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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bellatrix Archives 
 
    Founders Section - Hard Copy 
 
    Subject - Mindy Harper 
 
    Number of Entries - 1 
 
      
 
    I’ve never liked writing these sorts of things; it’s not my style. Sure I kept a journal; most of us ‘Founders’ did. Still, Billy kept after me to write a letter to the future. “The following generations deserve to know,” he used to say, like an ex-cop turned farmer would have a firm grasp on history. That was before he died. I decided I owed it to him, at some point, to do as he’d asked. Every good wife should follow her husband’s advice, at least once in their lifetime. And since I’m not getting any younger, I guess it’s about time. 
 
    One hundred and forty-four of us came through the portal twenty years ago. Most survived the first year, and then came the kids. Good grief, we had kids! Well, most of us did, and by several men. We decided it was the only safe way to preserve the genetic integrity of our species. Naturally the men liked the idea. We looked for, and found, a few other groups, or tribes, as we call ourselves now. Our best guess is there were fourteen portals on Earth, which meant two thousand sixteen people came through, tops. But in the intervening years, we only found six portals. One was abandoned, so we have no clue if anyone made it through. 
 
    Most of us women are having as many kids as we can. I have five, four by Billy. We did the bare minimum we could to spread our genes, Billy with a mutual friend’s wife, me with the friend. We’ve been among those who had a harder time putting aside a monogamous relationship. Others didn’t have as much trouble. Regardless, the average over these years has been seven kids per woman, by three men. Mayors get these kinds of statistics. The last census showed a population of four hundred and twelve, but that included cross migration from our friends in New Jerusalem.  
 
    I think we’re going to make it here, on this new home. We are 245 light years from the corpse of Earth. Even though twenty years lay between then and now, I still remember the appearance of the portals from our unknown saviors, now known as the Avatars. There were even a couple of sightings of the aliens, if the accounts are believable. I don’t know. The portals left behind after our rescue are still here, silent and monolithic. Our few scientists, led by Leo Skinner, are sure the portals still work, but not for us. What are the Avatars waiting for? If they wait much longer, we’re liable to be reduced to a subsistence level existence. Maybe that’s what they want. 
 
    I was mayor for ten years before retiring. I imposed my own term limit, and strongly suggested my replacement do the same. Tam Worthington, the current mayor, wasn’t born on Bellatrix, but he was only fifteen when Earth died. He doesn’t remember watching the planet being torn apart through the portal. I do. You never forget something like that. The meteor must have been more of a freak than we thought. We’d expected an extinction level event, but that 12-mile wide rock cracked the mantle like a bullet through a melon. I saw the continental shelf split before the portal failed. Earth is probably nothing more than an asteroid field now. Billions of lives, gone in minutes. Who can conceive of what those last moments were like as the planet was torn apart? A few poets and song writers have tried. I don’t like to think about it much. 
 
    I spent a lot of nights in front of the telescope they gave me when Billy died. They even built a small observatory on my little island retreat. It was to have been our retirement villa, a place to grow old together. Instead, I live by myself. Most of my children are gone, one after the other. Yeah, we’re averaging seven kids per couple, but three of them usually don’t live to adulthood. This is a harsh place, and we’ve almost run out of medical supplies. Frontier medicine and herbalism are taking over. They reuse needles and scalpels that were meant to be disposable.  
 
    There wasn’t a lot of extra time early on to observe the stars, my former profession, but I still managed to make a few hundred observations. Some nights, I just stared at the distant spot of Earth’s sun, Sol, wishing I could see what remains of our old home. It’s hard to believe the light we can see from the Sol system is from a time when the Earth was still alive. America wasn’t even a country yet. No one had flown an airplane, driven a car, or made a phone call. 
 
    Since retiring, I’ve taken many more readings, dutifully entering and cataloging them, even the more curious anomalies that don’t make any sense—a constellation that shifted a bit, or a star a degree off from where it should be. My observations can’t be off; I’m the one that figured out this was Gamma Orionis. I’ve saved all the data and notes. Maybe some future astronomer will make sense of it; I only hope there are future astronomers to do so. 
 
    It’s not all bad news here. The crops have flourished, our livestock are doing better than expected, and the planet turned out to be more suitable for us than we’d hoped. Even the Kloth are more controllable. Billy died building the walls to control the Kloth’s seasonal migration, directing them away from our most fertile farmlands. Prospectors managed to find a few iron deposits. Bellatrix is larger than Earth but has almost the same gravity. The core is probably copper, because we find a lot of it…or maybe it’s just a small, cold, iron ball. We finished the first railroad between Plateau and the Jewish settlement this year. A steam engine huffs and puffs back and forth carrying goods and people. These are small signs of progress, but even in progress, there’s regression. We use steam engines, not electric or diesel. Can’t blame our engineers for this, though, as there doesn’t appear to be any petroleum buried on this world. And the engine is copper, not steel. 
 
    That’s all I really have to say. I’ve made some good decisions and more than a few bad ones. I didn’t choose to be a leader, but they gave me no choice. I’ve tried to be a good one. None of us really have a choice. This is home now, forever. That humanity has a future, at all, is a miracle of sorts, and we’re all grateful—as grateful as refugees can be, at least. I’d hoped to see our saviors and thank them before I go, but that doesn’t appear to be in the cards. History will judge me however it wants; I hope it isn’t too badly. After all, I’m only human. 
 
    Maybe I’ll go out and explore a little bit before I get too old to camp on the ground. I’m only 49, and time waits for no woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Historical Note by Dr. Eva Osgood, PhD, Quincentennial Founders Celebration Committee Chairman, Plateau: 
 
      
 
    No further records of a personal nature were ever located for Founder Mindy Harper. In this letter, she mentions an astronomy record and a journal, neither of which has been found. It is possible they exist in some private collection. Since her death on March 22, 0022 AE, a considerable amount of research has been done on the Founders. Though she is the most famous of them, and the one given the most credit for our tribe’s rescue from Earth, she remains largely an enigma, even 500 years later, now that the Avatars have returned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Part I 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    May 15th, 514 AE 
 
    Keeper’s Academy, Tranquility, Plateau Tribe 
 
      
 
    It was Friday afternoon, the last day of school for the semester, and it was glorious outside. Minu Alma glanced out the window to see the nearly cloudless sky glimmering. From the fourth floor of the Keeper’s Academy, where she’d attended school since turning five, she tried to will the clock to hurry. It wasn’t so much that she wanted to go have fun in the beautiful weather; she just had better things to do than sit through a lecture on history she’d heard a hundred times before.  
 
    The dean, Edgar Portman, stepped up in front of the class and looked them over. A balding man in his sixties, he’d seen Minu in his office more than once. He caught her sparkling green eyes, his own eyes narrowing in annoyance, and she turned back to face him, casually flicking her long red hair. She thought for a second that he smiled at her, but then it was gone.  
 
    “Another graduating class,” he said as his gray eyes took them in, one after the other. “In the thirty years I’ve run this school, I’ve seen hundreds of young people like you move through our halls. 
 
    “Not many in the early days saw the need for a school. As a people, we were more concerned with survival. Bellatrix isn’t the planet of our species’ birth, and to them it seemed a ferocious place to live, filled with dangers both visible and invisible. 
 
    “When the meteor destroyed Earth, and the Tog rescued us, we created tribes from those who’d managed to adapt and survive. There were twelve portals, each offering escape to 144 souls. Some never made it here; others perished within days, or years. Of the 144 who made it to Plateau, only 132 made it to the second year. But more were born every year, and we grew and thrived. 
 
    “Time worked its will on humanity; time, and war. Only nine tribes survived the first 50 years, what we now call the Colonial Era. That period was just long enough for the third generation to be born, grow up, and go to war. The Chaos Era followed, and in those years millions were born, and millions died. Two hundred and fifty years slid by, and we lost much of that early history. It is mostly remembered as a time of fighting, death, and desperation. The descendants of the mighty nations of Earth were reduced to fighting with swords and bows.  
 
    “Finally, we climbed over the bodies of our forefathers and out of the Chaos Era. No one knows how many died in those centuries, but two more tribes faded into history. With the wars over, we began to prosper once more. Scholars and scientists, many trained in this very academy, moved out to plant the seeds of civilization. The Enlightenment Era was underway.  
 
    “The hundred years of that era went by in a blur and saw the reintroduction of electricity, the abandonment of standing armies, the rebirth of industry, and the discovery of the Great Bore Mines, the only large-scale sources of iron on Bellatrix, left by some long-gone civilization. Medicine and literature returned, and humanity heaved a collective sigh of relief. At last, we were coming back; we were human again. Historians glanced at Earth’s historical records, and guessed our new civilization was roughly equal to that of 1920s Earth, about eighty years before the end. The first dirigibles flew. The Bellatrix Council was created. They were heady times.  
 
    “The Enlightenment Era came to an end when scientists made their first, hesitant attempts at creating an artificial satellite to orbit our world. Though we’d called this planet home for four centuries, no one knew what it looked like from space. Their work must have been the trigger that told the Tog we were ready, because that very week they returned. We’d almost forgotten them; there was so little about them in the aging computers of our saviors. They welcomed us into their family, and we discovered our rescue came at a relatively small cost. They believed we were ready to begin repaying that debt. The Tog chose the best, brightest, and strongest among us to represent humanity. The few differences between the remaining tribes faded during the Chosen Era. That is where we are today.” 
 
    Portman paused to look them over. Minu glanced around and found another young girl daydreaming the way she’d been. Portman cleared his throat, and Minu’s head jerked around. Dean Portman continued. “Fifteen is too young to make your own way in the world, but long ago, our Plateau Tribe decided that fifteen would be the age of adulthood—in most ways, at least. While you might be finished with your primary education, you are not ready to be adults. Many of you will doubtlessly go on to a pre-university, others to specialized trade training, and maybe a few others will try to don those incredible black jumpsuits.” 
 
    Minu unconsciously sat up straighter. He’d been looking right at her as he’d said that last, and her pulse raced. “Are there any among you with the mettle to be Chosen? Of course, everyone knows that this is a Year of the Choosing. You might also know that no other educational institution on this world has produced more future Chosen than this one. Hopefully, some of you will continue that tradition.” He skewered her with his piercing eyes. “I have confidence you will make us proud, no matter what you do as Alumni of the Keeper’s Academy.” 
 
    They broke into polite applause. Whether Dean Portman had finished or not was irrelevant; the applause closed his speech. An assistant handed him a box full of diplomas. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Minu stood with a few of her friends for pictures. Parents with clunky, chemical emulsification cameras stood proudly beside those wielding expensive Concordian-made digital jobs. No one observed caste or status that day. For Minu’s part, she always did her best not to notice such things, something that was not always easy, considering her own station.  
 
    A hush fell over the crowd for a moment, then a group began to approach the knot of graduates, causing a great deal of commotion. All 40 of her classmates looked at the stir, then glanced at her. Some seemed amused, a few excited, and many more rolled their eyes. Minu counted herself among the latter as her father broke through the crowd. 
 
    “First Among the Chosen!” Dean Portman said and came over to bow. Chriso Alma returned the bow, then shook the man’s hand.  
 
    “At ease, Dean,” Chriso laughed, his chiseled features breaking into an uncomfortable smile. He seldom smiled, and Minu often wondered if he really knew how. “I still remember bending over your desk and having my bottom flailed more than once.” 
 
    “I doubt it was more than once,” the Dean chuckled, looking ill-at-ease. You simply didn’t talk about spanking the First Among the Chosen. “Your daughter learns just as quickly as you did,” he said congenially, “I have high hopes she will pursue the sciences.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful,” Chriso said, the smile increasing and a genuine twinkle appearing about the eyes.  
 
    Dream on, Minu thought as she stepped toward her father.  
 
    “Congratulations, daughter,” he said as she came close. 
 
    “Thank you, Dad.” He handed her a small ornate wooden box made by the Peninsula Tribe. She opened it, and her breath caught in her throat. Inside was a small golden necklace, adorned with a single, half-carat sapphire. The necklace was a family heirloom he’d ‘given’ to her as a child, but that she hadn’t been allowed to keep. It was far too valuable. Legend had it the necklace belonged to none other than Mindy Harper, the most famous of the Founders and her direct ancestor. The sapphire, a very rare find from the mines on Bellatrix, dated back to the early Colonial Era.  
 
    “I know you’ll take good care of it,” he said, simply. Minu stared at it for a second. The meaning was obvious; he considered her an adult now. The necklace was more significant than anything else he could have given her, regardless of the cost. 
 
    “You need not fear, Father,” she said formally, closing the box and slipping it into her pocket. 
 
    “I don’t; it’s in capable hands.” 
 
    She smiled as he brushed his lips against her upturned forehead. He was as tall as she was short (Minu only came up to mid-chest on him), and his black hair and bright blue eyes so unlike the red hair and green eyes she’d inherited from Mindy Harper. His broad shoulders and muscled arms spoke of his physical condition, and the scar on his cheek of the dangers he lived with. She remembered when he’d come home with the scar, and how he’d refused to talk about it, not even to her frightened and concerned mother. Chosen had died on that mission—everyone knew when a Chosen died.  
 
    “Do you want a snack?” she asked and gestured to the nearby table laden with all manner of foods. He nodded, and they walked through the crowd that parted for them, as if they were a marauding band of Kloth pursuing a fat tuck.  
 
    Several hours later, they were sitting on a bench in the academy’s spacious, central courtyard, sipping punch among the rhododendrons, as Chriso told the story of why Dean Portman had beaten him. 
 
    “—and there I was, with a fifth of the Dean’s best mead in one hand and a folder full of test answers in the other, when the light came on.” Minu almost spit her mead out as she choked and laughed.  
 
    “What did you do?” she managed to ask.  
 
    “What could I do? I popped open the bottle, poured two glasses, and asked him if he was thirsty.” 
 
    “Did he drink it?” 
 
    “Yes. Then he beat me silly and almost expelled me.” 
 
    “I’m surprised he didn’t expel you.” 
 
    “Me, too. I’d spent years dancing that invisible line between funny and too far. That night I knew, without a doubt, I’d crossed that line.” 
 
    They sat for a time, the mood suddenly changing. Chriso finished his punch and looked down into the empty crystal tumbler as if wishing it held something stronger. “Minu,” he started in a serious tone, “I want you to consider sending an application to the University of Plateau.” 
 
    Minu wanted to smash her goblet to the ground. Instead, she finished her drink and spoke as evenly as she could manage, though her anger was raging like a beast. “And what would you have told your father if he’d come to you like this after your graduation?” 
 
    “He did.” Minu’s head came up, and he stared at her in mock surprise. “You’re shocked? So was I. He took great pride in his status as Chosen, even though he no longer served and was missing a foot and a hand. He strode around like a knight from the Chaos Era, demanding to know how I could want to be anything other than Chosen.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Minu agreed. 
 
    “Because it isn’t like a fairy tale,” he said with acid in his voice. “More than once, I’ve wondered if I made the right decision.” 
 
    “But how could you? You’re the First Among the Chosen! There have only been four others; it’s better than being Council President! There’ve been dozens of those, and most people hate them.” 
 
    “Politicians,” Chriso snorted. Minu nodded. “Am I saying it’s not worthwhile? Of course not; I’d be lying if I did. But Minu, you’re a girl. No, that’s not right. You’re a young woman. There’s more to life for you than a future of violence, fear, and unending hardship.” His face softened somewhat. “Your mother would have wanted grandchildren.” 
 
    Minu blushed bright red, turning away to hide her embarrassment. “That kind of stuff can wait.” 
 
    “You’ve never even had a boyfriend.” 
 
    “You don’t know that!” 
 
    “Yes, I do.”  
 
    Her cheeks burned. “There’s more to being a Chosen than fighting and dying,” she said with less than complete conviction. The look he gave her brought back the night he’d come home with the scar.  
 
    “Yes, a lot more. You also have to watch your friends die on worlds a thousand light years away, unable to do anything about it.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a long minute while Minu thought about what to say. Chriso spared her. “The Trials are a unique experience, Minu. They change you in ways you spend the rest of your life trying to understand.” Minu remained silent. He looked at her for a long moment, then sighed and put a strong hand on her shoulder. “I won’t forbid it, of course. I couldn’t, even if I wanted to. I only want you to know that I’ll be just as proud of my daughter if she goes to college as I will be if she’s a Chosen.” Minu looked at him for any sign of dishonesty and could see none.  
 
    The seconds ticked by, and Minu heaved a sigh. “I’m taking the written test tomorrow.” 
 
    “I know,” he said and brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Luck is not a factor,” she replied in a good imitation of his favorite saying. He laughed and shook his head. “I miss mom,” Minu said quietly.  
 
    Chriso glanced longingly into his empty tumbler. “Me too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    June 10th, 514 AE 
 
    Old Road, Tranquility, Plateau Tribe 
 
      
 
    Minu maintained a steady pace as she jogged up the narrow path. The afternoon summer sun made her red hair flash like burnished copper as sweat poured off her. Now that they’d graduated, most people her age were busy chasing each other around, kissing in dark corners, and dreaming about a place of their own. Many would be going on to college. She snorted, her green eyes flashing. They weren’t the children of a First Among the Chosen. She had grander plans in mind. 
 
    At the switchback ahead, a farmer was trying to coax his reluctant mule into making the treacherous turn. The beast’s ears were back, and it was eying the precipitous thousand-meter fall on the other side with wide-eyed terror. Minu cut the corner before she reached the man and his fearful mule, jumping from rock to rock to climb the two-meter stone wall. The farmer glanced up at her and gave an apologetic shrug toward his animal. For her part, Minu was surprised to see a farmer using the ancient roadway. Since they’d installed a cable car network ten years ago, they only maintained the road for emergency use. She waved to show she wasn’t upset and jogged onward. 
 
    Her calves burned with fatigue as she continued down the road, leaving the now braying mule behind. Twice a week for two years she’d climbed this road. The first time she’d only made it to the third switchback. This time she made it to the top, and in record time. 
 
    “I think I’m ready,” she said as the trail leveled out, and she passed the historical markers. There wasn’t a child alive in Tranquility who didn’t know the story of Fort Wilson, built to stop the Kloth from sneaking up the road she’d just jogged on. 
 
    Even after the long run, her breathing quickly slowed when the path leveled off. In a moment, she passed through the remnants of the original 500-year-old wooden fort where restoration work was still underway, and into the large grassy park. Everywhere she looked, there were families and kids running and playing, no doubt owing to the lovely afternoon weather. Everyone knew the rainy season was only weeks away and wanted to get in one last outing.  
 
    “Hey, Minu!” a friend from school yelled. She was playing a pickup game of baseball with other girls her age. “Wanna join us?” 
 
    “No thanks, Maggie,” she replied and ran onward. Minu knew they wouldn’t be upset. Everyone knew she was dedicated to her goal. 
 
    In another minute, she left Founders Park behind and turned onto Ridge Road, which, as its name suggested, ran all the way around Plateau. For centuries, Plateau had supported the four small villages of their tribe. Eventually, as farming became more successful in the valley below, housing overtook the farmland once necessary to support the villages, and the sprawling city became known as Tranquility. She’d noted the significance of the name as a young child. The history of Earth was an important part of their education. 
 
    Earth. To Minu, it was nothing more than the name of the place her ancestors came from, a planet destroyed by a meteor 500 years before she was born. It held a deep sentimental place in the hearts of her people, but it wasn’t home. Home was here, on Bellatrix. The teachers called it Gamma Orionis, and it was 240 light years from their home world. The star was so bright, the scientists on Earth had ruled out the possibility of any of the surrounding worlds supporting life. Shows how little they knew! 
 
    As a young girl, Minu had learned their world orbited its intensely powerful, blue-white primary star in a distant, yet surprisingly fast, orbit that took 258 days to complete. If their planet had been in Earth’s solar system, it would have been orbiting outside Saturn. The equatorial regions were harsh deserts so scorched they were nearly uninhabitable. Scientists had studied the world since the refugees first arrived, and they’d still drawn no conclusion as to its unusual origin, beyond the fact that it ‘shouldn’t exist.’ Exactly how they came to that conclusion was a mystery to her. It had something to do with a life-bearing world of this sort, in a star system so old that heavy metals were very rare. Blah, blah, blah.  
 
    Now, jogging at a leisurely pace along Ridge Road, she was having to dodge more and more foot traffic. Electric trucks rumbled by, along with occasional, nearly silent, EPC-powered ground cars. She reached East Street and turned toward the center of town. In the near distance, towering buildings dominated the skyline.  
 
    Running here was out of the question. People choked the streets, making their way home from work. She heard the unmistakable clattering of a trolley approaching and pushed through to the curb. Minu jumped as it passed, landed lightly on the side rail, and grabbed a copper handhold. The conductor leaned out from the front and gave her a dirty look for boarding between stops. She winked at him. Of course he knew who she was, so he just shook his head. She rode the trolley almost every day, and the same man had been the conductor for as long as she’d been alive, probably longer.  
 
    The trolley was nearly empty on its return route to the city center. Because the entire plateau was circular and slightly raised at the center, the cable car system was a logical innovation as the town grew. They’d used wood to make the trolleys because collisions with trucks were all too regular to justify the huge cost of steel.  
 
    The trolley screeched to a stop and discharged a few people venturing into the city center. The conductor hopped down and walked toward her. Minu withdrew a copper tenth-credit and flipped it to him. He caught it deftly and dropped it into his leather fare bag, giving her another half-hearted stern look before going on to collect fairs from the new passengers now boarding. She turned to see who else was heading into the city and immediately regretted it. 
 
    A black-haired man sat talking to a boy Minu’s age. They stuck out among the crowd of brown- and blond-haired folk, their meticulously-tailored clothes giving off a decidedly foreign feel. The glittering jewelry they wore told anyone who looked that the wearers were rich and not local. No one in Plateau wore jewelry unless it was a festival. The boy looked at Minu, and she groaned inwardly as he beamed at her. 
 
    “Daughter of the First,” he said in the typically too loud and slightly slurred speech of the Rusk Tribe, “Fancy seeing you on public transportation.” 
 
    “Hello, Ivan,” she said simply. 
 
    “How is your father?” the man next to Ivan asked. Viktor Malovich knew quite well how her father was. The First wielded considerable power in the government of Bellatrix. Viktor controlled a powerful consortium of mining operations in the southern hemisphere, where the Rusk Tribe had settled after the destruction of Earth. Rumor had it that he took his first mine in a nasty little battle between his family and the owners. The Rusk had conquered the two tribes deposited near them hundreds of years ago. They would have done the same to the rest of the world, if not for the equatorial desert and the military tenacity of the Plateau Tribe and its allies. Dean Portman had not mentioned those details at their commencement because a few of the students were Rusk. 
 
