to assume overall command of the expedition.” Keita paused. “He is of no use militarily, but his interests are aligned with ours, and his motivation is beyond question.”


  “Indeed, Mr. Kazan finds himself in a very undesirable position. I can think of no one with greater incentive to swiftly destroy the rebels.” He paused for a few seconds, thinking. “Very well…Gregor Kazan shall accompany the expedition, and he shall have full vice regal authority on Erastus.” Samovich turned again from the window and sat back in his chair. “Perhaps if he is thorough enough in eradicating all trace of this rebellion, he can even save himself.”


  



  


  Chapter 22


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  Fourteen years. I’ve been in this miserable hellhole fourteen years. Some days it seems like an eternity, others I wonder where it all went. Home seems like a distant dream to me now. I don’t even miss it anymore, not really. It’s just sort of a dull ache, a numb spot in the back of my mind. Something that was part of me once, but isn’t anymore.


  I guess time passes the same way for most of us. If you don’t get wasted as a rookie, which most do, you go through a sweet spot. You’ve learned how to survive, but you still have something left of who you were before you were sent here. You cling to ceremonies and traditions, still mimicking the ways of life you left behind, but you also adapt to your new reality; you get used to the routine. The pain of losing home isn’t as keen as it was, but the memories are still clear.


  It usually starts when you’ve been about two years onplanet, and it goes on for a few good years, before exhaustion and hopelessness really start wearing down your soul. Sooner or later we all become too tired, too grim, too used up to do anything but move through every day like a zombie. We start off remembering exactly when we came through the Portal, and most of us commemorate it for a while, sort of like a birthday. But eventually it gets too hard to care about anything, and another year on the calendar doesn’t seem like such a big fucking deal anymore.


  Back when I first got here, the idea of being on planet fourteen years would have been unthinkable. Men just didn’t live that long on Erastus. Five Year Men were iron veterans, admired and respected. Ten Year Men were more legend than reality. I think there were two onplanet when I got here. And neither one of them made fifteen.


  Things have changed, though, and the last five or six years have been different. The rooks still died like flies…the same as always. No matter how hard we tried to teach them, it just took time…more time than most of them had. But the ones who survived long enough to get their mods lived longer, much longer. Five Year Men became less of a rarity. A lot of the troops even knew a Ten Year Man or two, perhaps one of their officers.


  Longbow was the only one of my close companions to die after we got the Supersoldier mods. Blackie, Bear, and the others…and me too…we’ve all been wounded, mortally by the standards of normal men. But the mods saved us. It turns out cyborgs are a lot harder to kill than men.


  There’s a price to pay for everything, and survival is no exception. With longevity, I discovered a new kind of fatigue…a bone-deep weariness that grows with each passing year. It becomes harder and harder to care about anything…at least until the lust for vengeance filled the empty place in my soul.


  It’s been years since I did anything to celebrate my Portal day, but I still remembered it every year…and gave a silent nod to my resilience. Every year until this last one. For the first time, I completely forgot. It was days later when I realized, and it was Blackie who remembered, not me. I’m not sure what to make of it. For better or worse, I am newly embarked on a road vastly different from any I have traveled. I am still on Erastus, but my mind has moved on to a new chapter. The road ahead promises no less suffering or bloodshed…but now, at least, I will be fighting the right enemy.


  *


  “Not many people surprise me, Major.” Taylor stared across the table at MacArthur. “But you have.” For perhaps the first time, Taylor looked at the antigrav pilot with something approximating admiration. “Are you sure?”


  Jake Taylor was about to embark on a fight to the death. He wasn’t going to defeat his enemies; he was going to exterminate them like vermin. Or they were going to do it to him. This conflict would have no prisoners, no rules of war, no blathering diplomats arguing over etiquette while men died in the front lines. Taylor had no pity, no mercy to offer his enemies.


  The auxiliary services on Erastus weren’t in the same situation as the footsoldiers. They had been better treated than Taylor’s people, and many of them had behaved poorly toward the lifers, displaying an arrogance born of their different status. But they’d fought alongside Taylor’s men, and they’d suffered their own losses in battle. Taylor had some resentment against this privileged group, but they weren’t the enemy, and he knew it. He’d gone to MacArthur to offer safe passage through the Portal for his survivors and the other auxiliaries.


  “I know we’ve had our differences, Colonel.” MacArthur’s voice had an odd tone to it, like the pilot was still trying to figure out exactly how he felt. “But what UN Central has done transcends any of that. We may have argued, but we were always on the same side…and we have all been used in the most horrendous manner.” There was heavy emotion just below the surface…MacArthur was barely restraining his anger. “I believed I was here defending Earth, just as you did. Do you know how many thousands of Machines my gunships have slaughtered?” He was staring plaintively, desperately looking to Taylor to make some sense of what he was feeling. Jake’s retelling of T’arza’s description of the Machines had hit MacArthur hard. He’d always considered them almost as robots, created solely to fight. Now he realized they were much closer to sentient beings than he could comfortably accept, that they’d been created to live something like a normal life and only turned into soldiers when mankind attacked their welcoming parties and started a war. “I was a soldier, Jake…” Taylor blinked in surprise as MacArthur used his first name. “…at least I thought I was. But I’m nothing but a mass murderer, am I? That’s what we all are.”


  Taylor took a deep breath. He didn’t know what to say. He found himself wanting to reassure MacArthur, but he wasn’t sure his own opinion was all that different. It was easy to tell yourself you were misled, that you didn’t know what you were doing…but the blood on your hands was still there, and the thousands you massacred were still dead.


  “John…” Taylor hesitated, still not sure what to say. “I don’t have any wisdom for you. We’re all going to have to learn to live with what we’ve done. One way or another.” Taylor looked down at his feet for a few seconds before meeting MacArthur’s gaze again. “But now isn’t the time to sink into remorse and self-pity. We can’t undo what we’ve done, and some crimes are beyond atonement.” Taylor’s gaze narrowed, and a firmness returned to his voice. “But we can avenge the dead…and punish the guilty. We can put a stop to this insanity before it drags on for decades on the other Portal Worlds. We can cleanse Earth. We were unwitting parties to this great crime, but not those back at UN Central. They knew…they did this intentionally. They are truly those who bear the monstrous guilt. If we allow them to escape judgment, we will compound what we have done. This is our mess to clean up.”