    While Minu’s father didn’t sit on the ruling council, his word held powerful sway among its members. More power than some believed it should hold.  
 
    “He’s fine, sir,” she replied with as much civility as she could muster. Years ago, construction of a training complex was proposed. Viktor made a very favorable bid to have the center constructed in Rusk territory, on a piece of property he just happened to own. Minu’s father spoke out against this choice, principally because the only functioning off-world portal was in Tranquility. The council noted his wisdom and built the training center in New Jerusalem territory, only two hundred kilometers from Plateau. Viktor had never forgiven Minu’s father and had tried many times to have him deposed as First Among the Chosen. “I’m surprised seeing you on a trolley as well,” she said in a bored voice. “I would suspect someone as powerful as you would have an expensive Concordian-made aerocar.” 
 
    Viktor made a face and scowled at her, letting Minu know she’d struck home. Concordian-manufactured flying cars were among the greatest status symbols around. But they were also horribly expensive, extremely extravagant, and mostly earmarked for public service use because of their unbelievable versatility. No doubt Viktor Malovich had done everything in his power to obtain one of the coveted vehicles, with no luck. 
 
    “Our private helicopter landed at the aeroport a few minutes ago,” Ivan shot back, “but with all the rabble going home to their mead and soup, necessity forced us to take this disgusting trolley.” Viktor smiled and patted his son on the head, much like you’d pet a well-behaved dog. The trolley clanked its way up the final hill, and the center of the city came into view.  
 
    “The conveyance my father takes is considerably more versatile than a helicopter,” she said and turned to look at the city center. They followed her gaze to the Temple Plaza where, as everyone on Bellatrix knew, the off-world portal sat. When they turned back toward her, they found she’d leapt from the moving trolley and was walking toward the plaza. “Have a nice day,” she yelled over her shoulder. She glanced at them and saw Viktor watching her, stroking his long, black goatee, while his son Ivan watched her go, a strange look on his face. She shivered and suddenly felt dirty.  
 
    A few steps later, she forgot Ivan and his nasty dad. The squad of ceremonial guards at the entrance to the Temple Plaza paid her no mind. They were renowned for their ability to ignore everyone who approached. The round-the-clock guards were what the teachers called an anachronism. There hadn’t been a fight over control of a portal on Bellatrix for almost two centuries.  
 
    The Temple Plaza sprawled over twenty-five acres of prime Tranquility real estate. When they’d broken ground on the plaza, less than a hundred thousand humans had lived on the planet, and only a small fraction of those lived in the wood and stone buildings nearby. Now, Tranquility itself had a population over a hundred thousand, and the tall brick buildings crowded close to the pristine groves and lawns of the Temple Plaza. Minu remembered childhood picnics on those lawns and chasing howlers through the trees. She thought wistfully of her mother, but quickly pushed the memory out of her mind. How many years would pass before the pain went away? 
 
    Straight ahead was the immaculately-constructed brick quad at the center of the plaza. Beyond that was the newest structure, the Chosen Tower, where the Chosen had their offices, and many lived during their service. Its dualloy and glass surfaces contrasted starkly with the much older brick and wood plaza buildings. 
 
    To her right was the original Hall of the Chosen, the meeting hall of the planet’s ruling council. It was an ornate, ancient structure of rare, local wood and brick. Her destination was to her left, the Portal Temple.  
 
    Arguably the oldest standing building on the world, it was constructed shortly after the first colonists escaped Earth. Volunteers maintained the simple wooden building, with its wide eaves and shaded benches. She trotted over to the green-painted steps and climbed them two at a time. An elderly man was on his hands and knees, silently scrubbing the wood planking. He looked up and smiled without stopping his work. Minu returned the smile as she pushed open the heavy, ornate wooden doors. Like a lot of people from Tranquility, she’d helped keep the building in good condition. Her father called it a labor of love.  
 
    Inside the ancient exterior was an ultra-modern facility. Dualloy walls and transparent moliplas panels divided the interior space into several offices, waiting areas, and most importantly, the portal room, itself. 
 
    The silently-waiting portal of iridescent force fields rested in the middle of the room, gently illuminated by subdued lighting. It hadn’t moved from its resting place since the first human set foot on Bellatrix. It was the passage by which her people had arrived on this world. Although fourteen other portals were scattered across the planet, this was the only one that worked for general off-world transport. There was a second, live portal two hundred kilometers away at the Chosen Headquarters in Steven’s Pass, but it was for Chosen use only, and she’d never laid eyes on it.  
 
    “Minu, what are you up to?” asked a familiar voice. Minu turned to the portal operator’s desk with a huge smile. The voice belonged to none other than Alex Jovich. The elderly man smiled at her, his sparkling blue eyes framed by hair long gone gray. He was likely a very strong man in his youth, but age was catching up with him.  
 
    “Chosen Jovich!” she exclaimed as she ran to him. He stood to catch her in a hug while keeping one eye carefully on his console readouts. He was no more than a centimeter taller than she, with the build of a squat, slightly balding weightlifter. His piercing blue eyes regarded her critically as she ruffled his thinning hair.  
 
    “Chosen Jovich, am I now?” he said in a stern voice. “Am I no longer Uncle Jovich?” 
 
    “I’m just getting ready,” she said as he set her down on her feet. “The Trials are only a few weeks away.” 
 
    “No one would ever accuse you of being overconfident,” he said with a chuckle and sat back at his console. “You didn’t come here just to visit an old has-been Chosen, did you?” 
 
    “Not really,” she admitted. She reached out and rubbed the two golden stars on his black jumpsuit cuffs, just like she always did, and he patted a knee. She smiled and dropped onto it. “I’m eager to hear from father.” Only her father wore one star. Most wore four or five.  
 
    “Should be any day now,” he said as he surveyed the instruments, “your father’s team went off world almost two weeks ago.” 
 
    “I know; they’re overdue.” 
 
    “Only by a few days. There’s no such thing as a firm schedule in our business.” Jovich carefully lifted her off his knee and pulled out a chair for her. “You’re too much of a woman to be sitting in an old man’s lap.” His eyes took in her growing bosom without lingering.  
 
    “Even an old has-been like you?” 
 
    “Touché,” he chuckled. 
 
     They chatted about nothing in particular for a few minutes until the portal flashed brightly, and his console displays came alive in response. Minu sat upright as he read the incoming transmission. “Sorry girl, just a merchant from Beezer.” Her shoulders fell, and she looked up to watch the delegation come through the portal. “Besides, he’ll be coming back through the portal at Steven’s Pass,” he reminded her. 
 
    “I know, I know,” she grumbled, still hoping for a surprise. Out in the portal room, huge forms began to appear. 
 
    Two of the great hairy bipeds, easily four times her size, shambled through the portal from a world light years away. They bore a slight resemblance to bison from Earth, only when they rose onto their hind feet after clearing the portal, they were almost three meters tall. The Beezers bowed slightly toward Jovich and Minu, who sat safely on the other side of a thick transparent moliplas barrier. They seemed to waiver slightly, and Minu knew that Jovich had activated the containment shield for safety. Not every being who came through the portal was friendly to the humans on Bellatrix.  
 
    They regarded Jovich with dark, black-on-black eyes, their mouths hanging slightly open to reveal rows of blunt, chisel-like teeth. Each possessed a pair of ram-like horns that curled back over their heads, ornately decorated with alien script inlaid with rare and precious gems. These were almost certainly merchants, and quite successful ones, she guessed.  
 
    “Greetings, beings,” Jovich said as he rose and performed a bow the exact equal to the one the guests offered. “To what do we owe the honor of your visit?” Minu could just make out the grunting sounds of the Beezer language echoing on the other side of the barrier before the portal’s operating system translated it.  
 
    “We are here to meet with Malovich, of your species, to discuss trade,” said in a series of grunts. Jovich consulted his computer before replying. 
 
    “I most humbly apologize for the misunderstanding; there are no trade delegations scheduled today.” 
 
    The huge alien regarded Jovich for a long second before speaking again. This time the grunts and barks seemed less hostile. “You do your patrons well in being so diligent with your leasehold. You are correct; the timetable has changed for our meetings. Kindly contact Malovich of your species, and this will be explained.” 
 
    “Understood, kind being. You will await my response in the chamber as offered by the Law?” 
 
    “We shall,” was the simple reply.  
 
    Jovich nodded and darkened the window to almost black. “Damn, I hate kissing their asses,” he grumbled in a voice that sounded like rocks rolling around inside a wooden drawer.  
 
    “Then why do you? The Beezer have the same status we do, though they are a bit farther through their indenture than we are.” 
 
    “Because we are babes in the woods, young girl.” Jovich finished keying a message into the computer and turned to her. “The Law states that each species’ patrons must provide a portal, but not that they have control of it. Allowing us to operate our own portal without supervision is a big thing. We Chosen take the responsibility very seriously.” 
 
    “Is that why they place an old has-been like you in charge?” 
 
    He chuckled and nodded his head. “Not everyone can kiss an ass like your Uncle Jovich,” he cocked a thumb toward the waiting Beezer, “especially an ass that hairy.” 
 
    “You’re disgusting,” she squealed and slapped him on the shoulder. His muscles were like steel, despite his age. He grinned widely and turned to read the message that had just arrived.  
 
    “Old Malovich is indeed in the city proper,” he said as he read the communiqué.  
 
    “I could have told you that; I ran into the jerk and his wastrel son on the trolley while heading this way.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me in on the secret.” Jovich dialed the window back to translucent and stood to address the aliens. “Gentle beings, we welcome you to Bellatrix. Our code of customs and laws is available on a data chip in the bin by the door. We grant you free access within the boundaries of the city of Tranquility. Enjoy your stay.” He bowed and flipped a safety release. The shield flickered out, and she saw the exit door slide silently into the wall. A second later, the two Beezer shuffled by without looking at them. Their smell soon followed. 
 
    “I never get used to the stench either,” Jovich said when he saw her expression, “and I’ve been around the great beasties for almost three decades.” 
 
    “Why do aliens always have to stink?” Minu gasped, trying not to breathe through her nose as the filtration system struggled to clear the air. 
 
    “I’m sure they say the same about us.” Minu gave him a skeptical look but held her tongue. As a Chosen, he’d seen more aliens in person than she had on TV. In a minute, they were alone in the building. 
 
    “Thank goodness,” Jovich said and turned back to his screens. Minu sat with her old family friend for more than an hour, hoping her father would appear, or word would come through the off-world network as to his ETA. Finally, Jovich spoke up again. “Hadn’t you better be getting home?” It was more of an order than a hint. 
 
    “Yeah, it is getting late.” Minu shouldered her small pack and headed for the door, but Jovich wasn’t finished.  
 
    “You still set on taking the Trials?” 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked, brushing hair dirty from sweat away from her eyes. “It’s lucky to be between 14 and 16 when the Trials come.” 
 
    “You don’t think I know that? I’ve been a Chosen through ten Choosings you know.” 
 
    “Really? You don’t say? I’d never have guessed more than nine!” He started to smile, then saw the look on her face. He suddenly growled in mock anger and jumped up to run after her. She squealed and quickly ducked through the door. Jovich didn’t pursue, and she was soon jogging across the quad toward the Chosen Tower.  
 
    The elevator opened on the top floor, and she walked down the short hall to her apartment. The door recognized her bioprint and opened as she approached. It was a rather large apartment, having once held three. 
 
    Minu dropped her bag by the door and went into the kitchen. With the punch of a couple buttons, dinner began cooking, and she headed for her room. She shed her clothes along the way and was naked by the time she reached the shower. She wouldn’t have done that with her father here; having the place to herself did have its advantages. The shower sensed her presence and came on, automatically setting the temperature to her preference. The high-pressure water spray was almost scalding. She luxuriated in the heat and steam for a scandalously long time.  
 
    Her body and hair clean, she stepped from the shower to towel herself dry. The mirror wall was free of steam, and she surveyed herself. In her mind, she still expected to see a little girl in the mirror. When she looked at the woman staring back, she was slightly bewildered. Gracefully sweeping hips, compact and well-formed breasts, thin but well-muscled arms, and red hair that fell almost to her wasp-thin waist.  
 
    “I don’t feel like a woman,” she mumbled as she fished a fresh pair of sweats from the automated cleaner. Minu decided she’d clean up the discarded clothes later and headed for the kitchen. The smell of roasted meat and vegetables lured her like bait, and she allowed it to reel her in. She dished up a big plate from the server then sat at the table. The apartment always felt the emptiest at times like this. As she ate, she glanced at the empty seat across from her and wished things had turned out differently. Even when her father was gone for weeks on end, halfway across the galaxy on some dangerous task, the apartment had never truly felt empty. Until last year. 
 
    After she finished her meal and dumped her plate in the sink, she retreated to her bedroom. Inside, she accessed the Concordian-manufactured computer terminal and checked her email. The normal fare was messages from friends and updates on grades. Instead, what she found was an encrypted message from the Chosen office. Her heart raced as she opened it. 
 
      
 
    To: Minu Alma 
 
    From: Office of the Chosen - Department of Trials 
 
    Re: Testing 
 
      
 
    We have received your data packet with the required application testing, and we wish to congratulate you on obtaining a passing score. We hereby invite you to the Chosen Trials, which commence on the 5th day of Julast next. There is no opportunity for retesting. The next test will be in four years, at which time you will be ineligible based upon your age. 
 
      
 
    Yours sincerely, 
 
      
 
    Chosen Testing System 
 
      
 
    Minu re-read the message twice, so there was no question about what it said. She’d passed the entrance test. Only one in a thousand made it that far. She jumped up and ran halfway to her father’s room, before she remembered he wasn’t there. Her frail form came to a stop, the letter dangling from her hand in disappointment. With a sigh, she returned to her room and got ready for bed. She didn’t doubt Jovich had already known about her success when she’d been with him earlier, the sneaky old bastard. Other than her father, there was no one to tell about her accomplishment. None of her friends had taken the test. She thought back to her father’s comment about the lack of boyfriends in her life. Maybe he’d had a point, albeit a small one. Loneliness enveloped her as sleep took over. Some minutes later, the apartment sensed its sole occupant was asleep and dutifully began shutting off lights and powering down other systems.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    June 29th, 514 AE 
 
    Frontier Space, Unknown Star System 
 
      
 
    Where the hell was P’ing? Chriso glanced at his tablet and quietly cursed. He’d never say anything about the Tog leader in front of the other Chosen, but he thought it often enough. The ten men in his squad looked at their leader, and, like him, said nothing. They didn’t have to; he could tell they were as worried as he was. Who wouldn’t be worried? They were more than a million light years from home with no way back, stuck on a long-abandoned alien space station, and hunted by insanely-powerful beings bent on their deaths.  
 
    “All in a day’s work.” 
 
    “What was that, Eric?” Chriso asked, wondering how the crewman had read his thoughts. 
 
    “I was just thinking that this is all in a day’s work. You know, flitting around the universe, stealing stuff.” 
 
    Chriso laughed and shook his head. “We’re not stealing,” he said and glanced at the reinforced, dualloy backpack resting nearby, “you can’t steal what someone has thrown away.” There were five other such packs, each stuffed with invaluable castoffs from an ancient and powerful species. One man’s garbage is another’s treasure. Still, he hadn’t found what he was looking for. Salvage was just a side job, an excuse to come far into the frontier. He’d been trying to collect details on the world below while waiting for the Tog to bring them home. The planet was on his special list; powerful enemies of the Tog also claimed it.  
 
    “I think the T’Chillen disagree,” Eric said.  
 
    “The snakes have an overdeveloped sense of ownership,” Chriso said dryly, causing a few of the nearby Chosen to mumble curses. And now the snakes were here, and his plan was going off the tracks. “How long you been a Chosen?” 
 
    “Almost a year, sir,” Eric said and looked self-conscious. 
 
    “You’re part of the reserve group, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Nothing to be embarrassed about, son. Lots of kids don’t make the final cut. You were close, or you wouldn’t have undergone primary training.” 
 
    “Missed the cut by one percentage point.”  
 
    Chriso nodded his head and patted Eric on the arm. “I, for one, am glad you took the reserve training. We need good men like you. As you know, this is a dangerous job.” Eric nodded his head and turned to look at the other end of the chamber. A massive wall a hundred meters high and a kilometer long stretched into the distance. Because of its shape, the station appeared to angle toward them as it narrowed to a point far away. On the other side was a vista of stars and the small curve of the planet below. There was more moliplas in that one window than on all of Bellatrix. 
 
    “Dangerous it might be, but I love the scenery.” None of them laughed at that. The boy was right; it was the best view in the universe. 
 
    “Activity!” yelled Vance, the Chosen Chriso had left to monitor the portal. Chriso jumped to his feet, slinging the armored pack over his shoulder, and ran toward him. The rest of the squad followed.  
 
    “Can you tell who it is, yet?” he asked Vance. 
 
    “No sir, not yet. They don’t have this specific portal address.” The man worked with their team’s portal control rod, a very valuable piece of equipment the Tog rarely entrusted to them, except for important missions.  
 
    “They’re trying to lock in this system?” 
 
    “No doubt about it,” Vance agreed. “They’re probably tracing us from the last stop. It’s only a matter of time.”  
 
    Chriso nodded. The other nine members of his squad joined them in a rough circle and waited for their leader to speak. “We have inbound,” he told them and began preparing his weapon. Most of them had worked with him for years and needed no further prodding, except for the young Eric.  
 
    “How do we know it isn’t the Tog?” he asked, his worry obvious upon seeing the weapons.  
 
    “The Tog know the identification code for this portal,” Chriso told him as he assembled his weapon. “Whoever is trying to find this portal only knows that there’s an active destination, not the specific one. They’re querying each portal nearby for activity until they find the one we came through.” 
 
    “Maybe they won’t find the code.” Chriso reached over, unsnapped the flap on Eric’s pack, and removed the gun inside. He asked Eric for a tool and finally got him involved in the process. Eventually the young Chosen took over the assembly of his own weapon, and Chriso moved on to check the others.  
 
    The weapons were embarrassingly simple, but that’s what they had available. In his travels around the massive Concordian Empire, he’d seen an incredible variety of fantastic weaponry, unimaginable ways of killing and destroying entire cities, and perhaps even laying waste to a world. He’d armed his Chosen with chemically-propelled firearms, nearly identical to what the survivors of Earth had brought with them. 
 
    They had Concordian-made technological improvements to their ancient technology, though. The bullets they fired were many times more lethal than anything ever made on Earth. Chriso understood the principles behind EPC bullets and programmable trajectories, and he’d designed many of the improvements personally. They weren’t beamcasters, but at least they gave them a fighting chance.  
 
    “What information do we have on this station?” he keyed into his computer.  
 
    “No information is available on this specific station,” was the reply. 
 
    “Extrapolate based on information available,” he typed. The device was often obstinate and purposely evasive when asked seemingly obvious questions. The database was a gift from the Tog and contained a vast amount of knowledge. 
 
    “The Concordia abandoned space travel more than 100,000 years ago in favor of the much more efficient portals.” 
 
    “I don’t need a damn history lesson!” Obstinate was an understatement sometimes.  
 
    “This station has been abandoned for 1,000 centuries, and information is limited. Based on the curvature of the viewing portal on this promenade, I surmise this was a Beta Class orbital transfer station, commonly used in this section of the Empire. They were used mostly to transfer passengers and cargo from orbit to the planet’s surface, via short-range portal networks.” 
 
    “So, there should be other portals on this station?” he asked, looking around at the rubble of the station’s interior. 
 
    “That is reasonable to assume, however, those portals will only be linked with the planet’s surface. This station’s presence speaks of a time prior to large-scale, intergalactic portal travel. In the antiquity of the Concordian chronology, planetary portals were kept on stations such as this to better facilitate defense of a world.” 
 
    Okay, that’s fine, he said to himself, cutting off the computer with a cancel key before it spouted off a couple hundred pages of crap. The database might be miserly with information, but once it got going on a subject, it was hard to stop. “Link with our portal control rod,” he instructed and quickly rose to address his team. Then a thought occurred to him. “Access file titled ‘da Vinci.’ Is it possible the target in question is on the planet’s surface?” 
 
    “Working. You are requesting pure extrapolation.” 
 
    “Perform action.” 
 
    “It is possible. No further extrapolation is feasible.” 
 
    Chriso stared out the window for a second, thinking hard about the decision he had to make. “All right, folks,” Chriso called to his men, “we’re moving out. Leave several thermal decoys and pack everything else.” Eric looked at him hopefully as Chriso accessed his tablet again. “Attempt to link with any nearby portals though our rod.” 
 
    “Link established with three other functioning portals. They range between 100 meters and five kilometers distant.” 
 
    “Find directions to the closest and patch it through to the others in the squad.” The men started at Chriso as their computers lit up, now understanding what he’d been working on. 
 
    “Information relayed. It should be noted there will be no portals on the planet’s surface through which out-world travel is possible.” 
 
    I know, he thought as he holstered the tablet and took the lead, but if my objective is on the planet’s surface, this might be the only chance we’ve got to investigate. Besides, we’re in a box, and that box is floating in space. Our weapons aren’t as friendly to moliplas as the T’Chillen energy guns. 
 
    The directions were precise and direct. Chriso guessed the computer had merged the information from the rod with its own records of these stations to generate a proper map. The rod was both a portal control device and a database interface. He briefly entertained the idea of trying to find a spaceship to escape, then remembered the last time he’d looked at a derelict Concordian spaceship. It more closely resembled a huge, floating pile of dust motes. The matter they used to make ships degraded over time, but something protected the stations from the same deterioration. The allure of the da Vinci file kept him focused. The end of a lifetime quest could be at hand. 
 
    Just ahead, the corridor opened into a wide, circular room. Inside was a semicircle of ten portal daises, and one of them glowed with the familiar, ethereal light of an active device.  
 
    “A hundred thousand years, and one still works,” one of his team said in amazement. 
 
    “The others are functional but lack an active power source,” he told them. “Someone has recharged this one in the recent past.” 
 
    “How long can Concordian technology survive?” Eric asked. 
 
    “If protected from atmospheric effects, moliplas photronic data chips have an effectively infinite lifespan. Dualloy can also exist without deterioration for eons.” Chriso glanced at his computer, linked to the glowing portal. “According to the control rod, this portal was first activated more than 700,000 years ago.” The information was hard to assimilate.  
 
    They trooped into the room and created a defensive perimeter around the entrance while Chriso walked to the portal and looked it over. It didn’t seem possible that this item was almost three quarters of a million years old. He leaned over and brushed a tiny layer of dust from the dais; the force field below glowed with a pearly opalescence. He still didn’t completely understand the differences between these permanently installed portals and the ones on Bellatrix, and the computer was not helpful. The gaps in what the Tog allowed them to know were sometimes glaringly obvious.  
 
    “Okay, boss?” asked Namba, the Chosen holding the control rod. Not many people from the Peninsula Tribe tried to be Chosen. They were an industrious and well-educated people. Should they so decide, they could account for a much higher percentage of the Chosen. 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” he replied. “Query this portal for destinations.” The man nodded and slid the cryptic icons circling the rod back and forth, until a line of Concordian script projected from one end and hovered in space before them.  
 
    “Five destinations,” the man said and ticked them off. Chriso could read ancient Concordian better than just about any human alive, though materials science was his specialty. The language was like a perverse cross between calculus and Egyptian hieroglyphics. Those who mastered the language said it was possible to say or explain anything using it.  
 
    “Any idea where they lead?” Namba asked. 
 
    “These two are on this station,” Chriso said, gesturing at the floating script. More floated by. “These two appear to be near-space addresses, maybe a moon facility or another station? I don’t know for sure. This last one is labeled with the Concordian word for ‘origin.’” 
 
    “If we pick the near-space destination, we could end up in a decompressed space station or on an airless moon.” 
 
    “That’s possible,” Chriso agreed, “which is why we use the network lists provided by the Tog when we travel. Too many portals are still active on dead worlds.”  
 
    Nambe nodded his head in understanding. “But if we go to the one marked ‘origin,’ we run the same risk.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s as big a risk. It makes sense that the origin destination is planet-side.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s the first entry on the menu. In a station like this, I’ll bet every short-range portal linked to that destination. Most of the traffic would have travelled between here and the surface.” 
 
    “Still some risk.” 
 
    “That’s why we make the big money,” Chriso said and made his decision. “Activate the ‘origin’ destination.” Namba nodded and swirled the glyphs on the control rod. There was a brief flash of green from the portal, then they could see a nondescript building interior on the other side. More importantly, he could see a sliver of sunshine cutting across the floor. They already knew the planet below was habitable but abandoned. This meant the destination was where he’d hoped it was. “Excellent job,” Chriso said, and patted him on the shoulder. Namba smiled and pocketed the control rod. “Okay everyone,” Chriso said to the group, “time to head out.” They started to move toward the portal.  
 
    Outside the room, in the direction they’d come from, was the unmistakable sound of an energy weapon firing. The thermal decoys they’d left behind were doing their job, and the Chosen had only moments to spare. He hurried them through the portal, until he was the last one left. As he stepped onto the planet’s surface, he heard something heavy slithering along the floor outside.  
 
    Once on the dusty planet-side floor, he spun around and swept his arm over the portal’s manual controls. A circle of floating icons appeared, and he deftly moved them to new positions, placing it in standby mode. 
 
    “That won’t hold them long,” Namba reminded him. 
 
    “I know that,” he replied, “but with any luck it’ll take them a few minutes to figure out where we’ve gone. Check the control rod for other portals. Let’s see if we can double back on their scaly asses.” 
 
    “There are two other portals; one fourteen kilometers distant, the other ninety.” 
 
    “That one isn’t in orbit is it?” 
 
    “I assumed you meant on the planet surface,” Namba said, eyes hooded.  
 
    “Just checking,” Chriso said. “Let’s move, everyone,” he said and headed for the door. “Fourteen-kilometer forced march.” There was no grumbling from these men; they were Chosen. The team headed out at a fast trot.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Julast 3rd, 514 AE 
 
    Aeroport, Tranquility, Plateau Tribe 
 
      
 
    There was no one there to see Minu off to the Trials. Julast arrived as usual, with torrential rains and a cold snap. The third was the first day anyone had seen the sun for a week. Good thing too, or she wouldn’t have been able to leave. Candidates who didn’t arrive on time for their Trials received few concessions. 
 
    The air terminal was at the far eastern edge of the plateau, barely a hundred meters from a precipitous drop. The valley below, once lush with a thousand hectares of crops, was now scarred brown from the harvest. Erosion in this season was always a problem. The Kloth migration began before September, and if the fields weren’t bare, it was ten times worse. Already, they could see the occasional tuck looking for leftovers in the fields. The Kloth wouldn’t be far behind.  
 
    Minu scanned the skies for any sign of her ride, and, seeing none, she turned her eyes to the waiting crowd. There were the usual businessmen, along with a few dozen of the more successful itinerant farmers, but most of the passengers were within a couple years of her age, either way. They were kids from Tranquility, traveling to the Trials. They were her competition, and she carefully sized them up.  
 
    She didn’t recognize anyone from her class. That wasn’t a surprise; Tranquility was a large city. Still, she was relieved. For some reason, the idea of competing in the Trials with someone she knew bothered her. Likewise, she wasn’t surprised to see only one or two other girls, and she wasn’t sure they were going to take the Trials.  
 
    “There it is, Momma!” yelled a young boy of no more than five, jumping off his mother’s lap and running toward the barricades. The mother caught him deftly before he could go two steps and swept him onto her hip. He fidgeted and tried to escape for a moment before giving up and craning his neck for a better view.  
 
    Minu wasn’t as impressed and waited patiently. Soon she heard the drone of multiple electric engines straining against the wind over the sounds of the city. Shortly, she saw the garish green and white of the Plateau Zeppelin Line dirigible rise over the edge and into view. “Coming in a little low,” she muttered. A man sitting to her left nodded his head. It was obvious the pilot was fighting the Julast winds as much as his electric turbines would allow. A stream of sand poured from a bow ballast bin. Minu was beginning to wonder if he’d have to circle to gain altitude before coming in, when a favorable gust caught the blimp’s multiple sets of lateral wings, lifting it up and over the lip of the plateau.  
 
    The pilot brought the craft around on a perfect approach. Once close enough, the blimp’s crew dropped its lines, and the ground crew attached them to the winch that pulled the dirigible down and into a waiting cradle. Mechanical locks clanked into place, securing it safely against the winds.  
 
    Minu had flown in an actual airplane once before she turned ten. It’d scared the hell out of her, especially the landing. No, she thought, this is the way you fly, slowly and carefully.  
 
    “Boarding for Flight Eleven, Plateau Capital Tranquility to Steven’s Pass, connecting to Equator Station and beyond, will begin momentarily. Plateau Zeppelin Line thanks you for your patience and wishes you a safe journey.” She’d been waiting two days for the flight; the weather was playing hell with the schedules. Delays of even a week weren’t rare; such were the downfalls of lighter-than-air craft. Those who were in a hurry took alternative forms of transportation. The train was an option, but slower in the long run, and it didn’t go directly to Steven’s Pass. 
 
    “If my dad were here, he’d walk me through the portal,” she’d grumbled to Jovich while waiting for the delayed dirigible.  
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” he’d cautioned, “your father knows the value of first impressions. Other candidates won’t arrive by portal; you should be no different.” Of course, he was right. It was tradition for candidates to arrive at the Trials by normal means, and it had been that way since the first Trial, one hundred years ago. Before she could think about it further, passengers began disembarking, and those waiting to board began to get in line. Wanting to get a good seat, she grabbed her duffel and joined them. 
 
    The flight left fifteen minutes later. The ground crew worked furiously to get them airborne as quickly as possible, loading baggage and cargo, then replenishing consumables. The exchange of passengers required the least amount of time. Last, they loaded a new set of capacitors. The electric turbines that gave the craft its propulsion and maneuverability required an enormous amount of energy. Domestically-made batteries were out of the question, so they relied on Concordian-made electro-plasma-capacitors, or EPCs. Her father had once tried to explain the manufacturing process to her, but the technology was beyond her.  
 
    Minu found a seat not far from the door and leaned against the window for a final look at her home. They cast off shortly after she sat down, and the plateau and Tranquility quickly shrank to only a hand’s-breadth across, and they were soon lost in the clouds. The dirigible climbed at a steady fifty kilometers an hour, its superstructure groaning slightly as the gasbag overhead swelled from the lower air pressure. The pilot found the prevailing jet stream, which whisked them toward their destination. She leaned back and was considering a nap when she heard a voice beside her. 
 
    “You’re going to the Trials,” the boy said. She turned her head and regarded the speaker. He had black hair and a somewhat pretty face, with dark eyes and a ready smile; his build was slender and androgynous. Something about him indicated extreme intelligence. “I know you’re going to the Trials,” he repeated. 
 
    “And exactly how do you know that?” 
 
    “You’re rather young to be traveling alone,” he said with a self-satisfied look. 
 
    “That is hardly enough reason to think I’m a Chosen Candidate.” 
 
    “Well, you have a general look of apprehension on your face. You don’t have a baggage tag that I can see, only a small duffel bag stuffed in the overhead. And you’re close to my age.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Fourteen,” he said. 
 
    “I’m almost sixteen,” she told him. His eyes flickered over her reclined body, lingering for a moment on her hips and breasts, but not in a way that made her uncomfortable. He looked at her as though he were verifying a scientific fact or noting the way a certain species of fly looks at a given stage of development.  
 
    “I see,” he said, noncommittally. She laughed a bit, and he frowned. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said and gestured to the seat next to her. “Sit and talk, I’m bored.” 
 
    He smiled and sat. “My name is Pipson Leata, but everyone calls me Pip.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine why,” she said. “I’m Minu Alma. Pleased to meet you, Pip.” 
 
    Finding a friend turned out to be just what she needed. Pip was probably the smartest kid Minu had ever met. He was easily many times smarter than most of her classmates, and probably more than half her teachers.  
 
    “I’ve always been smart,” he remarked at one point. “No one in my family could ever keep up with me.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” 
 
    He looked a little uncomfortable. “We’ve been living in New Jerusalem for the last five years. My parents sent me there to attend a Montessori school, because the teachers at my high school were going insane trying to keep up with me.” 
 
    “I wish I was as smart as you,” Minu said glumly. She wasn’t looking forward to the mental challenges of the Trials. 
 
    “I wish I had your muscles,” Pip replied without missing a beat. She searched his incredibly intelligent eyes and shook her head. It was hard to imagine someone wishing they were strong instead of smart.  
 
    The dirigible reached cruising altitude and leveled off while they chatted. Shortly, they heard a bell ring three times in a row, pause for beat, then ring another three times. A feminine voice came over the intercom. “Ladies and gentlemen, meal service is available, and you are now free to move about the gondola. Please observe the caution signs and be aware of any warnings they might show. The jet stream can be unpredictable this time of year, and the craft may experience sudden turbulence. Please use handholds while moving about.” 
 
    The youngsters looked at each other and smiled. Food! The other passengers yelled and complained as the teenagers raced down the main hall and up the stairs to the dining area. In no time, they were eating mashed potatoes, carrots, a salad of greens with bitter vinegar dressing, and succulent slices of bass covered in dill sauce. 
 
    “We almost never get fish in New Jerusalem,” Pip said around mouthfuls. “It’s lamb and Kloth all the time!” 
 
    “Kloth?!” Minu asked with surprise, “I didn’t think anyone ate Kloth anymore.” 
 
    “They do there; it’s sort of a heritage thing, I think.” They exchanged disgusted looks and went back to eating. Several of the other likely candidates drifted into the dining area. Minu asked Pip if he thought either of the other girls were candidates. He thought the good-looking blond was likely a candidate, but the other one was probably too young. The more Minu looked at her, the more she agreed. The girl couldn’t have been more than twelve.  
 
    The dining area seats filled quickly, and Minu noticed two boys with trays looking for somewhere to sit. She cocked her head in their direction and lifted an eyebrow at Pip. “You mind if I invite them to sit?” 
 
    “No, that’s fine. You’re probably getting bored listening to me blabber anyway.” 
 
    “Don’t be so insecure,” she said and smacked him lightly on the arm, “they just look lost.” Minu caught one of their eyes and gestured to the empty seats at her table.  
 
    “Thanks,” the first boy said as he took a seat, “I was beginning to think we’d have to eat standing up.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” the other agreed.  
 
    “We’re going to take the Trials,” Pip volunteered. The first boy, the older and more self-assured of the two, smiled. 
 
    “Yeah, we figured that,” the other answered. “My name is Gregg Larson; my new friend, here, is Aaron Groves.” 
 
    “I’m Minu, this is Pip, and you’re welcome. Neither of you are from Plateau. You didn’t get on when we did.” 
 
    “No,” Gregg replied. “I’m from the Boglands, and Aaron is from New Jerusalem.” 
 
    “I noticed you when I boarded in New Jerusalem,” Pip said, pointing at Aaron with his fork. 
 
    The two newcomers were complete opposites. Gregg was a tall, thin, fair-skinned boy with blue eyes and dirty blond hair, while Aaron was a typical Israelite with an olive complexion, a somewhat thicker build, black hair, and brown eyes. As he came from the Boglands in the Southern Continent, Minu knew Gregg would have been traveling for weeks to reach the Trials. New Jerusalem was only a two-day flight to the south.  
 
    The four new friends spent a few minutes taking turns talking about themselves, until they got to Gregg. Minu had never traveled across the great equatorial desert to the southern tribes, so she was eager to hear his tales. 
 
    “What does your family do?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ve been traveling merchants for centuries,” Gregg replied. Minu’s eyes opened wide, and she leaned closer. “We travel between the Desert Tribes, the Summit Tribes, and the Rusk lands.” 
 
    “You actually cross the desert?” Pip asked. 
 
    “Twice every year,” Gregg said as if he were discussing a walk across the street. 
 
    “The equinoxes, right?” Minu suggested. 
 
    “Right!” he said with a striking smile. Minu felt her cheeks turn bright red, and she berated herself for being silly. Pip looked at her strangely but remained silent. “Bellatrix has a very small axial tilt, enough to cause some small seasonal changes, so when the sun is at its farthest extreme in the fall, we travel to the north and trade our goods with the Summit people, who then trade them to the other northern tribes. We’d spend part of the year in their region before heading back in the spring, when the sun reaches its opposite extreme.” 
 
    “Why did it take so long?” Aaron asked. “I mean, the desert is wide, but you said you couldn’t make it there and back in one season, so that tells me you weren’t going very fast.” 
 
    “Kloth aren’t exactly dirigibles. They aren’t made for speed.” 
 
    “You ride on Kloth?” Minu gasped. The very thought of being astride a ten-meter long, carnivorous reptile sent shivers up her spine. 
 
    “Not very often. They’re best suited as pack animals. They tend to reach back and bite anyone on their backs. As far as I know, only the ancient Rusks ever got the hang of riding them.” 
 
    “Took someone nastier than a Kloth to ride one,” Aaron suggested, and they laughed together, all but Pip, who looked down at the remains of his meal.  
 
    “We have a few horses the leaders ride from time to time, but the whole reason we use Kloth is because they can cross the desert with very little water. My father believes they evolved in the desert, and that bred some useful adaptations.” 
 
    “Like what?” Pip asked, his interest renewed. 
 
    “They have nictitating membranes that cover their eyes to keep out sand; the membranes shed with the rest of their skin, twice a year. They can close both sets of nostrils with a fine mesh that acts like a filter against sand. And their feet are widely splayed for excellent traction.” 
 
    “What do you feed them?” Minu wondered. “They’re carnivores; it can’t be cheap to carry that much meat!” 
 
    “We don’t talk about that too much. We usually leave home with a cow or two. Once the cows die of thirst, they’re slaughtered. After we take the best meat, we give the rest to the Kloth.” 
 
    “You actually let the cows die of thirst?” 
 
    “It makes good economic sense. A few seasons ago, one of them lasted eleven days in the desert. Don’t look at me like that, I’m not proud of it, but it works. Some of the workers bet on how long the cows will live. Anyway,” he said, trying to move on, “after the cows are all gone, we let the Kloth go in pairs to hunt and breed.” 
 
    “Don’t they ever run away?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “They’re pretty smart lizards. They won’t go far from food.” 
 
    “You said the cows are gone before you set the Kloth loose,” Minu said. Gregg nodded his head and looked at her. “Then what food are they coming back for?” 
 
    “The horses, silly,” Pip pointed out. Minu’s mouth made a silent oh.  
 
    “You’re made of meat too,” she noted. Gregg nodded his head. “So, when they come back, they return to hunt you?” 
 
    “We have people called Tempters. When we turn the Kloth out to graze, Tempters ride the perimeter on horses, tempting the Kloth to attack. When they do, and they almost always do, we capture them. The older ones become docile enough to wander back and wait for capture. If they don’t come back, it means they found a lot of food. In those cases, we go out and find them. Once they’ve fed, they get sleepy and are easy to catch.” 
 
    “Wow,” Pip said for them all. “So what job did you do before you left?” 
 
    “I was a Tempter from the age of eight,” he said with a straight face. 
 
    “They let young kids do that dangerous job?” Minu asked, hoping he wasn’t telling the truth. 
 
    “There are a lot of risks. Old men are too slow and often cost the tribe a horse. Kids are quick with a rope.” He used his hands, palms together, to mime a big set of jaws snapping closed. Minu grimaced.  
 
    “Ever have a close encounter?” Aaron asked.  
 
    Gregg turned in his chair and thrust out a leg. He pulled up his pant leg and revealed a series of nasty pink scars cutting sideways across his lower leg and calf. “I stopped to take a drink, and a nasty old female named Shiva came out of nowhere for the horse. I tried to kick her snout, and in an instant, she grabbed my leg and pulled me off it.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Minu asked. 
 
    Gregg pulled out a very long and slightly curved knife. Light glinted off its serrated length. “I convinced her to let go.” He chuckled softly as he put the knife away. “What about you, Minu, what does your family do?” 
 
    She’d been dreading the question and started to tell them twice before Pip finally chimed in. “Her father is First Among the Chosen.” 
 
    “How did you know?” she asked him, blushing again. 
 
    “I’ve been studying the Chosen for years,” he said with a self-assured smile. “Chriso Alma has been First during the most violent period in Chosen history.” 
 
    “Why have so many Chosen died lately?” Gregg asked her.  
 
    She secretly heaved a sigh of relief, glad none of them were going to give her a hard time about her father. “My father says it’s because the Tog are finally allowing us to go on important and dangerous missions deeper in space. He told me last year he’d taken a team to visit a graveyard of spaceships on the other side of the galaxy.” 
 
    “Spaceships?” Pip asked, looking genuinely interested in the conversation, his eyes glowing with youthful fascination.  
 
    “Yeah, he said there were thousands upon thousands of junked, abandoned spaceships. Most were so old they were falling apart like worn out tissue paper.” They all continued to watch her and listen with their full attention. This was the first time anyone, except maybe her mother, had wanted to hear stories about her father. Of course, her new friends wanted to be Chosen; it made sense that these stories would ignite their imaginations.  
 
    “How many worlds has he been to?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted, not even trying to guess. “More than you can count, I’ll bet. He was most impressed with Herdhome.” 
 
    “The Tog home world,” Pip said with a smile. “It’s supposed to be a commerce hub. The Tog are mostly known as brokers of rare goods and farmers.” 
 
    “You know a lot,” Aaron said.  
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    “My family are farmers,” Aaron admitted.  
 
    “What do you grow in New Jerusalem?” Pip asked. “The land is so rocky.” 
 
    “Olives,” Aaron said with a grin. Minu whistled; she knew what a jar of olives or a bottle of olive oil cost. “Actually, it was my ancestor who brought olives to Bellatrix. He crossed with a bucket holding five olive trees. Only two survived the first winter, but now we have thousands. Olives made my family fairly wealthy.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” Gregg said, looking a little envious.  
 
    “Don’t get me wrong; it’s hard work. During the height of the season, you must guard the trees and chase away the howlers. Damn lizards love olives. They’re the only things on Bellatrix that do, other than humans. Anyway, I’m a huge disappointment to my father.” 
 
    “How could a Chosen in the family be a disappointment?” Pip wondered. 
 
    “Because I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life in a desert, chasing howlers away from olives.”  
 
    Minu chuckled and he looked at her. “Who would want to?” she asked. They all laughed, and Aaron smiled. They sat and talked for so long the dining area began to empty. “Let’s go up to the nose and sit in the observation deck,” she suggested. They all agreed and headed for the dirigible’s nose.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The weather was merciful, and the airship arrived at its destination in the normal eighteen-hour travel time. It was evening on the 4th of Julast, the day before the Trials. The terminal at Steven’s Pass, home of the Chosen headquarters, was tiny compared to the one at Tranquility. It existed only to service the Chosen and transfer a few passengers going north or south.  
 
    The dirigible finished discharging its passengers and roared back into the sky. Minu stood with Pip, Aaron, Gregg, about twenty other kids their age, and watched it take off.  
 
    As the dirigible disappeared into the distance, a Concordian-manufactured aerocar rocketed overhead and banked hard. Gravitic impellers whined and made the hair on the back of their necks stand up as it came in for a landing. The shiny black craft was about twenty meters long and shaped like a flattened medicine capsule. An instant before it set down, thin legs popped from its underside and gracefully absorbed the nominal landing shock. The impellers’ whine dimmed, a seam opened along one side, and a door slid away to reveal a man in his early twenties, dressed in the black jumpsuit of the Chosen. 
 
    “Candidates?” he asked the assembled crowd. “I am Chosen Kenneth. Come on, I don’t have all day. Are there any Chosen candidates here?” Minu raised her hand, followed by her friends, then all the other candidates. “Very good, grab your bags and pile aboard. You have ten seconds. Move it!” He roared the last at the top of his lungs, leaning forward, spittle flying from his lips. Pip paused and yelped in surprise, but Minu was already running.  
 
    She dashed for the baggage cart the dirigible crew was unloading. Seeing the green handle on her bag, she snatched it as she went by, wrenching it from the pile and sending half the other bags flying. Though the yank hurt her shoulder, she ignored the pain. She found the shoulder strap and flipped it over her head as she ran toward the flier. The man moved aside just enough to allow her to dive past him into the first seat she saw.  
 
    “While I appreciate your enthusiasm,” the Chosen said over his shoulder, “you should probably let me drive.”  
 
    She looked in front of her and, seeing a dazzling array of controls, realized she’d jumped into the driver’s seat by mistake. Quickly, she grabbed the back of the seat and, pushing with her legs, flipped over the seat to land in the one right behind the pilot. The Chosen glanced at her and nodded before turning back to see the second kid arriving at a dead run. Minu was pleased to see Gregg. She wondered if he was as quick as he looked and thought it would be fun to see if she could beat him in a foot race.  
 
    Next came Pip, who was almost bowled over by a much bigger boy. She was amazed he’d been third until she remembered he already had his bag when they’d disembarked. His shock at the Chosen’s brash orders caused his delay. Aaron was fifth through the door, rapidly followed by ten others. The Chosen thumbed the door closed, but he re-opened it a moment later when a young, blond-haired boy was stuck half in, half out. 
 
    “Can’t let it cut you in half,” the Chosen said, as the boy took one of the last seats and rubbed his stomach where the door had shut on it. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” he said. 
 