  The anger was rising again in Taylor’s voice. It was never far below the surface anymore, a bubbling rage ready to escape at the slightest instigation. “That is my purpose now, John. Nothing else matters to me, and there is nothing I will not do to achieve what must be done.” His expression softened slightly as he gazed into MacArthur’s eyes. “And if you and your people are truly willing to join us, I for one, will be very grateful.”


  MacArthur nodded his head slowly. He was silent for a moment, but his face looked calm, settled. “Like I said, Jake, I’m with you.” He paused briefly. “But it’s not just me. We’re all with you. My aircrews, the engineers, the transport teams. Everybody.” He extended his hand toward Taylor, even managing a thin smile. “Now let’s make the bastards pay.”


  *


  “Jake, you’re wrong this time.” There weren’t many people with the balls to tell Taylor to his face he was wrong, but Tony Black was one of them. “We’re better off spreading out, manning all the strong points. Make the bastards run all over, sweating their balls off trying to dig us out.” Black’s voice had a vindictive edge to it. Clearly, he relished the thought of unacclimated UN enforcers trying to assault strongholds under the burning Erastus suns. “The troops they send through are probably going to be inferior on a man for man basis, but you know they’re going to outnumber us. Probably by a lot. Why not let the planet wear them down as much as possible?”


  Taylor sat quietly, listening to what his second in command had to say. Finally he waved for the short, stocky officer to take one of the seats next to him. He trusted Black’s judgment, and he knew there was sense in what his friend was saying. But Taylor had decided exactly what he wanted to do. His anger had cleared his mind, and his focus was razor sharp.


  “You’re right, Blackie.” Taylor wiped the back of his neck with a small white towel as he spoke. They were down in the equatorial zone, gathering equipment and supplies from the garrisons moving north. Years in the desert had weakened his acclimation to the extreme humidity, and he was really feeling it. “Or at least you might be if I wanted to fight a conventional campaign. But that would take too long. Besides, if they were smart they’d just mask our strongpoints and wait us out. Our supplies are limited; theirs aren’t. Not if we hole up in our bases and give them unchallenged access to the Portal. If we let them pin us down we’re screwed.”


  Black dropped hard into the chair, letting out a deep breath as he did. “OK, Jake.” There was partial capitulation in his voice. “Maybe you’re right…maybe we’d just end up besieged. But then why not defend the Portal, hit them as they emerge? Why let them come through and deploy? Do we need to give up all that advantage when we can be waiting just this side of the transit point and hit them as they come out?” Black wasn’t arguing with Taylor. He was genuinely questioning, his tone one of confusion, not debate.


  “I don’t want to hold them back, Blackie.” There was a confidence and a coldness in Taylor’s voice that sent a chill down Black’s spine. He couldn’t tell if Jake was sure he was right, or if he just didn’t care enough about surviving to worry about it. “If we defend the Portal, we’ll bottle them up. They won’t get a fraction of their total force through.”


  “Isn’t that the point?” Black sounded even more confused. “Doesn’t that give us an edge, balance out their numerical superiority?”


  “Conventionally, yes.” Taylor’s voice was cold, analytical. “But I don’t want to defend against them, Blackie.” There was a short pause. “I want to annihilate them. I want to kill every soldier they muster to send here.” There wasn’t a shred of doubt as he spoke, just icy determination. “If we hold the line at the Portal, the fighting will drag on forever. But there’s a limit to the force they can put together on short notice, and the arrogant bastards will send it all through at once if we let them…I’m sure of it.” Taylor paused for a few seconds. “I intend to let them transit every man they can assemble. Once they’re all through, we’ll retake the Portal and cut them off.” Taylor looked right into Black’s eyes as he spoke. “Because I’m going to let them in…” His words were pure venom. “…but not one of them is getting out.”


  



  


  Chapter 23


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  I thought I hated the Machines. I despised them for what I believed they had done, and for more than a decade I gleefully gunned them down. I don’t know how many I personally killed, but it must have been dozens…if not hundreds. And the men I led killed thousands, tens of thousands. Whatever else I felt, whatever questions I had about UN Central and the way my men and I were treated, my anger for the Tegeri and their bio-mechanical soldiers always flared hot.


  I thought I hated them…until I experienced true hatred. Alien creatures, served up by Earth’s best propagandists, reach down into a dark place inside us all, stirring up anger, fear, righteous indignation. But it is human monsters who have tapped into the true veins of boiling, surging, molten rage deep inside me. Traitors who betrayed their own people and massacred thousands of innocents…all so they could enslave the rest of mankind.


  Now the real battle is about to begin, the fight against the hideous evil that rules mankind. They turned my men into cyborgs, soulless killing machines to serve their own purposes. Now they will taste irony as that force is turned upon them. My soldiers shall be avenging angels, cleansing the universe of their filth.


  I am ready. I am anxious, almost gleeful at the chance to destroy these soldiers my enemies have sent to murder my people. I feel the rage day and night, making my body shake with such force it is all I can do to hold myself still. Now I know what real fury is. Anger so profound, so primal, it scares me to my core. I don’t know who or what I am anymore. I feel as though my soul has been possessed…consumed…by some force, some demon. The hate I felt for the Tegeri served me, it gave me strength in my fight, drove me on. But it is I who serve this hatred, this terrifying lust for vengeance. It is the master, I the willing slave.


  Am I sane? I don’t know. But I am sure of one thing. I don’t care.


  *


  John MacArthur lurched hard to the side as his Dragonfire gunship loosed two Ripper air-to-air missiles. The sleek weapons zipped over the scrubby hills below, homing in on the light fighter he’d spotted. They swung wide, each looping around and approaching the target from a different side. The fighter pilot banked hard, trying to evade the fiery death zooming in on him. He zigzagged past one of the missiles, a temporary respite, as the Ripper arced around to make a second pass. His efforts were in vain anyway. The second missile slammed right into his small craft, practically vaporizing it.


  “All ships, shout out those sightings as soon as you have them.” MacArthur’s birds were deployed on combat air patrol around the Portal. The UN forces had been pouring through for two days. They outnumbered the Erastus forces 3-1, and they were still coming. On the ground, Taylor had positioned only light forces near the transit point…snipers and small, fast-moving teams. He didn’t want to stop the enemy’s advance, or even seriously hinder it. He was just looking to pick off as many as he could, and put up a show of some sort of defense. Enough, at least, not to arouse any suspicion that might instill caution in whoever was commanding the UN force.