    “Way too much paperwork,” the Chosen grumbled and took the seat in front of the controls. A few of the kids chuckled, but Minu wasn’t one of them. She knew how tough the week would be, just as she knew it was not unheard of for candidates to die in the Trials.  
 
    The flier began to vibrate, and she heard the impellers spin up. A moment later it leaped into the air and began accelerating toward the nearby mountains. She tried to sit and enjoy the ride but found it almost impossible. The Chosen’s screaming at them had unnerved her more than she’d expected. She was sure that was the intention. From this moment on, everything that happened was calculated to wash them out of the Trials or force them to give up and go home.  
 
    Despite her mental musings, she noticed the pilot buckling his seat restraints. Why would he do that when the craft used inertial compensation? The gravitic impellers ensured a comfortable and safe ride for the passengers. He finished buckling his restraints and did something with the controls. A tiny alarm began flashing on the display, and Minu recognized the word ‘override.’ Quick as a flash, she snatched the recessed tabs of her own seatbelt. She’d just managed to buckle the lap harness when she felt the quiver in her belly that announced the cessation of artificial gravity.  
 
    “What—?” some kid started to ask, but never finished his question. The Chosen wrenched the control stick and sent the flier into a dizzying spin. A moment later, accompanied by the sounds of screaming kids crashing around the inside of the cabin, he nosed the craft into a gut-wrenching dive. 
 
    “Did I forget to remind you to buckle your restraints?” he yelled over the din. Minu struggled to get her shoulder harness in place as negative and lateral Gs tore at her body. The forces were strong enough to make spots appear before her eyes and pull painfully on her breasts. The pilot glanced over his shoulder. Seeing her still in her seat, he grunted and yanked the stick in the opposite direction. The maneuver generated at least seven Gs of force. 
 
    Minu abandoned the shoulder restraints and grasped her padded seat, her lips pulled back from her teeth in a feral snarl. Was he trying to kill them? 
 
    “Stop it!” screamed one of the kids. “We’re going to die!” another cried, panic evident in the tone.  
 
    “I’m not stopping until one of you quits,” the Chosen announced, throwing the craft into a series of negative G loops, hoping to unseat his only seated passenger. Minu felt herself slipping out of the lap harness and gripped her seat even tighter. She felt one of her fingernails tearing away and heard the seat fabric ripping. She wasn’t going to let go, she swore to herself. The only way the bastard was getting her out of the seat was if it separated from the dualloy deck.  
 
    “You won’t beat me,” she managed to snarl through clenched teeth.  
 
    She stayed seated, and no one quit. The Chosen grunted and leveled off. Minu snatched her shoulder restraints, and those kids who still had control of their senses dove for seats. A few lay where they’d landed and whimpered. The distinct smell of urine and vomit reached Minu’s nose as she snapped the shoulder restraints home with a reassuring click.  
 
    “What this ride needs is a better view,” the pilot told them. Until now, the only exterior view was a small port over his controls. With the touch of a control, both bulkheads became transparent.  
 
    “Shit!” someone screamed. Minu felt her stomach lurch as she looked down at the ground hurtling by thousands of meters below. “No, please,” another whimpered. 
 
    “Not afraid of heights, are you? You know what’s awesome about these fliers? They’re nearly indestructible. Here, watch this!” Suddenly the impellers cut off, and they fell like a stone, spinning and wobbling toward the ground. Many who weren’t in seats floated up in free fall and banged against the craft’s ceiling. Minu tried not to look down but failed. The ground was hurtling up toward them at a precipitous speed. 
 
    “Fuck this, I quit!” squeaked a voice from the back of the flier. Minu moaned; the voice sounded suspiciously like Pip’s.  
 
    The pilot looked over his shoulder at the speaker. Then he simply nodded his head, toggled the hull back to opaque, and flipped another switch. All sensation of flight ceased, and the door began to slide open. Gravity gradually returned, gently lowering those pinned to the ceiling back to the floor. A boy lying stunned on the floor yelped and tried to get away before the vacuum of space could suck him outside. As the door slid open, Minu saw the same compressed-gravel landing field they’d arrived at a short time earlier. The truth dawned on her like a wave washing over an unsuspecting beachcomber. They had, in fact, never left the ground. 
 
    “You shouldn’t trust your senses,” the pilot said and unstrapped his harness, “they can lie to you.” He moved to the rear of the flier, checked a couple of dazed and stunned kids, and reached one who was sitting on the floor, shaking his head. Everyone watched the Chosen. “You’re the one who quit?” The boy nodded slightly, tears beginning to form in his eyes. Minu didn’t recognize him, and she let out the breath she’d been holding. She didn’t look for her friends; the drama in front of her was too compelling. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about; you kids hung on longer than most.” The boy looked hopeful, but the Chosen shook his head. “Up with you, time to go.” Tears flowing freely, the boy meekly followed the Chosen to the door and stepped down to the ground. The Chosen handed him his bag and a red envelope. “The dirigible will be here in a couple of hours. Thanks for applying.” 
 
    The door slid closed on the disappointed face as the Chosen turned and climbed back into his seat. He began strapping in again and this time, everyone aboard rushed to do the same. Even if none of them made it through the Trials to become chosen, for the rest of their lives they’d instantly strap into any craft they boarded. 
 
    As the impellers began to spin up, Kenneth turned and looked at Minu. “Been in fliers a lot?” he asked.  
 
    “No sir, this is only the second time.” Kenneth looked somewhat skeptical, so she continued. “It was one of those little open two-seaters.” 
 
    “If you’ve ridden in a Broomstick, your father is Chosen.” 
 
    “Chriso Alma is my dad,” she admitted. He gave a little smile and nodded his head. “What’s so funny?” Minu asked. 
 
    “You’re the first kid I haven’t managed to bounce around the cabin,” he admitted as the flier lifted off the ground. This time it felt different. Minu felt and heard the subtle clues of motion and sound and made a mental note to remember them. She doubted this would be the last time they’d face deception during the Trials. “Should have known it would be Chriso’s kid that beat me. Welcome to the Trials.” Minu didn’t feel very welcome.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Julast 4th, 514 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    This flight was real, and in a few minutes, the flier swooped in and deposited them on a landing platform built into the side of a mountain, thousands of meters above a lush valley. The candidates quickly filed out, some helping those who were still shaky. 
 
    “Wasn’t that a little extreme?” Minu heard Aaron ask the pilot. She could see him favoring his right ankle and wiping blood from his nose. 
 
    “Compared to what? Being killed by a hostile alien? Losing control of your craft and killing a whole squad of Chosen? Or, maybe, being abducted by another race and fooled into revealing our secrets? All those things have happened at least once. Still not convinced? Think that kid got a raw deal?” 
 
    “Maybe, yeah.” 
 
    “Fine, you can give up your spot, and he can continue the Trials.” Aaron looked taken aback, confusion flashing across his face. Minu took a half step toward her friend, prepared to offer a warning, but a quick look from the Chosen stopped her in her tracks. “Well, young one, what do you say? Are you willing to give up your spot for that poor lad?” 
 
    “No,” Aaron admitted and looked down, ashamed of himself. After a second, he looked back up, defiance in his eyes. “I don’t trust you. If I say yes, you’ll give me a damned red envelope, and both of us will be on our way home.” 
 
    Kenneth scowled, a look of anger crossing his face. “You doubt my word?” 
 
    “After that amusement park ride?” Aaron asked, cocking a thumb toward the quietly resting flier. “You’re goddamn right I do.” 
 
    Kenneth laughed and clapped Aaron on the shoulder. “You’ve got promise, kid,” he said and turned to walk toward the ramp leading down from the landing pad. “Maybe you’ll all learn a lesson from that boy, and the only one of you who managed to stay in her seat. A girl at that!” Minu felt her cheeks turning red. “Everyone grab your shit and follow me, this is going to be the longest week of your lives.” 
 
    They had ten minutes to drop their bags in the barracks, hit the restrooms, and run to the assembly hall 500 meters away. For many, that also included cleaning the vomit and blood from their clothes. Minu rushed through the door in five minutes; the last boy made it with seconds to spare. She knew in her heart he wouldn’t be there in a week. No sooner had he entered than the doors closed, and a booming, masculine voice spun them all around. 
 
    “Most of you won’t be here at the end of the week!” Minu almost laughed, just managing to catch herself. A few didn’t have her self-control, and she noted the speaker’s sharp eyes taking note of the weak-willed candidates. “I am Second Among the Chosen, Jacob, and I will be your worst enemy for the next week. I wish to dissuade you of any false beliefs you will one day be Chosen. Some of you might make it through the Trials, but you will never become Chosen. Our Concordian masters ultimately decide who becomes Chosen, and they take this matter seriously.” 
 
    He took a long moment to look over the crowd of kids, more than a thousand strong. Minu wasn’t aware such a large group was already in the room; her group had been the last to arrive. 
 
    “Why are you here? What do you want from the Chosen? Think you are going to get something from this service? Forget it, just fucking forget it. We’re only here for one reason.” 
 
    “Serve the Tog!” roared a dozen voices. The candidates looked around in shock, realizing that men wearing black jumpsuits and standing at attention ringed the assembly hall. “Repay our debt!” they yelled in chorus. 
 
    “To serve is your duty to humanity and your fellow Chosen, as representatives of our masters and your species. We work to repay the debt owed to our masters, so others need not.” 
 
    The Chosen fell silent, and Jacob gave the candidates a moment to think before continuing. “We’re not here to ‘get something’ from being a Chosen. Being Chosen isn’t about getting a leg up on life or strutting around in a fancy black jumpsuit that really isn’t all that comfortable.” The crowd chuckled, and he smiled a little. Minu was more worried about the smile than anything he’d said. “We’re here because the survival of our species demands it. 
 
    “Five hundred years ago, we were saved from extinction. Our benefactors and saviors, now our masters, decided we were worth saving, plucked us from the doorstep of oblivion, and gave us this world as a nursery. The universe is not a safe place. Thousands of species live, strive, succeed, and fight in our backyard. In repayment for this rescue, the Chosen serve the Tog. Through our service, our descendants will gain citizenship and, someday, the freedom to join the community of species that make up the Empire of the Concordia. 
 
    “We are not slaves, but there ain’t no such thing as a free lunch. In school, they teach us what happens to species who don’t repay their masters. Some incur debt, like we did, by nearly perishing during infancy. Others foolishly consume goods offered by greedy species, who then make them debtors in their climb to becoming full members of the Concordia. It’s not fair, but what in life is? So, we serve. And, as a consequence, we might die on a world a thousand light years away. Such is our lot in life. 
 
    “Your service will not be without benefit. As a Chosen, you will have access to technology undreamed of by the average human. You’ll go places and see things your family and friends could scarcely imagine. You’ll lessen the debt for your children. And people will remember you forever. It’s not an easy life, but it’s the life we have chosen. Those among you who’ll take up that challenge, raise your right hand and repeat the creed with us.” 
 
    “Serve the Tog!” Minu screamed at the top of her voice, “Repay our debt!” She was only dimly aware of the few quietly escorted out of the room as the chant continued, over and over.  
 
    Finally, Jacob quieted them down. “Your Trials began the moment you arrived at Steven’s Pass. Every moment of the next week, you will be under a microscope. Each move you make, every time you eat, whenever you shit, we’ll be making notes about you. Being Chosen is not only brains and balls; it’s also character. The brightest, strongest, and bravest among you may not make suitable Chosen if they don’t fit the mold. We invited only one in five who took the written tests. More than a dozen didn’t make it to this hall after they arrived. Five more left a few minutes ago. We will be whittling away at your number, every moment of every day, until one hundred of you remain. From that group, the Tog will select those they want. In past years, they’ve picked as many as ninety-four and, in other years, as few as one. We don’t understand why, and it is not our place to inquire. We serve our masters. 
 
    “Now,” he said and turned to nod to a Chosen on his right, “let us begin.” 
 
    The other Chosen hopped up lightly onto the platform next to Jacob. He was a huge black man with no hair and more muscles than Minu had ever seen. He had a jaw seemingly made of dualloy and intense green eyes that reminded her of her own. He spoke in a booming baritone voice. “I am Chosen Trainer Dram, and I’m your worst nightmare. From now on, you’re not candidates, you’re not kids, you’re not even human. You’re all bugs. When I ask you your name, you will reply with ‘bug,’ then your name. You, what is your name?!” he demanded of a boy up front. 
 
    “Bug Bishop, sir.” 
 
    “Very good. We have a quick-thinking group here. My ten assistants and I are going to tear into you like Kloth into cows. We are going to push, prod, shove, screw, fold, spindle, and mutilate you until you either die, quit, or excel.  
 
    “If you expected a neat series of tests, you’re about to be sorely disappointed. There will be tests, but there is no schedule. You’ll have no time to prepare, and there are only two grades, pass or fail. For every test you fail, every time you make a mistake, every time you piss one of us off, you’ll earn a drag.” He held up what looked like a white fabric arm band. From the way it moved, it appeared heavy. The ten Chosen assistants began moving through the crowd, picking out kids, and clamping drags on their ankles. “Those earning their first drags are the ones who laughed at Second Jacob at the beginning of his speech. These are to remind you that we’re not kidding.  
 
    “If you remove the drag, you’re out. If you lose the drag, you’re out. We won’t fail you in these Trials. From this point forward, you’ll only fail yourselves. Now, time to get into your uniforms. Everyone strip!” No one moved, and Minu felt a sudden jolt of fear shoot up her spine. Was he serious? She hadn’t spotted any other girls in the crowded hall. An instant later, the ten trainers pounced on the candidates closest to them and began slapping drags on their ankles. In moments, the room was full of kids tossing their clothes aside as they struggled to strip as quickly as possible. She hesitated a second, until a Chosen turned and looked at her. Her fingers began working of their own accord. He took a menacing step toward her, and she moved faster. He passed her and approached a boy who hadn’t started undressing. 
 
    A range of emotions moved through her as she unbuttoned her shirt and let it fall from her shoulders. She unlatched her pants and slid them over her hips, dropping them to the floor on top of her shirt. She felt embarrassed, then angry, at submitting to this humiliation. Pure, cold fear overtook her as she stood in her panties and bra. She was quickly becoming surrounded by naked boys. She did her best not to look but failed miserably. The boy to her right turned slightly toward her, his manhood clearly and lewdly hanging there. She coughed, turned the other way, and saw another boy hopping on one foot as he tried to remove his sock. Everything in and around his hairy crotch was bouncing. She felt a new emotion: disgust.  
 
    “Take it all off!” Dram yelled. Minu gasped and realized her bra and panties would have to go. Her indignation was incomplete; she had one more step to take. Then she saw her. 
 
    About twenty feet away, she spotted another girl through a gap in the naked boys. She was as dark-skinned as Dram, and she was as naked as the day she was born. She stood, staring off into space, a look of bored indifference on her face, arms folded under her breasts. She made no attempt to cover her crotch. A moment later, Minu was just as naked and doing her best to appear unperturbed. 
 
    There were a few squabbles going on over the forced nakedness. Instead of looking at the boys’ disturbing parts, she looked around at the feet of those near her. A few of the others wore single drags, one wore two, and another three. What sort of sense did that make? Was the embarrassment supposed to keep them in line? A nearby mumbled conversation made her turn and look. A boy was unabashedly staring at her breasts. She felt the heat rise in her face and neck. When she looked down she saw, for the first time, that boys could ‘change.’ What had originally been limp and hanging was now taut and standing. The sight completely mortified her.  
 
    “Learn to control yourself,” a Chosen growled at the boy as everyone around him laughed and pointed. He’d earned himself the nickname Boner and a pair of drags, which the Chosen placed on him from behind, for obvious reasons. Minu felt a little better. 
 
    Time seemed to slow down as they stood there naked. One kid tried to sit on the floor and received a drag; after that, they all stood. Finally, she realized the boys around her had seen enough of her body and were just trying to stay awake. She wasn’t interested in looking at naked boys; she wished she could join the girl she’d seen. The other girl seemed so self-assured, despite being naked in front of everyone.  
 
    She was hungry and bored. After half an hour, she could see many of the other candidates struggling to stay awake.  
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Dram’s voice suddenly boomed out. A couple of candidates squeaked in surprise, and one screamed. The tension level grew steadily. “Four of you are going to quit, I know it. I can fucking taste it! We’re not leaving until at least one of you does.” 
 
    “I have to go to the bathroom,” someone said. To Minu’s surprise, there were no repercussions. When nothing happened to the one who’d spoken up, others mumbled agreement, and a few complained. What was the purpose of having them all stand around naked? 
 
    “What am I supposed to do about it?” Dram asked. Someone moved toward a door and a Chosen instantly intercepted him. Another drag was handed out. The complaints got louder. “I already said no one’s leaving until someone quits.” 
 
    “Then how are we supposed to go to the bathroom?” a boy next to Minu asked. 
 
    “You can’t leave,” Dram reiterated. “If you must piss, your options are limited. What’s the problem?” he growled dangerously as the complaints began again, then quickly quieted. “You want to be Chosen? How many human-equipped bathrooms do you think there are in the universe? It’ll be challenging finding a urinal on Herdhome. Most of the species I’ve met consider the elimination of waste a function below notice. We humans are rather fussy about the whole process. Our shyness concerning our basic biological functions amuses the Tog. Once you’ve seen a couple of Beezer doing it on the sidewalk, you’ll have to learn to adjust your sensibilities.” A couple of people laughed; he paid them no mind. “You’re going to have to learn to adapt, and that means reevaluating your barriers. At the very least, it means learning to hold it until an opportunity presents itself.” 
 
    He finished his lecture and crossed his arms. Minu thought about her full bladder and thanked the fates she’d skipped that extra soda on the dirigible. She’d bet there were others cursing those same fates. After another half hour, she could hear moans from around the room. After fifteen more minutes, several were sobbing. Someone begged a Chosen but got no sympathy. Finally, a boy a few feet away cried out in dismay, and Minu turned to see him urinating uncontrollably on the floor. He burst into tears, covered himself with both hands, and ran for the door, urine pouring everywhere.  
 
    “We have a winner,” Dram said in his deep voice. “Who’s next?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Chosen were true to their word. Another hour passed before they allowed the candidates to leave the room. During that time, two boys quit, which seemed to please Dram, who dismissed them and had them escorted back to their barracks.  
 
    A Chosen was assigned to take charge of each group of ‘bugs.’ They led the candidates down the tiled hall on frozen feet. Minu was a little surprised by how easily she got used to being naked; she completely forgot her clothes were still in the assembly hall until they entered their barracks. Part of one wall was polished dualloy, and she caught sight of herself walking naked with the rest of her class. She reached the bunk where she’d left her bag and found that it was gone. That figures, she said to herself. Someone yelled in anger, and she shook her head. “Should have expected that,” she said, and sat down on the mattress, quickly crossing her legs to cover her nakedness. A second later, a pair of long shapely black legs walked over and Minu glanced up to see the girl who’d been her earlier inspiration.  
 
    “Need a bunk mate?” she asked Minu. 
 
    “Do I ever!” Minu answered and jumped up to shake her hand. The girl shook her hand and pulled her into a hug. Their breasts pressed together, stunning Minu with another sensory experience. Several boys whistled and hooted, so Minu quickly pushed the girl away. “I’m Minu,” she said, feeling a little hot and confused.  
 
    “Cherise Macubale,” the girl said and smiled before looking at the top bunk. “You mind if I’m on top?” 
 
    “That sounds like fun,” a nearby boy said, drawing a chorus of laughter.  
 
    Cherise turned and looked straight at the boy’s face then slowly looked down at his crotch. “Oh, I don’t think you’d be up to it.” The laughter turned to wild applause, and the others pummeled the embarrassed boy with pillows and blankets. Cherise would never have to worry about harassment again, at least not to her face. 
 
    Cherise grabbed the blanket off her bunk and wrapped it around her body. It barely covered her from breasts to waist, she was that tall. Minu thought it somehow made Cherise look sexier, so she did the same. Her blanket looked like a rather short dress. Most of the boys elected to lie around naked on their beds until something happened. Minu sat on the lower bunk next to Cherise and tried not to watch a nearby boy lewdly scratching his testicles. 
 
    Cherise saw what she was looking at and chuckled. “Boys are wired differently,” she said. “I have six brothers. Their ages don’t matter, they are just ‘different.’ Mothers help make them a little less crazy. My mother spent half her time trying to keep the littlest boys’ clothes on. Once they learned not to poop wherever they were standing, she gave up and let them run around naked.” Cherise looked at the line waiting for the bathroom. “Glad I didn’t have another drink on the dirigible.” 
 
    Minu smiled. “You’re from the Desert Tribe, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Is it that obvious?” Minu would have sworn the girl was blushing. “I’m the first one from my family to make it to the Trials, boy or girl. Only twenty Chosen have been from the Desert Tribe.” 
 
    “Wow, that few?” 
 
    “We’re a simple people; most of us learn from our parents and don’t attend school, so it’s hard for us to be advanced enough by this age to pass the written exams.” 
 
    “Then, how did you?” 
 
    “My father is a very successful miner. He owns many acres of land covered in salt and borax deposits, so he has access to computers. On my fifth birthday, I surprised him and asked for a computer instead of a doll. He then surprised my mother and gave it to me. The rest, as they say, is history. Where are you from?” They spent an enjoyable half hour getting to know each other until their Chosen tramped nosily into the barracks.  
 
    “On your feet, bugs, and come get your clothes!” Minu noted he wore a utility belt with many drags attached to it. She got up and followed Cherise to the Chosen. On the way, she caught sight of Aaron and waved, happy that another of her friends was in her group. She was also glad to see he’d wrapped a blanket around his middle, showing that he had some modesty. He almost seemed disappointed to see her. Then she realized he’d been stealing looks at her now-covered body. Her cheeks flamed again.  
 
    “Pip and Gregg are here too,” he said. She smiled, happy they were all together. As they drew closer to the Chosen, she was able to introduce Cherise. The two shook hands and shared some quick details about themselves before they reached the head of the line.  
 
    “Brown suit?” asked a boy just in front of them. “Why not black?” 
 
    “Brown is the color of shit,” the Chosen said, shoving a jumpsuit into the boy’s chest hard enough to topple him onto his butt, “which is exactly what you are until the Trials are over. Now get the fuck out of my sight, bug.” 
 
    Each candidate received a fabric-wrapped parcel tied with hand-spun cordage. Minu and her friends collected theirs without comment. The Chosen took note of their impromptu clothing and grinned before turning to the next kid in line. 
 
    The Chosen finished handing out clothes. The only sounds in the room were rustling fabric, snapping snaps, and tearing velcro. Minu noticed the snaps were plastic but wasn’t surprised, considering the cost of metal snaps. She decided not to rely on them too much. Inside the package were three ‘shit-brown’ jumpsuits, three pairs of underwear somewhat smaller and stretchier than boxer shorts, three pairs of wool socks, a simple linen backpack, and a wooden box. There was also a pair of very simple tennis-like shoes, but with thinner soles. With as much dignity as possible, she quickly dressed. As she gratefully secured the velcro tabs on the front of her jumpsuit, she realized the kit didn’t include a bra. Not having a large bust would work to her advantage. For Cherise, though, it would be a problem. As Minu finished dressing, she glanced over and saw the other girl squeezing her much larger breasts into the jumpsuit, then she struggled to fasten it. The velcro tabs barely kept her bosom contained. Not only was she larger in the breast and hips, she was also taller, and the jumpsuit legs only reached the middle of her calves. Cherise looked very uncomfortable. 
 
    Minu looked around the room and noticed the jumpsuits were not all one size. There were short boys in very long suits, and there were average-height boys in uniforms that barely came to their knees. The Trials were underway. Minu decided her own jumpsuit was adequate. The arms were a bit long, but that could be useful in some situations. Minu excused herself and got up to walk around. Her shoes didn’t fit at all, so she kept them under her arm as she moved among the bunks. It only took her a minute to find someone whose shoes were way too small. 
 
    “Wanna trades shoes?” she asked and showed the boy her pair, which were several sizes too big.  
 
    “Why should I?” he asked belligerently.  
 
    “Fine, I’ll find someone else.” 
 
    “Wait,” he quickly reconsidered and reached for her shoes. Minu handed them over and they were a good fit.  
 
    “Now, let me try yours.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want to?” he asked mischievously.  
 
    “Then I just might have to kick your ass,” someone said behind him. He looked over his shoulder and saw Gregg standing there, peering down at him. Gregg was easily ten centimeters taller, and the look on his face made it obvious he meant business. The boy handed over the shoes without further comment.  
 
    “I didn’t need your help,” Minu mumbled as she tested the shoes’ fit.  
 
    “Who said I was helping? Maybe I was looking for a fight.” He fell in behind Minu as she trolled the room. “What are you looking for? Your jumpsuit seems to fit well.” She glanced over her shoulder and saw him looking at her butt. She cleared her throat, and when he realized she’d caught him, he turned bright red. “Sorry.” 
 
    “You boys,” Minu said with a shake of her head. “I’m looking for another jumpsuit for Cherise. In the one she’s wearing, she looks like a ham packed for shipping.” She spotted what she was looking for, a boy about her size and build, wearing a jumpsuit that was easily five centimeters too long and quite baggy in the chest. There was little doubt it was a woman’s jumpsuit. 
 
    “Excuse me, would you switch jumpsuits with my friend?” she asked him, “hers should fit you perfectly.” He shrugged and followed Minu back to Cherise, who was trying on her shoes. “I found you a better jumpsuit,” Minu told her. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Cherise said as she grabbed her blanket to cover herself while she changed. 
 
    “No, I want to watch you change.” The boy stood there with a bold-faced smile.  
 
    “Piss off, pervert,” Cherise said and draped the blanket over her shoulder.  
 
    “If I can’t watch, you can forget it. This fits me well enough.” He eyed her bulging chest and licked his lips, “you’re the one with more to lose. What would it hurt letting me get a good look?” 
 
    “You didn’t get enough earlier?” The boy shrugged and wouldn’t give in. 
 
    “Listen, Jerk,” Gregg said. 
 
    “No,” Cherise cut in and stepped closer to the boy. “You want to look at my breasts?” She unsnapped her jumpsuit, and her full breasts jumped out. She stripped completely and stood naked in front of him, her nipples level with his shoulders. “Is this what you want, to see your first pair of naked breasts? Do you want to see my vagina? Do you have something to trade that would make that worthwhile?” Minu gaped, and the boy’s jaw dropped. He took a step backward and unconsciously looked down at her thick patch of pubic hair. He suddenly panted hard, grabbed his crotch, and shook slightly. Cherise put a hand to her mouth to cover a laugh, then barked at him again. “Where are you going? A deal is a deal. Take that jumpsuit off, now!” The boy was hastily retreating. 
 
    He tried to run, but Gregg was right there, and Aaron appeared at his side. They grabbed the boy by both arms, and Cherise stepped forward to strip his jumpsuit off him. In a moment, he was as naked as she was. As he moved his hands to cover his groin, Minu could see a wetness covering his pubic area. Nearby boys roared with laughter. Gregg and Aaron shoved Cherise’s old jumpsuit into his arms and set him free. He ran for the restrooms as fast as he could. “Can one of you guys get the other jumpsuit from his package?” Cherise asked Aaron and Gregg. They smiled and happily left in pursuit  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Minu started. Apparently, there was some sort of joke she didn’t comprehend, so she let it drop. It was hard to be the odd one out when everyone else seemed to get it. Cherise held up her new jumpsuit like a victory trophy, then took a closer look. A damp stain covered the crotch. 
 
    “Good lord,” she laughed and headed for the bathroom. Minu quickly followed. 
 
    The bathroom was a large communal facility with toilets in the front and shower stalls in the back. There was no privacy, or toilet paper, for that matter. “Oh shit,” she groaned.  
 
    The boy was in a shower stall washing his groin. Cherise headed for the shower, causing him to cry out, grab his new jumpsuit, and run past them through the door.  
 
    “At least I didn’t make a mess in those new clothes,” Cherise yelled after him. Then they were alone. Cherise walked to the shower, turned it on hot, and began washing the jumpsuit. 
 
    “Cherise, what happened?” 
 
    “He made a fool of himself.” 
 
    “No, I mean, did he pee on himself when you took your clothes off? I know men get all excited when they see us naked, but I can’t imagine getting so excited you piss on yourself.” 
 
    “He didn’t piss on himself, dear, he came in his pants.” Minu looked confused when Cherise turned to look at her. “You know, lost control?” Minu looked more confused. Before Cherise could explain further, someone came in. “You here to look at me, too?” Cherise growled. Minu turned to see who it was. 
 
    “It’s okay, he’s a friend.” In came Pip, followed by Aaron and Gregg. Pip smiled at Minu, then noticed Cherise, still naked, cleaning the uniform. He turned red and looked away. Minu’s respect for Pip increased; he’d been the first boy to look away from the naked girl. He was a gentleman! 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Pip asked, still looking at the wall. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re fine,” Minu answered. Gregg, obviously successful in his mission, handed Cherise a clean uniform and tried not to look at her nakedness, but failed. At least he only took a quick peek before walking over to wait with the other guys.  
 
    “I’ve been talking with the others, and we decided we need to work together,” Aaron said. 
 
    “I’m not interested in working with most of those boys,” Cherise said, wringing water from the cleaned garment.  
 
    “Not all of them, just us. The five of us.” 
 
    “There’s strength in numbers,” Gregg pointed out.  
 
    “I’m not sure they want us cooperating,” Cherise said. 
 
    “I think there’s little doubt,” Minu countered, “they purposely gave us mismatched uniforms, so we’d have to trade with each other or wear poorly fitting clothes. Or they were just trying to cause trouble.” 
 
    “Maybe both,” Gregg suggested. They all agreed there might be some truth to that. The Chosen were trying to turn them against each other. 
 
    “There is some risk in becoming allies,” Pip said, still facing away from Cherise. “They might try to use that against us later.” 
 
    Minu nodded and spoke. “Then we must agree that if it’s a choice between passing and failing, we do what we have to.” They all looked at Minu and considered. She knew it was a harsh statement, but it was the only way it would work. She liked these people, but she wouldn’t sacrifice her chance of being Chosen for them. 
 
    “I guess that’s a good arrangement,” Cherise decided. Everyone chimed in, and they became a team. 
 
    Cherise had put her underwear and the clean jumpsuit back on, and was just closing the velcro. Minu eyed the fit and nodded with approval. Cherise’s breasts were still too large for the top, but at least they didn’t strain the fabric, and the uniform’s legs reached her ankles. She grabbed the still wet jumpsuit and walked with Minu to the toilets.  
 
    Minu asked the boys, “Will you watch while we go to the bathroom?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Aaron said right away. The others agreed, and the boys stood guard at the door. Though Pip wasn’t very intimidating, Gregg’s bulk and Aaron’s steely stare more than made up for Pip’s lack of size. The three boys were a formidable force. Minu and Cherise quickly used the bathroom. As it turned out, there was toilet paper, a grand total of two rolls for almost a hundred kids. That was enough for about one good crap each. When they finished, the girls met their friends by the door. Minu was quite thankful for the three boys.  
 
    Back out in the barracks, relieved and comfortably dressed, Minu hopped onto her bunk and picked up the bundle of materials she’d received. She lay the items on her bed and considered each in turn. They probably wouldn’t get any other supplies during the Trials. She knew from the little Jovich and her father had told her that they would have to find most of what they needed as they went. With that in mind, she evaluated everything. She wound the cord used to tie the package and stuffed it in her pocket, then she examined the fabric wrapping. It wasn’t just wrapping; that was obvious. There were plastic grommets and snaps in places, and it wasn’t perfectly square or triangular. Plastic coated the material on one side.  
 
    “Cherise, look at this,” she said to the girl in the upper bunk. Her friend’s head appeared over the edge a second later. “I think this is more than just wrapping.” 
 
    “I was looking at mine, too. Have you looked at the mysterious box?” Minu hadn’t gotten to that yet.  
 
    “Is there a garbage can in here?” she wondered aloud. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just a suspicion.” She got up and walked toward the only exit. There was a large, moliplas garbage barrel next to the door. Cherise followed her, and they leaned over and looked inside. There were at least twenty discarded wrappers and twice that many bundles of cord inside.  
 
    “Amazing,” she said. The two girls quickly collected the ‘garbage’ and headed back to their bunks. One or two of the other candidates looked at them curiously, and one laughed. They examined the discarded wrappers and quickly determined there were four distinct shapes. The four shapes didn’t seem to fit together, but the sections did hook together smoothly in twos and threes. 
 
    After fifteen minutes of experimenting, one of the shapes created by combining two pieces struck a chord with Cherise. “It’s a tent half!” she said suddenly. She sorted through the pile and found two more, assembled them, and joined that half to the first. The result was a modified triangular tent, complete with a fly and a ground cloth. And it was big enough for two. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Minu laughed as they spread it out next to their bunks. A dozen boys were watching them in wide-eyed amazement, which quickly turned to horror.  
 
    “Oh shit,” one said and ran to the garbage can. It only took moments for the panic to spread across the room. Minu jumped onto the top bunk and looked across the barracks. She could only see two other groups assembling shelters. She suspected they’d just earned their first ‘victory’ in the Trials. 
 
    “You got those from the garbage,” a red-faced boy said, running up to their bunks. Minu jumped down and stood next to Cherise, between the boy and the pile of parts on the bed. 
 
    “Very observant of you,” Cherise said with a wry smile. 
 
    “Too bad your powers of observation weren’t working when you threw away your shelter,” Minu added. 
 
    “Give it back, you little bitch.” 
 
    “Screw you,” Cherise said, her voice low and threatening.  
 
    “I’d love to,” another boy said. More boys approached, and Minu began to get scared.  
 
    “Look,” Minu explained, “we found them fair-and-square. Others have been getting them from the garbage, too, so unless you can prove—” 
 
    “Fuck this,” one of them said and tried to dive between the girls. All he got for his effort was Cherise’s knee in his chin. He yelped in pain and hit the floor hard, his hands holding his injured face. A second later, a large group of boys charged them, and Minu found herself in her first real fight.  
 
    She learned two things very quickly. First, she wasn’t very good at fighting. She didn’t really want to hurt anyone, so instead of swinging her fist at her opponent, she slapped him across the face as hard as she could. It didn’t stop him, but it did make him as mad as hell. Second, Cherise was good at fighting, and she seemed to enjoy it. 
 
    Cherise kicked, punched, chopped, and generally abused anyone within her reach. She used her hands, feet, knees, and elbows with equal facility. Minu rolled around on the floor with the boy she’d slapped, trying to keep him from pinning her. Finally, in desperation, she punched him, aiming for his stomach. She connected with something squishy, and he let out a cry of pain and released her. She jumped up and left him holding his crotch, curled up in a fetal position.  
 
    Minu was worried the tide of boys would overwhelm them when Gregg, Aaron, and Pip swooped in like an old-Earth cavalry. Gregg picked up one kid and threw him into an advancing trio like a sack of laundry, while Aaron swung his leg into someone’s head with enough force to knock the boy out. While Pip seemed just as unschooled in fighting as Minu, he didn’t lack courage. He used his body as a battering ram. Holding his head low and his arms in front, he attacked over and over like a raging bull. 
 
    The Chosen trainers appeared out of nowhere and began yanking them off each other. The fight ended with a Chosen holding Cherise in the air by the back of her jumpsuit, the girl spitting and kicking in rage. Minu was in of awe of the other girl.  
 
    “You kids never fail to disappoint,” the Chosen laughed while keeping Cherise’s feet and fists away from his face. He didn’t try to sort things out, he didn’t accuse anyone of starting the brawl, and he didn’t give the girls a chance to explain the circumstances. Everyone who was involved in the fracas received a drag. When he finally left, Minu sat back on the bed with her friend. They had seven tent parts, having lost the rest in the heat of battle. Still, they had more than most of the others.  
 
    The Chosen left them alone for a time. Gregg, Aaron and Pip traded bunks, so they could be near the girls. It wasn’t difficult. Many of their former neighbors sported black eyes, bruises, and drags and didn’t want to tangle with them again. Minu wasn’t sure they would have time to get comfortable. Cherise was still mad and didn’t want to talk about the incident. 
 
    It was night, and their Chosen announced he was turning off the lights. No one offered them a meal, and no one complained. Minu climbed between the thin sheets of her bunk. She used part of the shelter halves as a pillow, having distributed the rest among her friends. After the fracas, none of them trusted their fellow candidates very much. The lights went out, and they plunged into darkness. The first day of the Trials was over.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Julast 5th, 514 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Minu fell asleep. The world drifted away into the smoky haze of half-formed dreams as her subconscious attempted to help her conscious mind deal with the trials and tribulations of the previous day. A Chosen does not need a full night’s sleep. They were always alert, aware, and ready to respond to any situation. The sound of a one hundred milligram charge of high explosives detonating in an empty garbage can startled her awake.  
 
    Screams and outrage filled the room as smoke billowed from the scattered moliplas fragments that had once been the garbage can. Minu was pretty sure she hadn’t screamed, and she had no idea how she wound up under her bunk, lying on the ice-cold floor. For that matter, she had no idea how Cherise had gotten down there with her. As it turned out, their hiding place was a good choice. Their Chosen appeared, bringing a fire hose in case the aftermath of the explosion posed a danger to the candidates. To ensure no further fires broke out, he opened the valve and sprayed the stunned kids with high pressure ice-cold water.  
 
    “Non-stop fun, this trial thing,” Cherise said with a yawn. Minu was about to agree when the hose crossed just in front of their bunk, drenching them with an icy spray of water. They squealed and gasped from the cold. Those running for cover fared much worse as the Chosen used the fire hose like a weapon, bowling kids over and upending bunks.  
 
    After making sure there were no lingering fire hazards, the Chosen left the room full of dripping cots and dazed teenagers. Minu and Cherise crawled out from under their bed, dripping wet, and saw that a few of their neighbors had succeeded in flipping over their mattresses to fend off the assault. While righting their bunks, those that avoided the hose’s icy water realized they’d traded dry clothes for wet beds. Minu and Cherise’s friends fared much as they did, but to varying degrees. Gregg was barely damp while Pip was drenched from head-to-toe.  
 
    “He hit me square in the stomach with that damn hose,” Pip spluttered.  
 
    “You should have seen him,” laughed a kid heading for the bathroom, “he flew like a leaf blowing across a yard!” 
 
    Eventually, everyone settled down and, wet or dry, tried to get more sleep. The sheets were synthetic, and once wet, they felt colder.  
 
    Exactly one hour later, intensely loud music flooded the room. Minu knew it was an hour because she’d lain awake counting the seconds through chattering teeth. While she wasn’t sure the first ambush occurred an hour after the lights went out, it was reasonable to assume so. The music blared for about five minutes, then went silent. An hour later, powerful strobe lights filled the barracks. Minu opened her eyes for a moment then drifted back to sleep.  
 
    Throughout the night, the interruptions continued every hour, on the hour. Minu only woke up once more when the Chosen detonated a series of stink bombs. When the lights came on in the morning, the Chosen announced that breakfast was in ten minutes. Minu was one of the very few who didn’t look like the walking dead. If this was the worst the Chosen could do, she was confident she would pass. 
 
    “We should take everything to breakfast,” Cherise suggested.  
 
    “You really think so?” Minu asked. 
 
    “Absolutely.” Cherise yawned widely and stretched. “After last night, do you trust anyone?” 
 
    “You have a point.” They quickly assembled a pair of backpacks and divided the tent pieces, along with the other goods they’d received, between them. Minu turned to suggest the boys do the same, but she saw they were already doing it. After they built and filled the backpacks, they had just enough time to use the restroom and jog down the hall. Several of the other candidates noticed the new backpacks they carried. Their reactions varied from indifference to confusion and amusement. Some looked worried. A few others also wore backpacks.  
 
    “Where did you get the backpack?” one boy asked Minu. 
 
    “Remember that piece of fabric and the cord the uniforms were wrapped in?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “There’s your answer.” She trotted on leaving him looking stunned. By now, they were mixing with kids from the other barracks and she took careful note of how many wore backpacks. The number was shockingly small. 
 
    “You’re looking at the winners,” Aaron whispered in her ear, noticing the same thing. 
 
    “Don’t curse us,” she snarled back. Her mother was superstitious, and Minu was embarrassed to admit she was, too. Still, Aaron might have a point.  
 
    The furniture in the hall consisted of simple tables and equally simple stools. A bare plate and plastic cup, along with cheaply-designed eating utensils wrapped in a paper napkin, sat at each place.  
 
    “Not as many seats as people,” Cherise said. She was correct. Minu spotted a group of seats in the far corner and made for them as quickly as possible. Her friends followed her lead. Pip beat another boy to the last seat by seconds. The boy looked as though he was considering removing the much smaller Pip from the seat when he noticed four other sets of narrowed eyes watching him. He moved on. 
 
    A minute later, Chosen began moving through the room handing out drags to anyone not seated. One boy tried hiding under a table, so the Chosen unceremoniously hauled him out and clamped a drag on his ankle. Those who laughed at the spectacle received a drag, as well. It was amazing that some of the kids still hadn’t learned to keep their mouths shut. Minu glanced around. She couldn’t see any candidates who didn’t have at least one drag.  
 
    The room buzzed with subdued conversation. Minu surveyed the surroundings. The room was unchanged from the day before, except for the addition of a double door where Second Among the Chosen Jacob had previously stood. The podium and low stands were gone. The ten Chosen, having given out the drags, lined up by the doors through which they’d entered. As Minu watched, they closed those doors behind the last of the candidates.  
 
    “Damn, I’m hungry,” Pip said, picking up his plate and studying it. “I wonder when the food will arrive?” 
 
    Minu looked at the Chosen again, then at the new double doors. Her group sat in one corner with the doors only a few meters away. The room was beginning to quiet down as more heads turned to look expectantly at the Chosen, who were staring off into space.  
 
    “Do you smell anything?” she asked her friends. 
 
    “I know I don’t smell any damn food,” Pip mumbled. 
 
    “Me neither,” Gregg said. Aaron and Cherise nodded in agreement.  
 
    “That’s because there isn’t any food,” Minu said. “Notice the new door? The Chosen locked the ones we entered through, and there doesn’t seem to be any way to open them from this side.” She picked up her plastic tableware and quickly slipped it into her backpack. After a moment’s confusion, the others did the same. “Carefully,” she said as a kid nearby watched with mild curiosity, “it’s quite a way to the new door through this crowd.” 
 
    “You figure the food is through that door?” Cherise asked. 
 
    “I figure we’re going to have to get out of here in a hurry.” The Chosen moved together, and Minu saw they wore backpacks like hers. They also wore the ubiquitous utility belts stuffed with drags and miscellaneous equipment. As one, they took leather pouches from those belts.  
 
    “Let’s go now,” Pip urged. 
 
    “No,” she hissed, “patience first.” 
 
    “Your instincts have been good so far,” Aaron nodded, “we’ll follow your lead.” There were more head bobs, and Minu smiled slightly. She hoped their trust wasn’t misplaced.  
 
    One of the doors opened, and Dram stepped in. The door lock snapped audibly as it engaged behind him. He immediately addressed the candidates. “Welcome to Day Two of the Trials. You will see that some of your brethren decided not to join us today. That is, of course, their right and yours. Let’s move on.” 
 
    “Now,” Minu said and stood up. She didn’t run for the door. Instead, she strolled leisurely in that direction. Those that noticed her included all the Chosen. Dram’s big smile was the only reaction. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” he asked from across the hall.  
 
    “You bet,” she said, continuing to walk toward the door. For a split second, she thought she’d made a terrible error. Then, she saw what the other Chosen were doing. Their backs were to the room, and while Dram was talking, they were pulling on gas masks. The ones who’d already donned their masks were removing metallic canisters from their belts.  
 
    Around Minu, many of the candidates were looking back and forth between her and Dram. Some were laughing or shaking their heads, figuring she’d messed up. Minu noticed those candidates who were wearing packs were up and heading for the door, like she and her friends. Those farthest from the door weren’t walking, they were running.  
 
    “Where’s the food?” someone yelled, and a couple hundred voices echoed the question.  
 
    “Who said we were going to feed you?” Dram laughed and took a step back. He pulled his own gas mask over his face as the ten Chosen stepped forward and threw the gas canisters.  
 
    Minu sprinted and reached the door first, throwing her arm against the release bar and her shoulder against the door itself. She’d offered a silent prayer that the Chosen hadn’t barred the door. Thankfully, it burst open, and she and her team were suddenly outside in the bright sunlight. Back inside, the shouts and complaints of the other candidates turned to cries of panic and fear. The grenades poured out huge gouts of acrid, black gas. Those with the foresight to head for the door quickly exited behind Minu’s team, barely managing to avoid the gas. Those that tumbled out after them didn’t look so good. They were rubbing their raw, red eyes, and most had mucus pouring from their noses. They were all yelling in pain. Behind them, almost a thousand kids tried to cram through one set of double doors, which was only a couple of meters wide.  
 
    Dram appeared around the corner of the building, having exited on the far side. He held a gas cylinder under one arm and wore a look of calm concern on his face. “You bugs will learn to suspect something is wrong, especially when there’s a preponderance of evidence, or you won’t be Chosen. Aliens often do unpredictable things; their psychology is different from ours. Some of them are mean and deceitful, even down right sadistic. You can’t demand humanity from a five-meter-long snake.  
 