  The air battle was a different story. Taylor wanted all those invading ground troops to transit onto Erastus, where he could engage and destroy them. But he was determined to keep the enemy air power contained, and prevent as much of it from transiting as possible. He had the Dragonfires patrolling in shifts, keeping constant pressure on anything that flew through the Portal. He’d suspected the UN force wouldn’t anticipate the Erastus air units would have rallied to him, and he turned out to be right. The waiting squadrons had quite an element of surprise.


  The enemy air units MacArthur’s people were battling were lighter…small antigrav fighters that were no match for the massive Dragonfires. Gunships and other heavy craft had to be brought through in pieces and assembled on planet, and MacArthur and his birds were keeping the transit zone way too hot for anything like that to succeed. Taylor didn’t know how much airpower UN Central would be able to muster on short notice, but he was determined to keep most of it pinned back behind the Portal.


  “I’ve got two bogies just through. They’re climbing hard.” It was Lieutenant Stewart, skipper of Condor 06. A good pilot, and probably the best spotter in MacArthur’s entire force.


  “Condor 01 and Condor 02, move to support Condor 06.” MacArthur snapped the orders into the com. He didn’t want those enemy birds slipping through. The fight around the transit point was different than any air battle he’d ever seen. The immense energy pumped through the Portal to sustain matter transmission gave off extensive interference, rendering normal detection equipment inoperative. Even old-fashioned radar was useless. The only thing that worked was eyeballing targets, and that meant getting a lot closer than normal.


  “Bogie one intercepted.” It was Condor 06 again. Stewart got the first one himself.


  MacArthur was happy with his crews. They weren’t used to fighting almost blind, but so far not an enemy antigrav made it past them. And he was determined to keep it that way.


  “Bogie two down.” Stewart again. His bird had gotten both kills before the support even got there.


  MacArthur smiled.


  *


  “The resistance we have encountered is extremely light, Mr. Kazan.” Laurence Graves was an imposing figure, at least 10 centimeters taller and 20 kilos heavier than Kazan. “The enemy antigravs have been attacking our fighters and supply shipments incessantly, but we have faced minimal ground forces so far.”


  Kazan stood outside his command vehicle, sweat pouring down his cheeks. There was an angry scowl on his face, a mask of arrogance he wore to cover his fear and insecurity. He had absolute power over the forces invading Erastus, but he had no illusions about what he faced back home if he returned with anything short of total success.


  “They are a rabble, Colonel Graves.” Despite his position in the Department of Military Affairs, Kazan understood remarkably little of the realities of war. “Your forces should have no difficulty sweeping them from the field.”


  Graves was uncomfortably silent for a moment. His career had been spent putting down protests and riots, not fighting veteran armies. He wasn’t sure what to expect from these Erastus soldiers, but he suspected they were going to be a lot tougher than Kazan suggested. These weren’t civilians armed with clubs and knives, rioting for food…they were seasoned soldiers defending a battlefield familiar to them and unrelentingly hostile to his own troops.


  “Sir…” Graves had enough experience dealing with government officials to know he had to tread carefully with an arrogant ass like Kazan. “…I strongly advise caution, at least until we can get a good idea of what we face. We don’t want…”


  “What we face are criminals, Colonel.” Kazan interrupted, his voice heavy with arrogance. “Nothing more. And we will not delay any further.”


  “Secretary Kazan…” Under-Secretary was a cumbersome title to keep repeating, and Graves figured the informal courtesy promotion would only stroke the vain fool’s ego. “…I remind you that we did not expect the air units to rally to the rebel forces.” He paused for an instant. “Yet, it appears they have, and in significant numbers.” He could tell he wasn’t getting anywhere with Kazan, but he wasn’t ready to give up yet. “Do we know if the engineers have also joined this Colonel Taylor and his troops?” Graves paused, but Kazan just stared at him. “Sir, I am only suggesting that we hold some units in reserve back on the Earth side of the Portal. Just to be cautious.”


  “I want the entire force together, Colonel. That means every man is to transit as quickly as possible.” Kazan’s voice was all bravado, but beneath there was a shakiness he was trying to hide. He wasn’t sure if Graves’ concerns were reasonable, but he did know that he was under considerable pressure to produce results on Erastus. Quickly. If he moved slowly, if no progress reports made it back to UN Central, it was only a matter of time before Keita – and Samovich – lost what little patience they had. That would be a bad day for Kazan…he was sure of that.


  He turned toward Graves and stared at the colonel intently. “As quickly as possible. Do we understand each other, Colonel?”


  *


  “They’re pulling back, sir. We’ve secured the western half of the headquarters complex.” Captain Shinto was excited, but all his parched throat could manage was a hoarse croak. The heat on Erastus was like nothing he’d ever experienced. At least half his troops were down with hyperthermia, and the rest were barely effective. He’d expected to encounter a significant enemy force defending the HQ complex, but there couldn’t have been 200 in total, and most of those pulled back after a nasty firefight.


  “Very well, Captain.” Colonel Graves’ voice was crisp and clear, but then he was in a climate controlled command vehicle while Shinto and his people were out in the blazing sun. “You are to push on and take the remainder of the complex.”


  Shinto almost groaned out loud. He’d started his assault with 1,100 troops, but he doubted there were more than 300 left standing. Most of his losses were from the heat, but the Erastus forces had taken down at least 200 of his men before they pulled back. He had no idea how many casualties his forces had inflicted, but he was sure it was a lot fewer.


  He’d never seen anything like these Erastus soldiers. They ran far faster than his troops, and they did it at high noon under the blazing light of both suns. Their aim was uncanny, and they functioned together with inexplicable fluidity. There was no way his people were going to be able to clear the rest of the objective.


  “Colonel Graves, sir, I must advise you that my forces have almost no chance of completing your orders.” He was nervous, trying to speak with as much false confidence as he could muster. Officers in the UN Internal Security forces didn’t prosper by questioning the orders of superiors…especially in the elite paramilitary units.


  “There is no alternative, Captain.” Graves wasn’t angry. Shinto was just telling him the truth. But Kazan was on the com every twenty minutes, pushing for faster progress. Graves was starting to get pissed about being pushed so hard to pull the bureaucrat’s ass out of the fire, but there was nothing he could do about it. “Launch the assault immediately.” Graves took a short breath, running through his OB quickly in his mind. “I’m sending you Lieutenant Garcia and his men as reinforcements. That’s another 550 troops, Shinto…don’t you ask me for any more. That’s all you’re getting. Now, just take the rest of the objective.”


  “Yes, sir.” Shinto’s voice was still tense, but there was relief there too at the prospect of support. “I will launch the attack in ten minutes.”


  “Very well.” Graves cut the line.


  Shinto activated the unit-wide com. “Attention, all personnel. We will be advancing in ten minutes.” He could practically here the groans among his exhausted troops. “We have reinforcements incoming to support the assault.” He had no obligation to let the men know, but he figured it would help morale.


  He walked up to the edge of the trench, peering out cautiously at the enemy-occupied buildings on the eastern edge of the compound. What, he wondered…what is waiting over there?


  *


  Carson Jones lay perfectly still, his cybernetic eyes fixed on the jagged edge of the enemy trench. He’d been stalking his target for over an hour. An enemy officer, the one commanding the whole attack in this sector. He was confident about his ID on the target, but the bastard hadn’t shown himself enough to give a good shot. Jones was more than four klicks away. He could make the kill, but he needed a decent opening.


  They called Jones “The Surgeon.” It wasn’t so much because he was a great sniper, but because he was a great sniper with an uncanny ability to get a fix on the highest value targets in a formation. His list of kills included a roster of Machine officers and two Tegeri. And over the last few days, 14 UN Internal Security unit commanders.


  His NIS was linked to the SK-11 computer-assisted sniper’s rifle, providing him with real time adjustment to wind conditions and other variables, all controlled through the direct neural connection. All Carson needed was the raw marksmanship and the patience to wait for his shot, both of which he had.


  He was lying in the rubble of a wrecked storage shed on the outskirts of the UNFE headquarters complex. The invading UN troops had taken the western half of the compound, and now they were massing to assault the eastern perimeter. The Erastus troops weren’t really defending the place; they were falling back slowly, bleeding the attackers. Taylor had been clear…the orders were to inflict as much damage as possible and withdraw before taking serious losses. Those orders had been carried out to the letter. The enemy had taken at least 300 casualties so far, in addition to half their strength incapacitated by the heat. The defenders had 7 KIA and about 25 wounded.


  “C’mon you SOB…” Jones muttered softly to himself. …show me some skin, baby.” Jones had immense patience, but he knew he was running out of time. The Erastus forces would start pulling back once the attack began, and that meant he’d have to retreat too. If he didn’t take his target down by then, he’d lose the chance.


  He was listening intermittently to the chatter on the unitwide com. The enemy had already advanced on the far flank, and there was a sharp firefight developing. The Erastus forces were dug into strong positions. They’d probably repel the first assault, but then they’d pull back while the enemy regrouped.


  Jones was thinking, analyzing, trying to figure how long he could stay where we was…how far he could stretch his orders without actually breaking them. Then he saw it. It was almost pure instinct. The target was moving, raising his head to peer over the trench. Jones flashed a thought to the NIS, making a last second adjustment. His cybernetic eyes focused intently, peering through the targeting scope. There it was…the top of his target’s head…moving slowly up. Forehead, eyes…up over the edge of the trench.


  Snap. Jones depressed the trigger, loosing a single hyper-velocity round. The target’s head exploded as the projectile slammed into it at 3,000 mps, sending the lifeless body careening up and back before falling to the ground inside the trench.


  “Gotcha.” Jones had the same feral bloodlust as any great sniper. He believed in the cause…and even more, he had unshakeable faith in Jake Taylor. But once he was in the field it was all about the kill. Politics didn’t matter, nor grievances. He would track his prey with unrelenting determination.


  He scooped up the sniper’s rifle and rolled to the side, out from under the pile of debris and behind a heavy chunk of broken masonry. He pulled himself up prone and slung the rifle over his back. Time to find another target.


  *


  “He’s dead, sir.” Lieutenant Smythe was beyond edgy…he was nearly in a panic. “One second he was giving me orders, preparing for the assault…the next he was dead.” Smythe was covered with blood and gore…all that remained of Captain Shinto’s head.


  “Control yourself, Smythe!” Graves voice was tense on the com…he was getting overwhelmed, panicked calls coming in from units all over the field. His forces were advancing on all fronts, breaking through every defensive position. But he was besieged with frantic communiques from his officers. Casualties were high, much worse than expected, and the troops were dropping by the thousands from the heat. Even worse, the enemy snipers were picking off his officers everywhere. The last thing he needed was widespread panic among his commanders.


  “Take charge immediately, and lead that assault in.” His voice was harsh, commanding. He didn’t have the time or patience to wipe every junior officer’s nose. “Lieutenant Garcia will take command when he gets there.” Garcia was the senior of the two, plus he had a calmer personality than Smythe. And Graves was desperate for officers he could trust.


  “Yes, sir.” Smythe was starting to get a grip on himself, brushing Shinto’s remains off his shoulder the best he could. “Launching the attack now.”


  Smythe flipped his com unit to his unit frequency. “Bombardment teams, commence firing.” He was shouting into the com, using volume to cover up his fear. “All units, prepare to advance in five minutes.


  The whoosh of the light rockets whipping overhead made Smythe feel better. At least his forces were striking at the enemy, hopefully softening them up before lunging out of the relative safety of the trenches and charging.


  He trotted over toward the center of the formation. He found himself flinching self-consciously as he moved around. The sniper’s shot that killed Shinto had come out of nowhere, and Smythe felt like he was in the crosshairs every second.


  “Prepare to attack.” Smythe dredged up all the courage he could muster and spoke clearly and firmly into the com. He rubbed his hands on his pants, wiping off the dripping sweat, and he pulled his pistol from its holster. “Charge!”


  He climbed up over the trench as he shouted, running forward as quickly as he could. He glanced behind, seeing his troops following, yelling as they ran, and firing forward, more for the morale effect than any real chance of scoring a hit.


  Men started dropping, slowly, sporadically. The fire was light, but it was extremely accurate. Smythe’s troops could cover most of the ground under cover of a low rise, but there were a few spots where they came out into the open…and they paid a price each time.


  Running in the heat was almost as much as he could bear. His chest was heaving as he gasped for air, his uniform drenched in sweat. The men he still had with him were the ones who’d withstood the heat best, but now they too started dropping. Men simply fell to the ground where they were, unwounded, but no longer able to stand or walk another step.


  Still, Smythe pushed himself forward. He didn’t think he had more than 70 or 80 men still moving, but he could see on the tactical display that Garcia’s fresh troops were less than 1000 meters behind. That gave him the morale boost he needed. He was almost to the objective, and he could see the enemy forces withdrawing. He’d though he was facing at least a strikeforce, but there were only a dozen or so enemy troopers scurrying away as his forces reached the first row of buildings.