    “The gas is non-fatal, though about now, some of you might wish it was. You can wash it off with water. So, you have three choices. You can wait one or two hours for the effects to wear off on their own. You can walk to the nearest water source, which is about a kilometer up that trail. Or you can get water from me.” 
 
    “We can just ask you for water?” one of the gagging kids asked. The crowd grew as the assembly hall emptied. Minu backed away from the gas wafting through the open doors. Chosen helped the last few out; the effects of the gas had left them temporarily unable to walk.  
 
    “There is one minor detail. If you want water from me, you have to quit.” The candidates responded with howls of anger and outrage. It looked as though some were mad enough to rush him. The drill was well-practiced; those in charge knew what the reaction would be. The Chosen dropped off their charges and moved to flank Dram, easing the growing unrest. In moments, dozens of candidates walked or crawled forward to quit and get water. Others lay on the ground, crying out in despair at the unfairness of it all. And still other jogged up the trail Dram pointed out, careening off trees and bushes as they ran.  
 
    “What about us?” Minu asked the nearest Chosen. The man turned to look at Minu and her group of friends. Including those that had followed her out the door before the grenades exploded, there were less than fifty.  
 
    “Pretty clueless group we have here,” the man said and glanced at the crowd of afflicted candidates. “In my class, almost half made it out the door before the first grenade went off.” Minu remained silent and waited. “You’ve passed this test, congratulations. The next test takes place at a concrete and metal shelter five kilometers east of here. The shelter is on top of a small ridge that’s visible for several kilometers in all directions. The time limit for this trial is four hours, which means it’s over at noon.” 
 
    While he was talking, Minu glanced up at the sky; it was early enough in the day, and she remembered enough about the compound’s layout, to know which direction was east. The trail Dram indicated was in the opposite direction.  
 
    “Any restrictions?” Gregg asked. The Chosen just crossed his arms and stared at them.  
 
    “Can we help the others?” one of the kids outside of Minu’s group asked. 
 
    “I’ll only add that resources are limited. Knowing when to cooperate is part of the Trials, as you should have noticed by now. Almost anything goes. You can use any resources and any means to complete the tasks before you. There’s no such thing as cheating, but there are limits. You cannot intentionally harm another bug, or a Chosen, except in self-defense. You cannot steal from a citizen, and you cannot enter a private residence, not that there are any nearby. That’s all the information you’ll get from any of us.”  
 
    Minu turned and ran for a nearly overgrown trail that headed east, opposite where most of the others were heading. Her friends quickly fell in behind her. 
 
    Gregg ran to catch up to her. “Why the hurry?” he huffed. “We have four hours for five kilometers. We can easily walk that.” 
 
    “You weren’t listening to the rest, were you? He said we can’t steal from private citizens, he didn’t say anything about each other. It’s each man for himself, and we’re better equipped than most. We’re going to be targets once those losers get it together in the next hour or so.” 
 
    “It’ll take less than that with water only an hour away.” 
 
    “There is no water down that trail,” Minu said as she settled into an easy running pace. “The only things in that direction are the landing field and a cliff.” 
 
    “Damn! Don’t they tell the truth about anything?” 
 
    “No, and that’s why I only believe one thing that Chosen said: we have to get to that shelter in four hours. The rest doesn’t matter.” 
 
    The run was exhilarating. Minu hadn’t known how much she’d missed running. She leaned forward as the ground flowed by and the trees shot past. Her lungs expanded and emptied with powerful breaths, and her muscles gratefully exerted themselves.  
 
    “Minu!” A voice behind her intruded on her meditation. She glanced over her shoulder. Aaron, Cherise, and Gregg were keeping up with her, though she could see they had to work hard to do so. Pip, though, was already ten paces behind and quickly falling further back. His gait was inefficient; he swung his arms too wide and pumped his knees too high. He gasped for breath, causing his eyes to bug out, and the veins on his neck stood up. Reluctantly, Minu stopped. Cherise was trying to pace Pip and offer him encouragement, but she looked concerned.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Cherise asked Pip as he staggered up to them and nearly fell over. Gregg grabbed an arm and kept him on his feet. “I know I’m an above average runner, but we’ve barely started.” Cherise was almost as in-shape as Minu.  
 
    “I…I’m…not…in…very…good…shape,” Pip managed to gasp between huffs of breath.  
 
    Minu shook her head. “How did you intend to pass the Trials?” 
 
    “Brains…over…brawn.” The others laughed, but Minu could tell he was serious. Pip looked crestfallen. “I really didn’t think…I’d have to run a marathon.” 
 
    “You read, don’t you?” Gregg asked. Pip nodded his head, breathing rather than speaking. “You didn’t read any of the books on the Trials?”  
 
    “That might have been a good idea,” Minu agreed. 
 
    “Didn’t have time,” Pip complained, “there was too much other material.” 
 
    “Should we leave him behind?” Aaron asked. Gregg looked down, Pip looked worried, and Cherise watched Minu.  
 
    “He’s at least partially right,” Minu said, “there’s more to the Trials than muscles.” Pip looked relieved, if only for a moment. “But you might wish we’d left you behind before this is over. Now, run with us.” She turned and continued up the trail at a slower pace. In a moment, the sound of footfalls behind her confirmed they were following.  
 
    Pip didn’t so much run with them, as they carried him. After the first kilometer, Pip began staggering along the trail. After the second kilometer, they began carrying him, two at a time, hands under his arms. The sun was high in the sky when they topped the second rise and found a river rolling through the valley below. Pip’s sharp eyes caught the glint of a small structure nestled in the trees on the other side.  
 
    “Are those flood waters?” Aaron asked with a catch in his voice. There was nothing like this in the near desert where he grew up.  
 
    “No, no flooding here,” Pip said, as he swayed on his feet. His face was flushed and sweat poured off him.  
 
    “How can you be so sure?” Minu wanted to know. 
 
    “L-look at the trees. No broadleaf, no conifers. This is an ancient forest of huge fern trees that used to cover the planet. They’re great at holding their niches if nothing knocks them down. If floods, fires, landslides, or similar events destroy or move the fern trees, the plant life we brought from Earth moves in.” 
 
    “So this is what the planet looked like hundreds of years ago?” Cherise asked. 
 
    “As far as the eye can see.” 
 
    Gregg and Aaron massaged their legs during the brief break. It was the first time in a while that Minu remembered they wore drags. Her left leg, where she wore her only drag, was slightly sore, and it suddenly made sense. Drags, they drag you down!  
 
    “How do we get across?” Pip asked. 
 
    “We swim,” Minu said matter-of-factly, as she scanned the river to gage the swiftness of the current. Slowly, she turned to look at Pip with growing concern. “You can swim, can’t you?” 
 
    “Yes!” he barked, exasperated. “Do you think I’d be stupid enough to take the Trials if I couldn’t swim?” 
 
    Cherise opened her mouth, but Minu’s stern look brought her up short, so she just shrugged. They gave Pip a few more minutes to catch his breath, and when Minu decided it was time, they made their way down the hill toward the river.  
 
    As they crossed the water, Minu realized Pip wasn’t the one she needed to worry about. Halfway across she heard a gurgling gasp, and she looked over her shoulder. The water was barely a meter deep but very swift. Even though Aaron was about the same height as Minu, the current tossed him around, and he couldn’t keep his feet.  
 
    “Just swim,” she admonished him. He dropped into a ragged dog paddle, but the water was too rough and kept washing over his head. A wave hit him in the face, and he popped up, choking on water.  
 
    “What have I gotten myself into?” she asked silently and turned around. By the time she managed to drag him from the water, he’d half drowned. Cherise and Gregg were trying not to stare, but Pip wasn’t feeling as charitable. 
 
    “You were worried about me swimming?!” 
 
    “Give him a break,” Minu said, patting a grateful and exhausted Aaron on the back, “he’s from a very dry place.” 
 
    “And I’m not?” Cherise asked, a hint of laughter in her voice. 
 
    “I can swim a bit,” Aaron managed between fits of coughing up water. “It’s enough most of the time.”  
 
    The shelter didn’t fit the Chosen’s description at all. The walls were ceramic concrete, a material manufactured on some distant Concordian world and shipped in containers with pre-made forms. The concrete was ready to pour, and it hardened in minutes. The shelter wasn’t on a hill, either. Instead, it nestled down next to the river. As Minu and her group approached, a Chosen who was sitting by the door stood to meet them. 
 
    “Congratulations,” he said with a smile, “you’ve done well.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir!” Minu said after a celebratory cheer. “Are we here first?” 
 
    “You’re the second group to arrive,” he told her and looked over his shoulder. Standing in the doorway was the absolute last person on the planet she expected to see.  
 
    “What took you so long, Daughter of the First?” asked Ivan Malovich, sporting a devilish grin on his pointy face.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Julast 6th, 514 AE 
 
    Frontier Space, Unknown Star System 
 
      
 
    More than two weeks of constant escape and evasion took their toll on Chriso’s squad of Chosen. The planet they were on was only nearly Bellatrix normal. Considerably higher than normal traces of chlorine and methane were an unwelcome surprise. According to their instruments, the levels weren’t lethal in the short term, but concentrations would build up over longer periods of time. To be safe, Chriso ordered them to use metabolic filters, which consumed power, the one thing they were running out of.  
 
    “Isn’t there a single capacitor on this foul-smelling rock that has any juice left?” One of his men cursed and kicked aside the remains of a discarded pile of EPCs. Nearby, young Eric was methodically using an instrument to check a few of the discarded EPCs. 
 
    “What are you up to?” Chriso asked the young man. 
 
    “The displays on the EPCs are not designed for real accuracy,” he said without looking up. “I remember when my family got their first electric-converted tractor. I was about six. The tractor had a little device called a gas gage to tell you how much alcohol was in the tank. It seems funny to me that this ultra-advanced piece of tech uses a meter so much like that old, analog gage.”  
 
    Chriso leaned over to look at the EPC Eric was testing. Shaped like a half-meter long capsule, it had a black dualloy shell to protect the equipment inside. Printed on the side in four different Concordian scripts were the model number and capacity of the EPC. An EPC of that size, when fully charged, held enough power to run a small village for weeks, or a factory for a couple of days. They also served as utility power cells in large vehicles. The solid-state bar graph displaying the EPC’s charge showed one red bar. 
 
    “Looks like it’s empty to me.” 
 
    “The trick is the gauge,” he said and tapped the red bar on the display. 
 
    “That says it’s empty too.” 
 
    “Sorta,” Eric laughed, and went back to hooking up his instrument to the power coupling on the EPC. “Look at one of those,” he said and gestured with his head to a pile a couple of feet away. Chriso walked over and picked one up. He noticed immediately the power graph didn’t show any red bars. 
 
    “So, this one is even emptier?” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not.” 
 
    “Are you trying to piss me off?” 
 
    “No sir, sorry. Like I said, we had a tractor that ran on EPCs when I was a kid. We quickly learned that ‘empty’ didn’t necessarily mean empty. EPCs are pretty complicated, with all kinds of systems inside to safely control the release of energy, to make sure it delivers a static level of output down to the last erg.” He showed Chriso where the interface port opened, and how he was attaching wires. “These things, like most Concordian tech, are designed to interface with all other Concordian technology. When you plug it in, it figures out what it will be doing: how much energy to draw, how quickly to draw it, how often, etc. The power bar displays the EPC’s ability to provide the load it’s tasked with producing, otherwise it’s worthless, because it has no reference point. We discovered that an EPC that registered empty on the tractor could be plugged into the incubators in the barn and it would show about a twenty percent charge!” 
 
    “Lower power demand?” 
 
    “Exactly! The ones with blank displays really are dead though. So dead, in fact, they don’t even have enough ergs left to run their own status displays. Any EPC with a live display is an unknown; it depends on what they were last used for before being unplugged.” 
 
    “So, one of these might have quite a bit of juice left in it?” Chriso suggested. Eric gave him a thumbs up.  
 
    “Probably not a lot, but since we only need to recharge our guns, metabolic filters, and a few other things, it shouldn’t take much.”  
 
    “Smart man! Good work, Eric. Let me know if you strike pay dirt.” The boy, beaming from ear to ear, continued working. 
 
    Chriso stood and stretched his inner thigh muscles, which ached from squatting next to Eric. He shook his head, knowing that he should be in better shape at 40. The life of a Chosen whittled away at a person’s youth and vigor. He walked to the window and gazed at the wonderful vista of the city below.  
 
    This world had once been home to a thriving civilization of beings, probably quite similar to humans. The architecture of the buildings resembled that of Concordia, with the only differences being fewer and smaller windows and a complete lack of stairs. Gradually sloping ramps spiraled up the center of each structure. Similar buildings of varying heights spread out in all directions. Chriso examined the material used to build the walls and marveled at the lack of deterioration. History suggested civilization had abandoned this world several hundred thousand years ago, but the structures showed little degradation and only rare structural failures. The wall he stared at looked slightly pitted and had a few tiny cracks. Ceramic concrete displayed amazing resistance to degeneration from time and atmosphere. Except for the occasional crack, the windows, transparent crystalline matrices of aluminum alloys and plastics called moliplas, were perfect. The Concordia created everything to last, except for their spaceships and computer memories. This puzzled the Chosen scientists. What a strange conundrum!  
 
    Most of his squad was scattered around the room, catching naps or tending to equipment. None of them seemed concerned about their circumstances, and for that, he was glad. In all his years as Chosen, then as First, he’d never found himself in such dire circumstances. A hostile alien species had him cornered on an out-of-bounds world. Chriso knew his men expected him to have a plan, and the random movement through the ghost city was part of it. Truthfully, he was desperate to find a way out. He’d found no further evidence of what had originally drawn him to the planet. Now, he needed a lifeline: an old shuttle, or a portal he could reconnect to the network. He’d take any option other than fighting his way to the off-world portal in the station, where the snakes were waiting to kill them. 
 
    “Chriso,” he heard the voice in his headset.  
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “There’s another snake flier up here,” the Chosen observer said from the roof. “It’s flying a search pattern, about two kilometers east.” 
 
    “That’s where we were last night,” Chriso mumbled. The snakes had an incredible knack for finding the tiniest trace of their trail and following it like trained Kloth. The Chosen tried to leave as little evidence of their presence as possible. They carried bags full of used ration packages and their other garbage with them. Humans needed to defecate and urinate, but it simply wasn’t practical to carry that around, so they dug deep holes and filled them in when they moved. Still, the snakes kept finding their trail. He’d considered using an EPC to incinerate waste, but they had almost no power left. “Everyone, get ready to move,” he said aloud. With significantly less enthusiasm than they’d displayed at the beginning of their flight two weeks earlier, they awoke and prepared to leave their short-term hideout.  
 
    “Got one!” Eric cried out in triumph. Chriso walked over and looked at the results. The gauge registered a fractional, but noticeable, charge. It wasn’t enough to run a house for a day, but it was enough for their needs. 
 
    “Great job! Now, we need to run.”  
 
    Eric looked down at the EPC’s half-meter long case and made a face as he considered lugging it with them through the city’s ruins. “Carrying this will slow us down.” 
 
    “Dump it into one of our pack cells, and let’s run.” 
 
    “We’ll lose about ten percent.” 
 
    “Can’t be avoided,” Chriso told him. Eric nodded his head. A few seconds later he’d secured the energy and was ready to go.  
 
    “Confirmed. They have our trail,” said the lookout on the roof. This time, everyone was listening. “It’s tracking in, ETA two minutes.” 
 
    “Noted,” Chriso said, making sure they left behind no evidence of what they had done. “Monitor them for another thirty seconds while we egress, then meet up at the rally point.” 
 
    As they raced down the building’s ramp, Chriso strategized. If they could find more EPCs and had time to harvest their power, they could mount a defense. They had three shield generators they’d not yet used due to lack of power. Their pursuers, the T’Chillen, would be momentarily surprised if they could bring the shields into play. The surprise wouldn’t last long, though; he desperately needed other options.  
 
    He heard a clattering sound behind him, followed by a curse. He paused to see what had happened. In his haste to pack, Eric hadn’t properly secured one of his energy sensing instruments, and it had slid from his backpack as he slung it over his shoulder. The device clattered down the ramp, and Chriso caught it as it rolled past.  
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” Eric apologized as he caught up and retrieved the device. He flipped open the cover and turned it on to make sure it was still working. The display illuminated, and information scrolled by.  
 
    “No harm done,” Chriso said and patted him on the arm. “The Concordia know how to make tough equipment.” 
 
    “But sir, look at this!”  
 
    Chriso looked at the technical data and tried to figure out what it meant. “Is it some sort of energy signature?” 
 
    “Yeah, about ten kilometers away, just on the edge of the sensor’s range.” 
 
    “Probably one of the T’Chillen fliers.” 
 
    “Can’t be, sir. They use EPCs, but the sensor is picking up a generating source, a neutrino neutron flux, to be precise.” 
 
    “Fusion generator. The Concordia haven’t used them for eons,” Chriso said under his breath. He glanced nervously at Eric, afraid he’d heard. Eric looked at the sensor’s display and tapped the controls, unaware of Chriso’s muttering. The older man whistled between his teeth. He didn’t dare share this information too soon. “Are you sure it’s operating?” he asked the boy. 
 
    “I’ve never seen one in person, but during classes on Herdhome, the teachers mentioned that high-power generators had to have shields to prevent neutrinos from leaking. In high enough concentrations, they could damage genes, just like deep-space cosmic radiation could. If I can pick up a reading this far away, the generator’s either so screwed up it’s leaking background radiation, or it’s running.” 
 
    “Won’t the snakes know about it?” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. They could be so busy smelling our poop that they’re not looking for this sort of thing.” Chriso smiled and thanked Eric again for a job well done. The situation was further proof the Trials were too hard on intellectuals. Chosen tended to be all brawn and craftiness, but little pure intelligence.  
 
    “We have a new destination,” Chriso told his crew over the radio. “Eric’s sending the coordinates. We’ll take a circumspect route. Scouts out.” 
 
    Everyone acknowledged the orders, confident their boss knew what he was doing. Chriso tried to contain his excitement. A working fusion power generator? That had to be what he’d been looking for; it just had to be.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Julast 6th, 514 AE 
 
    Cascade Mountains, Unknown Location 
 
      
 
    It was cold in the river valley, and Minu slept poorly, huddled close to Cherise’s warm body in a shelter constructed of two sections of wrapping, inside a sleeping bag made from two more sections. As soon as the sun rose over the rim, they climbed out of their tents to catch its life-giving rays.  
 
    When they’d retreated to the relative warmth of the shelters the night before, 42 candidates had arrived at the rendezvous site. Minu shuddered as she thought about the hundreds already weeded out. Those that had arrived after Minu’s group received anywhere from one to six drags, depending on how late they’d arrived. The Chosen manning the station possessed a seemingly limitless supply. She looked around at the other kids in the morning light. Many had spent the night huddled under trees or in the open, and she suspected quite a few wouldn’t make it through the day.  
 
    Minu helped Cherise pack their gear, and the boys emerged from their tent and began to do the same. She smiled when she thought of the boys huddled together, wondering if that made them feel good. Somehow, she doubted it. As Cherise had said, boys were different.  
 
    “Have a nice night, Daughter of the First?” She ignored Ivan, deciding it wasn’t worth her time to play his games. Just like the night before, he laughed at her and returned to his group of toadies.  
 
    After the shock of seeing him had worn off, she’d realized his presence at the Trials wasn’t some trick or special fix arranged by his powerful father. He’d just happened to be the right age. There were so many candidates at Steven’s Pass, it was no surprise she’d missed spotting him. Still, she wondered if he’d seen her naked. The thought was disconcerting.  
 
    Ivan and his group were by the river, washing their naked bodies. She looked away quickly, but not quickly enough, as Ivan saw her and turned to fully face her. He stood erect, quite proud of himself, his body language saying, ‘Like what you see?’ She involuntarily glanced at his crotch before emphatically looking away. Why did boys have to emphasize their sexuality so vulgarly? 
 
    Cherise wasn’t as easily embarrassed. She stared at Ivan for a minute before shaking her head and yelling at him. “The water must be quite cold!” He looked down at himself, and she laughed as she turned and led Minu away. “He’s a rude one,” she said as they walked over to the trees where their friends waited.  
 
    “Runs in the family,” Minu agreed. The boys greeted the girls, asking how they’d fared in the previous night’s cold. “I fear it will get colder,” she told them. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Pip asked as he fiddled with the contents of his pack. 
 
    “The Chosen is gone.” The others looked at the shelter but saw no sign of him. Sometime during the night, he’d left. Aaron looked up at the distant, snow-covered peaks with dread while the others discussed their options.  
 
    “What are we supposed to do?” Aaron asked. They’d just finished putting their tent parts and gear back into their backpacks. Others were still washing in the river or milling around their improvised camps. Once again, without directions, they were lost.  
 
    “Let’s see if he left any clues,” Minu said and boldly entered the shelter. It was as utilitarian on the inside as it was on the outside. Attached to one wall was a single built-in bunk. A pair of simple camp chairs rested against another. Next to the door was a basic Concordian-made computer, and under the only window was a footlocker like those at Steven’s Pass.  
 
    “Not exactly the lodgings I’d expect for a Chosen,” Cherise said. Minu knew better. People who didn’t know the Chosen assumed they lived in expensive places and led extravagant lifestyles. The truth was the complete opposite. They earned modest salaries and usually lived in the barracks at the Chosen Plaza or Steven’s Pass. Most of the Chosen she knew owned almost nothing. Her friend Jovich lived in a sparsely-furnished apartment about twice as large as the shelter. She’d always had the impression they lived like monks.  
 
    They searched the room. Not surprisingly, Pip headed straight for the computer. The room was empty except for the locker and the computer. To their dismay, a padlock secured the locker, and the computer lacked an operating system.  
 
    “This was a waste of time,” Gregg grumbled. Cherise shrugged, and Pip sat on a chair and stared at the computer.  
 
    “There has to be something here,” Minu mumbled. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t leave us in a no-win situation.” 
 
    “After all that’s happened so far, you believe that?” Cherise asked. 
 
    “Minu’s right,” Pip chimed in. All except Minu looked at him incredulously. “Don’t look at me like that. Think about it. Their tricks are downright dirty, but they’ve always given us clues to figure things out. We wouldn’t have gotten this far without them.” 
 
    “Maybe we were lucky,” Aaron said. 
 
    “Luck is not a factor,” Minu said. She wasn’t willing to admit they’d gotten this far purely by luck. Because they were part of the small group of remaining candidates, deep inside she felt that maybe, just maybe, they were going to make it. “There has to be something we missed. What about the stuff they gave us, is there anything we haven’t considered?” She dug into her bag and pulled out the little wooden box. “What about this?” she asked. She’d completely forgotten about it and had never opened hers. 
 