  A dozen, he thought…that was only a dozen troopers we were facing? He watched as they ran, moving at least 3 or 4 times the speed of his troops. He was overwhelmed by the accuracy and the physical capabilities of these Erastus soldiers. What the hell are we fighting here? He was focused on that thought when he felt the projectile slam into his neck. He didn’t feel pain, just a sort of numbness…then he was floating. It went on, seconds dragging out, feeling like much longer. Than dimness, cold, blackness.


  *


  Bear crouched down near the mouth of the cave. The network of tunnels was on every tactical map of Erastus, but the enemy zipped right by without even scouting them. Just like Jake had predicted. He moved his hand behind him, giving the prearranged hand signs. The men lined up down the cavern relayed the signals back, giving the word that the attack would begin in one minute. Bear wasn’t going to risk detection, not with a transmission, not even with a shout. His people were less than a klick from the Portal, and his operation’s success depended on speed and surprise.


  He counted down in his head, reflexively checking his rifle as he did. Normally, he’d be on the com right now, reminding the rookies to check their weapons and ammo. But he was on radio silence, and there wasn’t a newb to be found in the force crouched down behind him. Every man was a veteran with Supersoldier mods. Not one of them had been on Erastus less than three years, and none of them needed to be reminded to load their guns.


  Bear waved his rifle in the air and lurched forward, out of the cave. He knew he shouldn’t be the first one out, but it would have taken a direct order from Taylor to push him farther back. He ran quickly, his enhanced leg muscles powering his massive body over the scrubby grasslands at 30 kilometers per hour. He didn’t have to worry about leaving anyone behind since all his men had the same mods.


  He ran toward a small rock outcropping. That was the signal point. When Bear passed the rock, the unit would lift radio silence, and the section and team leaders would organize their attacks. It was halfway to the objective, which would give them about 90 seconds before they hit the outer perimeter of the Portal complex.


  The enemy still hadn’t started firing, though Bear figured they would any time now. There was no way they hadn’t spotted his people yet. Still, every second got them closer, and cut down on the losses his guys would take going in.


  Bear zipped past the 2 meter high sliver of rock, blasting a thought to activate his com as he did. “Alright, boys, let’s go. Form up your attacks.”


  Then the enemy started firing.


  *


  Taylor stood in his command post, listening to all the reports coming in. He was mostly concentrating on the chatter among Bear’s people. They had the toughest job. Taylor could only hide two strike forces in the caves, so Samuels had to take the Portal with fewer than 300 men. The UN forces had been careless about their defenses, but they still had at least 1,500 troops deployed in the immediate area. Bear had a hand-picked crew, Supersoldiers and veterans all. But it was still a tough fight.


  “Let’s go, 1st Section.” It was Samuels’ voice on the com. His people had just made it to the Portal itself, the UN units in full flight, leaving at least 200 dead behind them. “I want that defensive perimeter up NOW.” There was a short pause, then: “HHVs there, there…and there.”


  Taylor had total faith in his closest friends, but it still surprised him sometimes listening to their cool competence. His people had spent their time on Erastus battling the Machines. This was the first time they were fighting against other humans…and it struck Taylor just how good his veterans were. These UN troops were well trained and equipped, but they were glorified bullies and secret police, not soldiers. The Erastus forces were tearing them apart everywhere they fought.


  Bear’s people had drawn the hardest duty, and they’d taken the heaviest losses. One in five of Samuels’ men were down, but that was far less than Taylor had feared. They’d taken the Portal. Now, they’d have to hold it against the inevitable counterattacks. The UN command would freak out when they realized they’d been cut off from the Portal. But that was about to become only one of their problems.


  Taylor moved toward the command console and activated the main com unit. “Attention, Army of Erastus…” That was the first time he’d called his forces that. He’d never considered a designation, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to call them UNFE, with or without UN Central’s blasted colon. He didn’t know it then, but the name he gave them would stick. “…Objective Z is secured.” He paused and took a deep breath. It was time. “Execute Plan Alpha-Omega.”


  



  


  Chapter 24


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  A crusade. Many struggles have been so called, yet few, I suspect, have lived up to the purity of purpose implicit in the name. Our war will be a true crusade, and we shall not rest until our enemies are vanquished and the terrible wrong they wrought has been eradicated. My devotion is pure. I don’t seek permission or approval, and I will not be deterred by apologies and pleas for mercy. I am what I am, and I have made my peace with that. I am ready to do whatever I must.


  If the wrong done to you is bad enough, the primal need to seek some sort of redress can be overwhelming. Sitting and thinking about grievances, planning and devising the means of your enemy’s destruction…it all feeds the beast inside. But when it is time to actually do it, to deal out massive death and hideous suffering, to make the decisions that threaten your very humanity…that is when we encounter the greatest test of our resolve.


  But there is another aspect of zealotry, of the insatiable need to attain victory at all costs…one that can be the hardest to live with. You must give all to the crusade, holding nothing back. Risking your own life is easy, but sacrificing a friend…that is the hardest thing to live with. And it is just such a friend who is likeliest to be the one you can rely upon in the most vital, the most desperate situation.


  The closest I have come to abandoning my calling, of giving in to my own desires over the needs of the crusade was when I was trying to save a friend…a brother who walked into a firestorm because I asked him to.


  *


  “Pour it into ‘em, boys!” Sergeant Harrigan was firing as he encouraged his men. “Don’t let the fuckers breathe.”


  The 45th Strike Force had the enemy battalion – what was left of it – pinned. The ridge was high and steep, much too rugged for the panicked UN troopers to retreat over, and every other avenue of escape was over flat, open plateau. Perfect killing ground.


  Harrigan’s forces had been attacking all day. He was part of the force driving hard toward the Portal, trying to reach Captain Samuel’s forces before they were overwhelmed. There were four pincers, approaching Bear’s beleaguered survivors from every direction. Taylor was on the com every few minutes, pushing Harrigan and his people, urging them to make the absolute maximum effort. No one had ever heard Jake so determined. Taylor was going to get through to Samuels’ people if he had to smash the entire army to bits to do it.


  The battle plan had been a success so far…the entire UN force was onplanet and cut off from the Portal. When they realized what Jake’s people had done, they launched massive counter-attacks, seeking to retake the transit point. Samuels and his small force had been fighting like banshees against 20-1 odds, beating back every charge. But they paid a price each time, and fewer than a third of them were still in the line.


  The unit facing Harrigan’s forces began to melt away under the murderous fire. They weren’t even fighting back anymore, nothing but a few sporadic shots. A lot of them were down from the heat, and the ones still standing were routing, trying desperately to escape the 45th’s trap.


  “This is Sergeant Harrigan.” He was shouting into the com, his excitement boiling over. “Lieutenant Nguyen, Sergeant Harrigan here…the barn door is open, sir.” He turned back toward the disintegrating enemy formation and added his fire to that of his men. They’d opened the way for the 111th Strike Force to move through the gap and reach Samuels’ perimeter. All he had to do now was make sure none of these troops regrouped and hit the 111th on the flank. He gritted his teeth and slapped a new clip into his magazine. He knew just how to make sure of that.


  *


  The fighting had been brutal along the curving ridgeline just east of the Portal. The dead were piled up everywhere, and the advancing troops had to climb over the bodies to push their way forward. Samuels’ troops had performed wonders along this line, holding the outer perimeter against 11 charges. By the time the enemy launched number 12 there only 8 men left manning the position.


  There wasn’t a lot of doubt…this time the enemy was going to get through. There was no military reason for Corporal Sebastiani and the 7 troopers under his command to stand…they didn’t have the slightest chance of holding back the 1,200 enemy soldiers formed up for the final push. But all 8 of them were of one mind. There was no way they were pulling back. If the enemy wanted to take their position, they were going to have to take it. Not one of them was ready to give it away for free.


  “Well, Private Ramirez, we’ve earned our pay these last few days, haven’t we?” Sebastiani had walked up behind Ramirez. The private had been part of an HHV crew, but his teammate and the weapon itself had been blasted to bits a few hours earlier. Now he was crouched down with his assault rifle. He didn’t have the firepower he’d had before, but that didn’t matter. He’d be standing here with a knife if that was all he had.


  “Yes, sir.” Ramirez was focused, ready. Somehow he had mastered the fear, at least for the moment. He knew just as well as Sebastiani that they all had about ten minutes left to live. “I think Colonel Taylor will be pleased with us.” There was an almost eerie contentment in his voice.


  “Yes, private.” Sebastiani’s tone had become thoughtful, almost serene. “I think you are right. We did our duty for the colonel.” He looked out across no man’s land, but he wasn’t seeing anything…at least nothing on Erastus. He saw images of home, memories he’d long since thought were lost to him. The rolling hills of Tuscany, the small town where he was born…the place from which he’d never traveled more than 20 kilometers before they came and made a soldier out of him. He knew he was going to die, but he’d made his peace with it. The fear was gone.


  Perhaps it would return at the instant of death, when he was staring at the advancing enemy soldiers…when he was lying in the hot sand, feeling his life slip away. But for now he was satisfied. He’d done his duty…for his comrades and for Taylor. There were worse ways to die.


  “Corporal, there’s something going on over there.” It was Private Vick on the com. “Look.” His voice was rising in pitch, becoming excited. “It’s us, corporal. I mean Erastus troops. They’re attacking the enemy from the rear.”


  Sebastiani snapped out of his daydream and stared out at the enemy lines. Vick was right. The enemy was falling into complete disarray. Then he heard it, a series of low rumbles…explosions all along the enemy rear.


  “They’re here.” Sebastiani shouted into the com. “The relief column is here.”


  Vick was the first one to start cheering, but it was only a few seconds before all 8 of them were shouting joyously. Sebastiani let it go for a minute…they deserved it.


  All they had to do was hunker down and wait. The relieving force had caught the enemy in a difficult position. There wasn’t a doubt in Sebastiani’s mind that the forces coming to their aid were going to defeat the units facing them. But sitting around and watching their saviors fight it out wasn’t how he was wired.


  “Alright boys. This isn’t over yet.” He grabbed his rifle and cautiously moved forward. “Let’s move up and help our boys out. What do you all say?”


  He was shocked how loudly seven men could cheer.


  *


  The Surgeon had been at work all day. Jones was ranging all along the front lines, scouring the enemy position for choice targets. Conditions were perfect…Taylor’s forces were attacking the enemy at every point, driving them back in utter disarray. Nothing made officers more careless than panic and disorder in the ranks…and Jones only needed one slip up to put his target down.


  He was back near the old UNFE headquarters complex. There wasn’t much left of the buildings but, even though it was militarily useless, Taylor figured it would be a psychological strongpoint for the UN forces. As usual, Jones thought, he turned out to be right. There were at least 10,000 enemy troops trying to rally in the area, half without weapons, all in complete disorder. A perfect environment for hunting.


  Jones was after a very special target, and he figured this was where he’d find him. Taylor’s army didn’t have any real intel on the enemy OB or command structures. But Jones had done some research…mostly with a notched blade and a few carefully selected prisoners. He was pretty sure he was hot on the trail of his prey.


  He was crawling very slowly, concentrating hard on staying concealed. Carelessness could be as deadly to him as his target. He pulled himself just behind the crest of a small rise and peered over cautiously.


  There it was, just as he expected. The command post was small, maybe half a dozen vehicles parked around a series of portable shelters. The area was clogged with soldiers, mostly wandering around, trying to find their units…or just walking in stunned shock. There were hundreds on the ground too, those who’d succumbed to the heat. Jones knew from his own experience, some of them would recover after a short rest and a few gulps of water…and some would never get up again. Indeed, he could see the burial details moving about, scooping up the bodies of those who had died from heatstroke.


  His enhanced eyes peered through the scope of his rifle, panning along the confused mass. It was hard to get a view through to the central area past the crowds. There were a number of officers in his sights, but Jones was after one target, and he was determined to get his man.


  “That’s the main command post,” he whispered to himself. “That’s where he’ll be.”


  He watched, slowly moving from one figure to the next. He couldn’t just start dropping officers. He’d get one shot, maybe two, then all hell would break loose down there. He needed to spot his target first, and he would stay at it however long it took.


  Then, just a few seconds later, his eyes locked on a figure. The uniform was right. He felt his heart beating faster, excitement building along with realization. He focused harder, bringing all the power of his upgraded eyes into play. The insignia looked right too. Suddenly, it all clicked…he was sure. It was him.


  He stared intently, waiting for a cluster of soldiers to pass, opening the field of view. There it was…the shot.


  He slowly tightened his finger over the trigger. “Say goodnight, Colonel Graves…”


  *


  Taylor stared out over the mass of miserable prisoners milling around behind the makeshift fencing. They stretched over a kilometer, huddled together and guarded by a dozen strikeforces. These men had been enforcers on Earth, privileged bullies who persecuted helpless citizens, but now their arrogance was gone. They were utterly beaten…broken and terrified.