    “Mine has an electronic circuit card,” Aaron said glumly. 
 
    “Mine has a micro EPC,” Gregg said. 
 
    “Mine has a data chip, but I checked it back in Steven’s Pass, and it only contains a partial file,” Pip said, looking around at the others in surprise. Clearly, he’d thought each person got the same, seemingly useless article. Minu popped her box open for the first time and found a memory chip inside. She held it up curiously.  
 
    “Shit!” Pip exclaimed, snatching the chip from her and the power cell from Gregg. Minu didn’t complain; computers were obviously Pip’s thing. In no time at all, he had the computer up and running. 
 
    “Minu’s chip holds an operating system and part of a file,” Pip said after studying its contents. He grabbed his bag and pulled out a second chip. He slipped it into the drive and accessed the information.  
 
    “Does that complete the file?” Minu asked. 
 
    “No, but it provides another part. Looks like it takes three.” 
 
    “What are the odds we’d have two different parts and not duplicates?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “There could be duplicates or dozens of files,” Gregg agreed. 
 
    “There may be a way to find out,” Minu said and stuck her head out the door. The air continued to warm, and the morning was becoming quite nice. Taking advantage of the supposedly free time, the others were lounging around. A couple were even frolicking in the river. She saw a half-dozen shoulder bags like those they carried in a pile nearby. Minu elbowed Cherise and pointed. The two girls exchanged mischievous looks and carefully slinked over to the pile. 
 
    “What are you girls doing in there?” asked a nearby boy. Minu jumped slightly but recovered quickly. 
 
    “We were searching the hut for anything useful.” 
 
    “We did that earlier, once we saw the Chosen was gone. We even tried to jimmy that damned lock.” 
 
    “So did we,” Cherise said with a shrug. The girls leaned against the building and looked bored. Before long, the boy lost interest and began watching those playing in the water. Quickly, before the boy noticed, Cherise and Minu snatched a pair of packs and darted back into the hut.  
 
    “Stupid of them to leave those lying around,” Aaron said as they rifled through the bags. Luck was with them. One bag held a box, the other held two. Apparently, the girls weren’t the only ones committing larceny. The first box contained another electronic circuit. The second contained what looked like a tiny radio. And the last one contained another computer memory chip. 
 
    “Bingo,” Pip laughed as Minu dropped the chip into his greedy hand. A moment later he’d loaded it into the computer, and his fingers began dancing across the keys. Minu understood enough about computers to know the chip provided the final part of the file. It contained a document, and none of them were surprised to find the document contained a map and some short instructions. They read together in silence.  
 
    “Since you are reading this, you are to be congratulated on your resourcefulness. You have either shown wonderful forethought and cooperation or demonstrated the creative acquisition of necessary mission tools.” They all chuckled at the last part. “The next stage is going to challenge you both physically and mentally.” Pip moaned. “There is no misdirection this time. The only way out of these mountains is to the south. Once you find the pass leading from the mountain, follow the stream to its end. There you will find the final challenge. Good luck.” 
 
    The map showed the mountain next to the hut, as well as the Steven’s Pass facility and the intervening terrain. Everything was accurate, and Pip pointed out it was a cypher-accurate copy of a publicly-available Bellatrix Geographic Bureau map. He also told them it couldn’t be altered without affecting the accuracy of the cypher. The map showed nothing beyond the base of the mountain, though it did show the stream and its southerly course.  
 
    “We can’t take the computer with us, so everyone needs to memorize the map,” Minu told them. She used the memorization drill her father taught her many years ago. “Do any of you know what’s south of here?” 
 
    “Desert,” Aaron and Cherise answered in stereo. There was no reason to doubt them; they were both from neighboring regions on the far side of the equatorial desert. She closed her eyes and visualized a planetary map from memory. She located Steven’s Pass and admonished herself for not realizing the testing facility was close enough to the desert for it to become an issue in the Trials. She hadn’t studied desert survival. 
 
    “They wouldn’t take us into the open desert, would they?” Minu wondered aloud.  
 
    “Few can survive without extensive preparations,” said Cherise, confirming Minu’s worst fears. She was sure the desert was their destination, and part of the final trial.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Minu said and shouldered her pack. Pip removed the data chips from the computer and held them out to her. “Put them in your box; you’re the one who knows best how to use them,” Minu told him. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to return them? How are the others going to figure out what to do?” Pip asked. 
 
    “I honestly couldn’t care less,” Minu answered, thinking about Ivan Malovich. Some small part of her wondered where this sudden, cold-blooded reaction had come from, but another part reminded her that it had always been there, in her genes. Pip nodded his head slightly and, with obvious misgivings, stored away the chips. 
 
    “What about the footlocker?” Gregg asked. 
 
    “It’s locked,” she reminded him. He smiled mischievously, and she cocked her head. “Can you open it?” He took a short length of rigid wire from his pocket, knelt over the locker, and went to work. Less than a minute later the lock clicked, and he swung open the lid. Inside was a treasure trove of unimaginable goodies. 
 
    “Jackpot!” Cherise laughed, then looked self-consciously toward the door, afraid someone outside might have heard her.  
 
    They first noticed the food, since it had been more than two days since they’d last eaten. There were dozens of packages of prepared, dehydrated meals, which they quickly divided up. Minu insisted they not eat anything before they left. The locker also contained a leather pack full of camping equipment: a stove, fuel, utensils, a pot and a pan. There was even a sturdy dualloy ax and a length of synthetic fiber rope. Under the pack, they found six sheathed survival knives complete with web belts, wrapped around one-liter canteens.  
 
    Minu felt guilty, as though they were robbing the Chosen of the equipment they needed to conduct the Trials. That was, until they found the six knives. These weren’t the ultra-cool knives with handles chock full of high-tech instruments and a power cell that the Chosen routinely wore. These were much simpler blades manufactured on Bellatrix. These were meant to be found; it was just luck (or providence) that Minu’s group was the first to force open the locker.  
 
    They didn’t waste time talking. In no time they put on the belts and attached the sheathed knives and canteens. Their once nearly-empty packs now bulged with additional goods. Aaron was by far the strongest, so he carried both his pack and a newly assembled one containing the camping gear. Minu took the extra belt with its knife and canteen for herself and secreted it in the bottom of her pack. She had no intention of leaving anything behind. She would seize every advantage.  
 
    It was obvious the Trials required teamwork. The fact that the file containing the map and the next objective was in pieces, each of which was on a separate data chip, proved that. But assembling the file didn’t require dozens of chips, only three. And it was likely any three chips would have worked. If they showed signs of ‘teamwork,’ they were rewarded. The locker proved the Chosen expected the teams to be small. It only contained enough supplies and equipment for six candidates to survive in the wilderness.  
 
    Everyone was ready, so Minu led them outside. They had pulled their shirts over the new belts to hide them. The boy Minu had talked to earlier looked up as they exited the shelter and cocked his head in confusion. 
 
    “I thought you’d left.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Minu replied. She’d been about to head for the woods, but she remembered their new canteens were empty. Once they got deep into the woods, they wouldn’t have time to waste looking for a pure, clear stream. “Fill the canteens,” she instructed Cherise in a whisper. Suddenly, the boy’s curiosity changed to suspicion, and he jumped to his feet.  
 
    “Did you find some stuff in there?” Minu didn’t answer. She fell in with her friends and walked quickly down to the river. Once they left, the boy ran into the hut. Minu cursed silently; they hadn’t re-locked the footlocker before leaving.  
 
    “We don’t have much time,” she said to them a bit louder since the nearest kids were a few yards away. “Try not to be obvious about what you’re doing, but get the canteens filled so we can get out of here.” 
 
    “FUCK!” sounded from inside the hut. Instantly, kids jumped to their feet and ran toward the hut. Minu pulled out her canteen and handed it to Cherise to fill while she watched to see what happened. She could hear a loud conversation inside the hut and knew the game was up. Ivan came out first and looked straight at her, murder in his eyes. Cherise handed back the full canteen. Hiding their actions no longer made sense. Minu couldn’t resist raising the shining metal container to her lips and taking a long cool drink.  
 
    “Bitch!” she clearly heard Ivan say as he ran toward her. His friends followed his lead. Those not part of Ivan’s group were unsure about what to do and milled outside the hut.  
 
    “Damn it,” Minu said as Ivan and his friends raced toward them. Cherise turned around, saw them coming, and grabbed Minu by the arm. 
 
    “Get out of the water,” she urged. The others quickly followed. “The unsure footing in the river will work against us.” They made it a few steps toward the woods before they encountered the angry young men. Minu could tell they were ready to fight.  
 
    “We want half that stuff!” Ivan barked. Minu let out a couple of little laughs, and Ivan’s face turned red. “You think I’m kidding, Daughter of the First?” 
 
    “I think your bargaining position is extremely tenuous.” 
 
    “Who said I was negotiating?” he snarled and took a menacing step toward them. Four knives slid from their leather sheathes, flashing in Bellatrix’s bright, morning sun.  
 
    “You planning to rob us, Rusk?” Aaron demanded, his hatred of the Rusk people obvious. Ivan sneered at Aaron, then moved his eyes to the gleaming blade Gregg comfortably held. 
 
    “You’d kill someone to avoid sharing? Filthy Jew boy!” One of the boys with Ivan spit onto the river rocks.  
 
    “I’ll kill you if you lay a hand on any one of us, Rusk pig.”  
 
    Minu watched Ivan chewing it over under his thick eyebrows. Though the two sides were equal in number, the knives were an insurmountable advantage. Minu didn’t draw her knife, she just put her hand on the hilt. She watched Ivan stew as he realized they’d outmaneuvered him. 
 
    “You win this day,” he snarled at her, spitting in the wet sand at her feet. “But remember this, Daughter of the First; a lot can happen between now and the end of the Trials. Accidents happen, and candidates have died.” 
 
    Minu did her best not to react, though she knew Ivan could see the fear in her eyes. That made him smile as he watched Minu and her friends disappear into the woods.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Julast 7th, 514 AE 
 
    Cascade Mountains, Unknown Valley 
 
      
 
    For the rest of the afternoon, Minu and her friends constantly glanced over their shoulders as they climbed into the mountains. Minu walked into a tree once, and her neck was so sore from looking backwards it throbbed. Though there were no signs of Ivan and his people, Minu knew they were out there, plotting revenge. The question was when and where it would come, and what form it would take. 
 
    “We have a good head start,” Cherise said as they steadily climbed toward their destination, a mountain pass some three thousand meters high.  
 
    “They needed time to get their gear together,” Pip agreed. He was straining from the exertion of the climb and the extra gear. Minu thought he was faring somewhat better than he had the day before. 
 
    “They’re probably still back there complaining we robbed them,” Gregg laughed. Aaron agreed heartily. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Minu said. “He isn’t the kind to take a setback lightly.” No, he’s right behind us, she thought. They spent the next hour in silence, still looking over their shoulders.  
 
    As early evening approached, they came across a trail. Minu stopped to stoop and examine it, and the others joined her moments later. She was in the best shape, and the tacit leader, so she’d taken point. Cherise usually followed close behind, with Pip in the middle, and Gregg and Aaron in the rear. Aaron had chosen his spot because he was the strongest and wanted to be ready should Ivan and his thugs overtake them. He was quietly bristling for the chance to continue the encounter by the river.  
 
    “It doesn’t look very well-traveled,” Minu said. The path was nothing more than a treeless patch bisecting their route; the ground was clear of grass and lichen.  
 
    “Looks more like a game trail,” Cherise told them. She was a good tracker with well-developed wilderness skills. Minu had picked that up while running with her the last two days. Cherise used her knife to move around some small vegetation growing along the trail. It was lightly trodden. “Too small to be Kloth. Could be wild deer or boar. There are a lot of them up here. Should we follow it?” she asked and pointed up the trail before sheathing her knife.  
 
    “It goes more east than north,” Pip pointed out, sitting on a fallen log while catching his breath. He drank deeply from his canteen.  
 
    “Go easy on that,” Minu warned him, “you’ll be out of water and puking your guts out if you’re not careful.” Pip looked at her doubtfully, but he reattached the canteen to his belt and leaned back to rest while she decided what to do. “I don’t remember any paths on the map, do any of you?” They all answered no. “That’s what I thought.”  
 
    Minu cringed inwardly at having to make another crucial decision. Should the path end suddenly, they could wind up in a blind valley. Having to backtrack could cause them to run into Ivan and his friends. Or the path could meander around the side of the mountain, in which case following it would be a waste of time. So far their path had been easy enough; abandoning it was not an easy decision. Minu and Cherise estimated they’d traveled about six kilometers since leaving the river. The sun was setting quickly, and they’d only have another three hours of light, maximum. Minu felt that following the trail was an unreasonable risk and said so. All but one accepted her decision. 
 
    “We could mislead Ivan,” Gregg suggested. “I can leave a few food wrappers lying around and break off a few leaves, making him think we took the trail.” 
 
    “But what if it’s the right trail, and he follows it and gets ahead of us?” Pip asked. 
 
    “There are risks to all paths one takes,” Cherise told them. The Desert Tribe wisdom was solid and simple.  
 
    “Do it,” Minu told Gregg. He pulled out a meal, tore it open, and parceled out the meager food between them. They were all very hungry, and one meal split five ways disappeared in seconds, leaving Gregg with a handful of crumbs and biodegradable silver wrappers. He headed up the trail, leaving wrappers here and there before dumping the crumbs and the remainder of the wrappers in a small pile. He stomped around the area, flattening down several small ferns.  
 
    “Any more and it would be overly obvious,” he told them. Cherise complimented him, making his blue eyes twinkle, and a small smile spread across his face. Minu had already realized he was a good-looking young man, and Cherise was beginning to realize it, too.  
 
    “All right, let’s get moving again,” Minu said. Two hours later the light began to fail, and they searched for a place to camp, as they knew that moving through the forest in the dark would be a mistake. By the time they’d found a good spot, they couldn’t see well enough to pitch the tents, so they used the tarps as ground cloths, one under and one over, to keep off the dew. As they settled down, Minu glanced up at the sparkling black obsidian of Remus. Recalling the orbital tables she’d memorized before the Trials, she figured Romulus would pass in seven hours. Though farther away and smaller, Romulus appeared bright green, due to the shallow oceans of algae covering its surface. It orbited twice as fast as its dark black brother. She decided they would get up when Romulus was at apogee and use the light to get an early start. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, there was no early start. Clouds and a light mist moved in during the night, obscuring the dazzling, emerald brightness of Romulus, allowing only a muted glow to reach them. When Minu awoke in the middle of the night, she pulled the mostly waterproof tarp over her head and went back to sleep. When morning arrived, conditions hadn’t improved.  
 
    “This sucks!” Pip grumbled. The drizzle threatened to upgrade to rain; it couldn’t seem to make up its mind. Aaron and Cherise warmed two packets of prepackaged food over the camp stove, and the smell was wonderful. The food pouches included drink packets in different flavors. They took two bitterseed packets and mixed them. Everyone drank a full cup of the liquid and found the bittersweet flavor reviving. They finished their meal, rehydrated mystery stew and crackers, in grateful silence. 
 
    “Damn, that just made me hungrier,” Pip complained as he put on his shoes. Minu glanced at his feet and noticed a couple of blisters. She decided to check his feet daily. They all probably sported blisters from the poorly-constructed shoes, and Minu sorely missed her hiking boots. They, like the rest of her stuff, had disappeared back in Steven’s Pass. She wondered if she’d ever see them again. 
 
    They were stiff after the damp night on the ground, and Minu was happy to be moving again. The steady, uphill progress quickly loosened their cramped muscles. Even Pip didn’t complain as much, until it started to pour. They heard a few distant cracks of thunder, and suddenly, the skies opened with a vengeance.  
 
    A few great ferns, remnants of the planet’s original biosphere, provided decent shelter from the pelting rain. They continued to walk but routed their path as much as possible to take advantage of the cover. Minu looked at the sky and decided the rain wouldn’t stop anytime soon, so she fished a tarp out of her backpack and slipped her head through the slit in the center, converting it into a poncho. The others watched her and followed suit. Cherise was the slowest to do so. Minu knew this weather must be quite different from what she’d experienced at home and silently commiserated with her.  
 
    They had nothing to cover their heads. The tarps kept their bodies mostly dry, but water ran over their faces in sheets, and down their necks in streams. Minu walked with her head down, preferring the rain run down her back rather than over her chest. As afternoon approached, and they came closer to the pass, every step brought thinner air and colder rain.  
 
    “The weather is going to shift,” Pip said miserably, punctuating his words with a sneeze. 
 
    “Hopefully, the damn rain will stop,” Cherise said.  
 
    “It’ll stop raining,” Pip agreed, “but you might wish it hadn’t.” 
 
    The rain made them miserable, but the hail that soon started took them to the edge of despair. To make it worse, at the higher altitude, there were no longer any tall trees or huge ferns to provide cover. There were only a few scrub evergreen bushes. Minu tried to think through the howling wind and stinging hail, but she felt like the cold was freezing her brain.  
 
    “You understand this weather,” Minu said to Pip as they took out extra tarps to hold over their heads, hoping for some relief. “Tell me what to expect.” 
 
    “I’m no meteorologist,” he said, but seeing the dark look Minu gave him, he added, “It looks like the storm is developing. Once we get above the inversion layer, the hail will stop.” 
 
    “Thank goodness,” Cherise laughed, her teeth chattering.  
 
    “Then we’ll be above the snow line.” 
 
    “Snow?!” Cherise cried out. “How much?”  
 
    Pip shrugged his shoulders. “Once we get through the pass, the mountains could sap the storm’s strength.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Minu asked. 
 
    “It means the mountains push the clouds up and force them to dump their moisture. On the other side, there’s often calm, or a smaller storm.” 
 
    “That’d be good,” Minu said. “Let’s press on.” 
 
    As they continued, the weather deteriorated further. The hail turned into driving sleet, back into hail, and back into sleet again. No one talked; they were too busy trying not to slip on the icy ground. They climbed higher and higher, and even Minu began to feel the effects of the increased altitude. Her strong lungs, used to pumping massive amounts of air, sounded thin and wheezy. Pip stumbled along with the aid of one or two of his friends. Their fates were intertwined; there was no thought of leaving him behind.  
 
    An hour later, the weather finally made up its mind. The snow started; hard, driving snow froze on any exposed, wet surface it landed on. Soon, the five friends looked like two-legged ice monsters trudging and stumbling through the woods.  
 
    Just as they reached the limit of their endurance, the land leveled out, and the sparse vegetation fell away to reveal the stark, rocky pass. Great rock monoliths towered on either side of them, creating swirling dynamos of snow and ice. Despite their fatigue, they cheered as they passed over the summit and began descending the other side. The wind disappeared as if someone had shut a door. Then the bottom fell out of the thermometer. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Cherise cried, “It f-feels l-like d-daggers!” The cold made her teeth chatter so loudly, they could all hear them.  
 
    “We need shelter, right now!” Pip said, fear in his voice. They spread out and looked for anything that would give them shelter. Minu tried not to despair. Her clothes started to freeze, and she was losing feeling in her hands. Aaron yelled, and the others raced toward him, slipping and sliding on the frozen rocks. He stood in front of a small cave.  
 
    “It’s not much,” Minu said. Pip was already on his hands and knees, crawling inside. The others quickly followed. Minu was last in; she hoped they would survive the night. 
 
    The interior of the cave widened out slightly to make a space five meters across and two meters tall. Minu knew the space was too small for a fire, and there were only wet bushes and fern leaves for fuel, anyway.  
 
    “We need body heat,” Pip told them as they stood in the center of the cave, shivering. Minu dropped her pack and took out four dry tarps. They hooked them together to make a huge blanket. “Strip!” Minu ordered, taking off her clothes. The others didn’t hesitate. They were all friends, and the humiliation at Steven’s Pass was still fresh in their minds. Suddenly, that humiliation didn’t seem like a random act of vindictive torture. Once they were naked, they laid down back to back, and the last person pulled the tarp over them to catch their warmth and hold it in.  
 
     “I t-think I h-had a d-dream about t-this,” Gregg chattered behind Cherise.  
 
    “K-keep d-d-d-dreaming,” Cherise answered, and they all chuckled. The flesh pressed against her front and back began to warm her ever so slightly. Her teeth stopped chattering, but her hands were still freezing, and she tried sticking them under her arms.  
 
    Now that warmth was returning, fatigue was setting in. “Is it safe to sleep now, Pip?” Minu asked. The only reply she got was a snore. Within a few minutes, sleep overcame them, filling the tiny cave with sighs and snores.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After bundling up, they began working their way carefully down the hill. Minu walked close to Cherise, and they chatted quietly. The boys looked at them nervously, as it was common knowledge that girls who talked quietly and giggled were talking about boys. Gregg looked more nervous than the others, until Cherise caught his eye, smiled, and winked. After that, he seemed much more at ease. 
 
    The land gradually leveled out, and the small stream they were following became a river. They stopped at midday and cooked their first real meal. They each ate a full serving of rations and drank ice-cold river water flavored with the contents of the drink packets. The little fire Cherise whipped up gave them some warmth while they ate. The food wasn’t enough to fill them up, but it was hot. While she’d trained, Minu had eaten a lot of camp food, and this tasted better than any she’d ever eaten. While they rested, she went to talk to Cherise again. 
 
    “Remember the other day when we confronted Ivan and his boys with our knives?” 
 
    “Sure! I wish they’d started something, I wouldn’t have minded letting some hot air out of that Rusk punk.” 
 
    “I would have minded. I don’t know how to fight with a knife, or with my hands and feet, like you.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.” Minu looked embarrassed again. “Don’t be self-conscious. You don’t have to defend yourself from wild animals in Plateau; you have a wonderfully safe place to live.” 
 
    “We know we’re lucky, but we fought hard to secure it.” 
 
    “Don’t I know?” The Desert Tribe and the Plateau Tribe had been allies for many hundreds of years. “Grab your knife, and I’ll teach you some things.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Julast 14th, 514 AE 
 
    Frontier Space, Unknown Star System 
 
      
 
     Ten kilometers sounds like a short distance. Jump in a ground car or a flier, and you’re there in minutes. Zoom. But try walking that ten kilometers through an ancient alien world full of murderous snakes who are trying to find you. And what if night was approaching?  
 
    “How much farther?” Chriso asked the man next to him, who was looking at his computer. 
 
    “Less than a kilometer; however, there is a broad avenue we must cross before entering the industrial complex housing the energy signal.” 
 
    “Almost there, boys,” Chriso said. “One more open dash, then maybe we can find some cover.” He still hadn’t told anyone about his plan, not that he’d fully developed it, yet. It all depended on what they found a kilometer ahead. They didn’t need to know there was no real plan; they trusted him completely. Some small part of him burned with shame at keeping them in the dark.  
 