  “Jake, come on…” Blackie wasn’t quite pleading, but he was trying hard to convince Taylor. “…we’re not murderers. That’s the whole point of this, isn’t it? That we’re better than they are.”


  Taylor was trying to show respect for the feelings of his best friend and second-in-command, but he was utterly unmoved. These men might not share the degree of guilt that Gregor Kazan had, but they were part of the same cancer and, as far as Taylor was concerned, they had to be cut out the same way. It was all well and good to aspire to loftier standards of mercy, but first they had to win the war.


  Kazan had already been dealt with. Taylor’s men had dragged the whimpering bureaucrat from his hiding place and thrown him on the ground in front of their victorious commander. Some of them had probably expected Taylor to gloat to the pathetic fool, and others expected to see him mete out a horrible, lingering death to the UN leader, but Jake hadn’t obliged them. He simply walked up to Kazan and looked at him for a few seconds, though he didn’t share what he was thinking with anyone. Then he pulled out his pistol and shot the crying prisoner in the forehead without a word. “We are revolutionaries, not sadists,” was all he had to say afterward.


  The army had expected Kazan to pay the ultimate price, but no one knew what to expect for the masses of enemy soldiers who had surrendered. More than three quarters of the enemy forces were already dead, slain on the battlefield or done in by the relentless heat. There wasn’t a live enemy soldier anywhere on Erastus outside this prison camp, Taylor was sure of that. Soon there wouldn’t be one anywhere.


  “I’m sorry, Blackie. There is no choice.” He was a little annoyed by Black’s hesitancy, and yet he understood in a way too. “Those men out there…they are not like us.” He was looking at Black, but speaking to everyone present. “They were not yanked from home and family and conscripted to fight. They pursued careers as Internal Security troopers. For God’s sake, most of them probably needed some sort of influence to even get the job.”


  Taylor took a breath. He was starting to get angry even thinking about the Internal Security forces. “We were all fools once, perhaps, but now we understand how Earth’s government works. And we know exactly what these men are.”


  He stared around the room, seeing a mix of agreement and doubt. “How many people suffered and died in reeducation camps, dragged there by these thugs? How many were shot down in street riots and demonstrations because they had the temerity to pour into the streets and demand food?”


  Taylor stopped. He was willing to try and convince his officers…to a point. But he was in command, and that was just what he intended to do. Command.


  “It doesn’t matter what anybody thinks about this anymore.” His voice was like steel. “The decision’s been made.”


  Taylor had other motivations too. His forces were short on supplies. There was no way they could sustain another 12,000 men, and even if they had the logistical capacity, there were no soldiers to spare to guard them. Dragging along hostile prisoners was a security risk Taylor wouldn’t have considered, even if he’d had the resources to do it. The only other alternative was to send them back to Earth…and that was out of the question. Taylor was determined that any force the Earth authorities sent after his people would disappear without a trace. There would be no survivors to tell the tale. He wanted the UN authorities to know fear.


  He turned toward Daniels. “Captain, the prisoners are hereby sentenced to death, to be carried out immediately. Assemble the forces you require, and see that it is carried out.”


  Daniels snapped to attention. “Yes, colonel.” His answer was crisp. Taylor hadn’t designated the duty randomly. He knew that Daniels agreed with him completely. He didn’t make a habit of excusing soldiers from duty they considered upsetting, but he knew the magnitude of what he was ordering, and his people had lost enough of their souls already. Daniels would handle it better than Bear or Blackie or any of the others.


  He watched as Daniels saluted and trotted out of the room. Then he took a quick look at the others and turned to leave himself. “Dismissed.”


  



  


  Chapter 25


  From the Journal of Jake Taylor:


  Victory. Erastus is ours, the enemy army utterly destroyed. Yet there is no joy, just a grim satisfaction. Our war is just beginning, and we face an enemy vastly stronger than ourselves. We fight to destroy a tyranny, to free a world that looks at us as traitors. Those we would liberate are under the thrall of our enemies, too beaten down and blind to see the truth.


  My soldiers have come far already, and suffered much. Yet I must ask so much more from them. Few, perhaps none, will survive this final war. But if I must ask them for their lives to right this horrific wrong, then that is what I will do. Just as I will willingly give my own.


  Hatred is a more complex emotion than I’d imagined. I ordered the execution of 12,000 helpless prisoners yesterday, and I feel no doubts, no remorse for what I have done. There is no question Gregor Kazan was a willing participant in the great evil we fight, fully deserving of the death I gave him. The troops he led to Erastus, the 50,000 who now lay dead on the rocky sands of this inhospitable world – 12,000 of them shot along a stone wall by my command - they are more difficult to judge. Their culpability in the crime is more ambiguous, less straightforward to judge.


  Surely, the jackbooted enforcers of a despotic government bear some of the guilt for the system they serve. These men spent their lives terrorizing helpless civilians and dragging people to reeducation facilities. They didn’t create the policies they imposed, but they were part of the machine that stripped freedom from the people. I cannot imagine the thousands these men beat and killed…how many they dragged from their homes in the night, never to be seen again by distraught families.


  But was it really necessary to kill them all, to wipe them out to the last man? Certainly we sent a signal to our true enemies. The disruptions and panic on the Secretariat will almost certainly erode their efficiency. Fear will make them dither and argue, giving us more time to prepare, to move forward.


  Yes, these soldiers had to die. All of them. I know not all my people agree, but I am in command and, as long as I am, I will do what I believe right. I will not allow misplaced sympathies, undeserved pity to stand in the way of our righteous fire.


  My officers have doubts…I know that. Probably not Hank Daniels…he is as determined as I am that nothing be allowed to defeat us, nor divert us from our crusade. Blackie and the rest are loyal; I know that as surely as I know anything. They will follow me wherever I go. But they are conflicted, uncertain about the means we must employ. They will do what I command, but they will suffer for it, consumed by doubts, by pointless guilt. I am sorry for this pain added to all they have suffered, but if they insist on torturing themselves, so be it. The crusade transcends us all. Our own suffering, our pain, even our deaths…they are nothing next to the importance of victory. And that victory may well cost us all we have to give…all that is left of us.


  I will have to stay close to my troops in this war, lend them support. They will be fine when the battle is raging and they are fighting as soldiers. But when victory is near, and they are chasing down panicked survivors, gunning them down in whatever ditch they crawl to for refuge…that is where they will need my strength.


  The struggle is all. We have won nothing yet. War has just begun, and it shall not end until the last of those stained with the guilt of this crime are crushed beneath our boots, never to rise again.


  *


  Taylor stood on a small rise, watching the heavy diggers tear into the rocky sand. He was focused, staring intently at the excavation machines, flashing a thought to his aural implants to lower his auditory response. The damned things were loud.


  Taylor was just glad he had them. They had to dig 40 meters, and that was a long way to go with shovels, even with cybernetically-enhanced muscles wielding them. It was expensive to transport and reassemble heavy equipment. When Jake got the loyalty of the engineers, he also got their machines. And that included these two plutonium-powered heavy excavators.


  He knew there were more Portals here, buried near the recently exposed one the Tegeri had used to withdraw from the planet. T’arza had told him, and the alien had been true to his word on everything else. Taylor doubted most things, but not those the enigmatic Tegeri had shared with him.


  UN Central never knew about the other Portals on Erastus. They probably assumed there were some, Jake thought, but they had no idea where they were. The Tegeri had buried them, practically rearranging the entire landscape to keep them hidden.


  Now they had shared their location with Taylor, and he was going to use them to lead his forces off Erastus. Marching through the Portal to Earth would be a fool’s game. His troops didn’t have the strength to take on all of UN Central Earthside. Taylor would have loved nothing more than to end the war in one great battle, but he knew that was impossible. Their quest would be a long one, down roads he was sure he couldn’t imagine now.


  Blackie had argued for standing firm on Erastus, digging in and defending against every attack the UN forces launched. But that strategy would fail as well. Taylor’s troops had decisively defeated a much larger enemy force, but when UN Central truly marshaled its resources, as it would certainly do now, they would dwarf the just-defeated army. The Erastus forces would draw their price in blood, but if they stood firm, sooner or later they would be overwhelmed and destroyed.


  No, Taylor knew the only hope was to march on to other Portal worlds. Erastus was far too hostile an environment to support the army for the long term without resupply from Earth, but many of the other worlds were lush and green, unspoiled paradises that would provide food and water and other essentials. There were troops on many of those worlds too, not Supersoldiers, perhaps, but lifers like Taylor and his men. They didn’t know the truth on those worlds, not yet, and they hadn’t lived in the burning crucible Taylor and his men had, but perhaps they could be recruited to the cause, swelling the forces of the crusade. Taylor saw no other option, but whatever the pros and cons, the decision had been made. They were moving forward,


  The Army of Erastus. That’s what they were calling themselves. Taylor was amused by the irony. Erastus was where they were all sent to fight…to die. A hell world the first expeditionary forces had dubbed Gehenna. A place where they had suffered, where their friends and brothers had died. Its name was spoken most often as a curse. But it was different now. It had become a source of pride as well, of élan. These men had survived the worst place men had ever been sent to fight. They endured betrayal and unimaginable hardship, and they had come together to form the most effective army in human history.


  They faced a long march and many battles ahead. They would be vastly outnumbered by the forces they would face, but they were ready. There was guilt and uncertainty among them, but all agreed they’d been betrayed, as mankind itself had been. They were united in their determination to punish those responsible, though some were more prepared for the grim choices ahead than others.


  *


  Taylor stood on a small rise outside the old Firebase Delta, watching the large sun set. He was struck by the deep hues of red and pink in the sky, stretched out in long, gauzy ribbons. He’d seen it thousands of times, but this was the first time he really noticed the beauty of it. He’d been on Erastus for fourteen years, and he’d never expected to leave. Now that the army was preparing to depart, he was noticing all sorts of things he never had. He’d hated Erastus since he first stumbled through the Portal, but now he realized, it had become home to him in ways he could never have foreseen.


  He didn’t know if any of the other guys had similar thoughts. He was too embarrassed to admit his own wistfulness to talk about it. Besides, they were just passing feelings, he thought, nothing more. Overall he was anxious to begin the next chapter in the crusade…and his mind raced with curiosity about what another world would be like. A new world. Something Jake had long ago ceased to imagine.


  The army was elated by the magnitude of its victory. The men had been celebrating for days. They knew the grim realities of what lay before them, but they believed in what they were doing…and they had a new confidence in themselves.


  Taylor knew many of them had begun to idolize him as well. The legend of Jake Taylor was growing, taking on a life of its own. Taylor the man was uncomfortable with it, feeling it was wrong. But General Taylor, the revolutionary leader knew how useful it could be. In the end, he indulged it, even encouraged it. The cause before all else.


  He heard the footsteps behind him. People didn’t sneak up on soldiers with the mods. His electronically-enhanced ears tracked them all the way from the base…four sets of footsteps.


  He turned slowly from the fading sunset to face his four closest friends. The all had thoughtful looks on their faces, just as Taylor did. “Come to enjoy one last Erastus sunset, gentlemen?” Jake had become a grim and serious creature, but he managed a smile for these four brothers.


  They all returned the smile, but it was Black who spoke first. “I can’t say I’m going to miss this place, Jake, but it still feels strange to be leaving.” The others offered a ragged series of nods.


  “Yes, it certainly does.” Taylor let his smile morph into a pensive expression. “Well, boys, whatever happens next, we accomplished something here.”


  They nodded again, but Jake continued before any of them spoke. “And I don’t mean the battle, though that was as brilliantly executed as anything I’ve ever seen.” He paused. “I mean the way we united the forces on Erastus…without firing a shot. The troops who came through the Portal were our enemies; we knew that going in. But it could have gone differently with the other Erastus forces.” He hesitated again and then continued. “And killing them would have only added to our crimes.” He was quiet again for a few seconds, looking thoughtfully out over the rocky desert. “If we are to prevail in this war we will have to make new allies, convince others to come over to our side. Destroying those who fight us…that is the easiest part of what we must do. Finding friends is always more difficult than finding enemies.”


  They all stood quietly, pondering Jake’s words. There were a few silent nods, but finally, Hank Daniels was the one who spoke. “Jake, we all wanted to come out here and tell you what it means to us to serve at your side. You’ve saved every one of us, and some of us more than once. You’re the best commander soldiers anywhere could ever have.” Daniels wasn’t normally emotional, but his voice was halting, cracking. “We want you to know we’re with you to the end…wherever and whatever that may be.”


  Daniels extended a hand, and the others quickly reached in, stacking their palms on top of each other. Taylor looked at them for a few seconds. He opened his mouth then closed it again. There were no words that could express what he was feeling…and none that were necessary between these five friends and comrades. He smiled again and reached into the center, grasping hands with the others.


  “To victory.”


  _o0o_
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