    A minute later they spread out along the shattered facade of a building and looked across the hundred meters of conspicuous openness.  
 
    “Damn,” one of his men said.  
 
    “Ugly,” another agreed. 
 
    “Scouts across,” Chriso ordered. Two blurs, fifty meters away, one on either side of him, shot out from cover and raced across. They wore the only sneakfields, and they used them to best effect. The devices blurred their outlines, as well as any thermal images of them. Even on a targeting scanner, their signatures were indistinct and confusing. The tactical decision to send scouts across was a difficult one. You either sent a couple of men, hoping to minimize casualties and warn you it was an ambush, or you sent everyone, hoping your force was too large for the enemy to kill at one time. Chosen tactics were always small unit tactics, so Chriso preferred to minimize his casualties, and the chances of the enemy observing them, by sending the scouts. 
 
    Once the scouts had crossed without incident, he gave them five minutes to find high spots and set up their spotter gear before sending the rest across, two at a time. Chriso and Eric went last and were soon on the other side, safe and sound.  
 
    “Bring us in, Eric,” he told the young man. Eric’s equipment was good, and he knew how to use it. Chriso took them on a meandering route through the dilapidated industrial complex, moving around collapsed structures and piles of debris. This area, unlike where they first arrived, showed hard wear and tear from harsh environmental effects, or perhaps a battle; it’d happened far too long ago to know for sure.  
 
    As darkness fell, they relied on image-enhancing goggles. Eventually, they came across the first sign that Eric was right. It was a nondescript door-control panel, identical to millions of others scattered across the empire. A little red light glowed dutifully, informing them it was locked. The lock was the only sign of power they’d seen on this world, other than the pile of mostly dead EPCs.  
 
    “Damn good job, kid,” Chriso said and slapped the beaming boy on the back. A second later, a blinding bolt of pure energy slammed into Eric’s chest, sending him flying backward into the wall. Tiny bolts of electrical discharge flew off him, causing the nearby Chosen to jerk and dive for cover.  
 
    “Scouts’ report!” Chriso screamed over the radio as more particle beams splashed against the ceramic concrete walls, sending razor sharp chunks flying.  
 
    “Two snake fliers. They came in with the setting sun, which masked their thermal signature,” was the instant reply, accented by the distant roar of one of the scout’s rifles. Two more booms echoed in quick succession, and the particle fire stopped.  
 
    “They’re retreating for the moment,” the other scout reported. “Their shields were fading.” 
 
    “What about Abel?” Chriso asked about the first scout, his chest numb with suspicion.  
 
    “He’s down, I’m maneuvering to check his status.” Chriso accessed the privileged feed though his computer. It showed Abel lying face down on a roof, head turned to one side, eyes wide in death. 
 
    “Negative, he’s dead. Hold cover and watch for another probe. I’m sending someone to see if Abel’s weapons are recoverable.” Abel’s loss was bad, but the loss of the weapons, as well, would be tragic. The scout guns were twice as powerful as the ones the rest of his squad carried; the weapons were essential if they were going to survive. 
 
    Those by the door were up and listening to their own radios, so when Chriso turned to one man and pointed, he instantly ran in the direction of the dead scout. With the situation stabilized, he knelt next to Eric, who was being tended to by their only qualified medic. To Chriso’s relief, the boy was still alive.  
 
    “His shield took the hit,” the medic said. The small EPC that absorbed energy weapons fire smoked ominously as another Chosen gingerly carried it away. The medic opened Eric’s jumpsuit to reveal a nasty series of burns caused by tendrils of plasma from the weapon hit. It looked painful, and, judging by the ashen color of Eric’s face, it was.  
 
    “You gonna make it, son?” Chriso asked. Eric nodded confidently. “Give him some pain killers,” Chriso instructed the medic.  
 
    “Not too much,” Eric said through clenched teeth. “I don’t want to be incapacitated.” 
 
    Good kid, Chriso thought, leaning over and patting him on the shoulder. He made a mental note to commend the science team for adapting the microshields. If not for them, that shot would have killed Eric. At first, Chriso had been skeptical of the tiny shields, originally designed to protect aliens working around high power systems. They’d purchased them as junk, and he’d wondered if they were worth the additional kilo of weight they added to their basic kits. He now had his answer.  
 
    “Work the door,” he instructed one of his other men, “we need cover.” He prayed he’d find what he thought he would. It might still be worth the cost they’d paid—another dead Chosen. How many did that make on his watch? He knew the answer, of course. Chriso committed the name of every deceased to memory. There had been sixty-two dead Chosen, more than had died under the previous three Firsts combined. Of course, those Firsts had never done what his Chosen were now doing. The humans were moving out of the nest, taking their first tentative steps into a dangerous galaxy. It was unavoidable that the predators in the woods would eat some of the chicks.  
 
    “I’ve reached Abel,” a new report came in. “His weapon is wasted.” 
 
    “Understood. Assume a new lookout position. Do not engage the enemy unless absolutely necessary. Be prepared to withdraw at a moment’s notice.” Behind him, the door beeped and hesitantly grinded open. “We’ll know if there’s anything worthwhile in a minute.” 
 
    The door made it halfway open and screeched to a stop. The interior was dark. Chriso took out his flashlight and moved toward the door, one member of his squad in front of him and one behind. 
 
    The structure was dualloy and ceramic concrete, a common combination everywhere in the empire. A complicated series of hatches fitted in the floor left them all scratching their heads. They looked like cargo-handling shafts found in warehouses, with some slight differences. They also had hatch covers Chriso and his men weren’t sure how to open. 
 
    “Boss, look at this!” Chriso said as he walked over to a functioning computer terminal, its display glowing dimly in the darkness of the room.  
 
    “I’ll be damned,” he said, looking at the glowing Concordian script. He knew it was in Script One, because he could barely read it. Script One, found mostly in tech files, was seldom used. It had fallen out of use in the empire so long ago, there was little record of it. “Any of our squad know Script One?”  
 
    “Only Eric.” Damn, Chriso cursed silently, the poor kid deserved better than to be depended on so much, so soon. 
 
    “How’re you doing, kid?” he asked Eric.  
 
    “Ready to help,” Eric answered, holding on to the doorway with one hand for support. He wore his jumpsuit, though it was badly scorched.  
 
    “Excellent. Get to it.” Chriso squatted on the filthy floor near one of the mysterious hatches and watched Eric work with the foreign script. So much about the numerous Concordian languages was a mystery, even after a century trying to decipher them. The lights in the room suddenly popped to life and a fan disturbed the air, interrupting his thoughts. “Wait!” Chriso warned, getting to his feet. “Don’t power anything up.” 
 
    “I can’t stop it,” Eric said, grimacing. Chriso thought he was still in pain until he realized Eric was fighting with the computer. Commands flashed across the screen at a blinding speed, so quickly that Chriso doubted he could have read them, even if they were in English. As each command appeared, Eric replied almost as quickly; Chriso could see he got most, but not all, of them.  
 
    “What’s it doing?” Chriso hissed as he felt the floor vibrate. “Did you trigger some sort of trap?” 
 
    “No, I just queried the terminal’s status, and it started going ape shit!”  
 
    “Can you shut it down?” asked another Chosen. 
 
    Eric typed furiously for a moment before replying. “I’m afraid if I do, it might not go too well.” 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “Some Concordian operating systems use a ‘passive’ security protocol. Instead of passwords, you start to use the computer and it lets you in. But if you fail to give a correct command or try to shut it down…” 
 
    “Boom?” asked Chriso. Eric nodded in reply. The room was becoming quite comfortable, and the air was crisp. Even so, perspiration beaded on Eric’s forehead. Chriso knew the boy’s knowledge of Script One couldn’t be as detailed as he needed. Suddenly he cursed and jumped back, shaking his hand. A few drops of blood landed on the dusty floor.  
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    “What happened?” the medic asked as he grabbed Eric’s hand and examined it. 
 
    “Damn thing got personal,” Eric said, casting a murderous glance at the terminal, which had frozen on the last display. The medic cleared away the blood from a millimeter-wide circular puncture wound in his palm using a sterile wipe. Blood continued to flow freely, so the medic sprayed it with a topical sealant.  
 
    “Looked like a biopsy sample,” the medic said as he finished cleaning the wound. 
 
    “Why would it biopsy you?” Chriso asked. 
 
    “It asked for identification, and I hesitated.” 
 
    “He who hesitates is lost…” 
 
    “I’m sorry sir, what was that?” Eric asked. 
 
    “Nothing, just old wisdom from an old man.” The Chosen smiled at the confused look on Eric’s face. “Any sign it injected him with something?” Chriso asked the medic who was consulting his kit. 
 
    “No sir, clean scan.”  
 
    “Looks like a dead end,” Chriso said after a last glance at the frozen computer. “Good try though.” Eric looked dejected. “You gave it your best. We’d better get out of here before we’re—” He stopped in mid-sentence as they heard the sound of motors coming to life. “The doors!” he yelled. Doors moved, but not the ones they’d entered. On the floor, one of the huge hatches rotated open, displacing a small avalanche of dust.  
 
    Every Chosen in the room pointed his weapon at the opening as the door swung to a stop and a spidery lift, a kind rarely seen in use, began to emerge. Chriso knew what it was as he’d studied the lifts on long dead worlds, and he’d wondered what they’d look like in operation.  
 
    “Well I’ll be,” Chriso laughed. “Your work?” he asked Eric. 
 
    “No sir, I never got past ‘hello’ and ‘please don’t kill us.’” He looked back at the terminal and saw it was no longer frozen. It displayed a familiar unlocked control interface screen.  
 
    “Incoming snakes,” a scout announced. “At least five killer squads following our path. If we don’t move now, we’re going to be boxed in.” 
 
    Chriso looked from the door to the lift and decided. “Scouts in, we’re going to throw the snakes a curve.” The opening and lift seemed to be calling to him. This was it, it had to be. He’d finally found the end of his long quest. Now the real work began. Inside the lift, Chriso and his eight Chosen could hear the drumming of powerful machinery somewhere below. As they slowly descended, the hatch closed behind them.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Julast 8th, 514 AE 
 
    Cascade Mountains, Desert Slopes 
 
      
 
    Cherise complained quite a bit about the mountain cold and wished for warmer temperatures. She got her wish over the next two days. The bitter cold of the mountains turned into a raging inferno as they descended toward the desert. Cherise made them top off their canteens every time they passed a stream that looked pure.  
 
    “Soon, you’ll be happy to get a sip of Kloth piss,” she warned them. The others were skeptical, but Gregg took her seriously.  
 
    In the late afternoon of the second day, they emerged from the trees and stepped into sand for the first time. “Such a quick transition,” Minu said, looking at the unfamiliar ground. 
 
    “It happens that way,” Gregg replied. He had traveled further than anyone in the group, even Cherise. “You go from desert to mountains, and from mountains to plains, in the blink of an eye.” The others nodded, and Minu found herself realizing, yet again, what a sheltered life she’d lead on Plateau, especially in Tranquility.  
 
    As they continued, desert quickly took over as the dominant terrain. Trees became smaller and less common, replaced by intermittent clumps of grass. Dotting the landscape were occasional stands of stunted trees with tenuous holds on the ground, their roots often exposed to the savagery of erosion. The area was once barren, but even here, the Earth transplants moved into new niches. Hundreds of varieties of flora, brought to the world by survivors, were thriving and pushing boundaries. As the sun dropped behind the mountains, they got a respite from the gathering heat of the afternoon. 
 
    Cherise cautioned them. “With the darkness comes another kind of cold.” 
 
    “Cold would be preferable to heat,” Pip said. He was the most challenged by the growing heat. He was so sweaty, he looked as though he’d just climbed from a lake.  
 
    “There’s a stark contrast,” Cherise added. In an hour, the temperature went from hot, to pleasant, to cool, to cold. “There’s nothing to hold the heat,” she explained as they trudged onward. “The sand releases its heat in minutes, leaving everything exposed to the cold of night.” Pip pulled out a poncho and slipped it over his head with shivering fingers. The sweat his body had used to cool him earlier now betrayed him and threatened hypothermia.  
 
    Their first night in the desert fell hard and fast. The sun, long below the tops of the mountains behind them, gave up the last of its glow and threw them into darkness. Remus was further to the East than Minu had ever seen, so far that the tips of the mountains just touched its lower edge. The pale light it cast was barely enough for them to see the ground in front of their feet.  
 
    “How long until Romulus rises?” Gregg asked after painfully stubbing his toe on a root hidden in shadow. The shoes they wore were nothing more than foot coverings; they offered no protection and allowed them to feel every pebble and rock under their feet.  
 
    “About three hours,” Minu said, consulting her memorized orbit table. It wasn’t hard; Romulus’s orbital rotation deviated from one and a half orbits per day by a few minutes. If you knew the day of the month, the rest was easy. “We can’t stumble along like this, one of us is going to break an ankle.” 
 
    Gregg woofed, then grumbled. “Too late,” he said. Minu wasn’t worried; she’d learned enough first aid to know that Gregg wouldn’t be joking if he’d broken his ankle. 
 
    Using the remaining light, the group found a tiny stand of stunted trees to huddle under. It wasn’t as cold as it had been in the mountains, so they kept their clothes on when they grouped together to stay warm. Minu was glad. While she ‘understood’ what had happened between Cherise and Gregg wasn’t wrong, she didn’t want to think about a repeat performance. The last few mornings, she’d watched them carefully for any hint of late night shenanigans. Confused emotions swirled in her stomach when she thought about it, so she was glad they stayed in separate bed rolls.  
 
    In the middle of the night a wind blew across the desert as Romulus rose, it’s slightly green-hued light casting an eerie glow on the sand. The wind was not bitterly cold and seemed to carry some remnant of the day’s heat with it. Minu realized everyone was awake and decided to get up and look around. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a bad idea to continue on,” Cherise suggested. 
 
    “At night? Isn’t that dangerous?” Minu asked. While she hadn’t said anything about the Kloth after entering their territory, she found it impossible not to think about the huge reptilian monsters.  
 
    “Slightly, but we’re hundreds of miles from the common range of the Kloth. We’ll have a good six hours of light from Romulus, and it’s cooler than walking during the day. In the morning, we can build a shelter to protect us from the sun and get some sleep,” Cherise said.  
 
    Moving at night and sleeping during the day made sense to Minu, who was worried about the trek across the desert. She hoped they’d find a clue to where they were going before they died of thirst. Her canteen was half empty already.  
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” she agreed, and the others quickly rose to their feet. Even Pip looked better after the short rest. He was still physically the weakest of the five, but the constant physical exertion was beginning to harden his body. Minu was glad.  
 
    “Where are we going?” he asked as he finished securing his pack. 
 
    “We need to keep going in the direction on the computer map,” she told them. “There’ll probably be some clues, or another hut, sooner or later.” 
 
    To the surprise of those unaccustomed to the desert, the going got easier. They left behind the last of the serious vegetation. The terrain was now rolling sand dunes and occasional rock shelves or outcroppings. With very little to trip them up, they made good time, until they reached their first obstacle.  
 
    “That’s quite a canyon,” Pip said as they looked down into the yawning rock chasm that suddenly sprang from the dark. In the greenish light of Romulus, they could see the canyon winding away in both directions like the jagged maw of some monster.  
 
    Good thing we waited for Romulus to rise, Minu said to herself. We’d have walked right into this abyss. She shuddered, wondering how deep the canyon was. The walls looked sheer, as if carved from the planet’s living rock with a huge knife. Cutting from north to south, it perfectly bisected their path. 
 
    “What now? Aaron asked. Being the leader no longer bothered Minu; it was just how things had worked out.  
 
    “We need to find a way around,” she said. 
 
    “It would be faster to split up,” Gregg suggested. 
 
    “Good idea,” she agreed, “but we shouldn’t get too far apart. Cherise and I will go north, you three go south. We’ll walk for an hour, then retrace our steps and meet in the middle to share our findings.” The boys didn’t like it. 
 
    “Not by yourself,” Gregg said.  
 
    “It’s not safe,” Aaron said, shaking his head.  
 
    “You’re girls,” Pip added. The other boys cringed, and Minu saw Cherise inflate like an angry cat, ready to pounce.  
 
    “Any of you want to see what it’s like to mess with this girl?” The three boys took a step back. “Shit, I can probably beat all three of you in a stand-up fight.” Minu could see the subtle change on Aaron’s face and decided Cherise had made her point.  
 
    “We’re armed,” Minu told them, “and there’s more than enough light to see anything coming. We go as I said.” That was the end of the discussion. She could see the boys weren’t happy, but Cherise put her hands on her hips and glared at them with steely eyes. None of them said anything, and Gregg looked around, whistling. Cherise turned and marched north along the canyon. Minu trotted after her. “I don’t understand you,” she said when she caught up. 
 
    “What is there to understand after a sexist slur like that? Pip should have known better.” 
 
    “How can you lie with a boy and give in to his sexual advances, then practically start a fight over being his equal?” When Cherise started to yell at her, Minu held up a hand. “Don’t start with me; I’m on your side. If they insist on my being the leader, they have to forget I’m a girl.” 
 
    “Aaron will find that difficult,” Cherise said. It was too dark to be sure, but Minu thought her friend had a peculiar little smile on her face.  
 
    They continued north by the dim moonlight. Minu was careful to stay away from the canyon wall to avoid falling into the occasional gouges caused by seasonal rains. Some were steep and wide enough to send them on a fatal ride to the valley floor.  
 
    “How much longer do you think the Trials will go?” Cherise asked after a few minutes.  
 
    “My father never gave a lot of details, probably because he didn’t want me to take them.” Cherise grunted in acknowledgment. “I do remember him saying that when he thought the Trials were over, one last challenge remained, and that surprised him more than anything.” 
 
    “I wonder what he meant.” 
 
    “I tried several times to get more out of him, but he can be difficult when he wants to.” 
 
    “The First Among the Chosen has to be strong,” Cherise said as they worked their way around another runoff. “I can’t imagine being our planet’s representative to the rest of the galaxy.” Put that way, neither could Minu.  
 
    They walked on in near silence, only speaking when one of them noticed an obstacle in their path. Then Minu spotted something. “I think there’s a tree growing on the edge of the canyon over there.” They were intrigued, as they hadn’t seen a tree in more than a day. They sped up and quickly reached it. Only it wasn’t a tree. 
 
    “A bridge!” Cherise said excitedly. A series of dualloy posts driven into the rocky ground braced three heavy ropes that stretched over the canyon. It was too dark to see the other side, so the ropes seemed to simply disappear into space.  
 
    Minu couldn’t think of the contraption as a bridge, as it consisted of nothing more than a rope to stand on and two at chest level to balance with. It seemed more like an obstacle course challenge than a way across the gorge. She moved closer to examine it and concluded the bridge was new, placed for the Trials. That struck her as wrong.  
 
    “It’s too easy,” she said.  
 
    “How hard can it be?” Cherise asked. She grabbed one of the ropes and pulled it sideways. It quivered tautly, obviously under intense stress.  
 
    “You ever used one of these?” Minu asked. 
 
    “No, not like this. But I’ve heard of them, and I climbed a lot of ropes as a little girl. Let’s get the boys.” 
 
    Even though they’d only been gone twenty minutes, continuing seemed futile. It didn’t seem likely that a two-lane vehicle bridge would be just a little farther on. That area of Bellatrix was essentially uninhabited, so it seemed likely they’d found the only way across. “Okay, let’s go back.” 
 
    The walk back was quick because they didn’t have to stay close to the canyon rim to avoid missing anything. To their surprise, the boys were already back.  
 
    “We found a bridge,” Cherise told them. They looked stunned.  
 
    “We found a way down to the bottom of the canyon,” Gregg said.  
 
    “What kind of way down?” Minu asked. The boys described three ropes dangling from poles planted in the ground. When they finished, Minu and Cherise told the boys they’d described a bridge like the one they found, only this one seemed disconnected from the other side.  
 
    “Why would someone cut the bridge?” Pip asked.  
 
    “To slow another group down,” Aaron said. They nodded in agreement. It made sense.  
 
    “Ivan,” Minu hissed. They all looked at her.  
 
    “The Rusk bastard doesn’t know there’s another bridge,” Cherise said.  
 
    “Unless they sabotaged the other bridge,” Minu said. The looks of smug satisfaction turned to shock.  
 
    “He wouldn’t dare,” Gregg spat. 
 
    “Wanna bet?” Cherise asked. 
 
    “Wanna bet your life?” Minu added. They all looked at her again. It was her decision. Should they take a chance on the seemingly intact bridge or take the sure way and climb down the broken bridge? 
 
    “We could cut this side of the other bridge,” Pip suggested. “That way, we could be sure of having a way up the other side!” 
 
    “Any sabotage of the bridge would be an issue,” Minu reminded him. Pip nodded his head dejectedly and waited for her to decide. Considering her distrust of the bridge, the decision wasn’t hard. “We climb down.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The trip down hadn’t proved too difficult, even for Pip. The only challenge was the rope. It was at least three times thicker than a regular rope, and so long and heavy you couldn’t wrap it around your waist or arm. You had to slide down it like you would a fire pole, using your thighs to keep from racing out of control. Two hours later, Pip was the last to touch down at the bottom of the canyon, eliciting cheers from all.  
 
    The canyon floor was completely unlike the rim. The river canyon was a small oasis out of the harsh desert sun. Cherise said the fruit from the short bushes lining the river banks was good to eat, and Aaron produced a pair of fat, lazy rabbits for dinner. The lop-eared rodents lived in a perfect paradise, and he’d been able to walk up and take them. With day approaching, Minu pronounced it a perfect place to camp, so they quickly built a small fire and pitched their tents. The smell of roasting rabbit made their mouths water.  
 
    By the time they devoured the rabbits and some of their carefully hoarded freeze-dried rations, the sun was high in the desert above. The little river and the depth of the canyon kept them cool, and before long, the sounds of the gently bubbling stream lulled them to into a sound sleep.  
 
    Sometime later, Minu woke with a start. She’d been having a strange dream. As she lay there trying to recall it, the images faded from her mind. With a half shrug, she yawned and looked around. The sun had climbed high enough to cast its rays into the canyon, warming the air considerably. Even though it wasn’t as hot as it had been on the desert floor, she was sweating.  
 
    One sniff of her clothes reminded Minu how long it had been a since she’d bathed, so she quietly got up and walked the short distance to the river. Her sense of modesty long gone, she took off her clothes and dipped a toe in the river. It was much colder than she’d expected, likely due to the ice melt from the mountains behind them. Her need to be clean outweighed the river’s chill, so she gently stepped into the flow.  
 
    Under the water were the darting shapes and quick glints of silver of numerous types of fish. Earth-native trout coexisted with Bellatrix-native rock fish in the desert oasis. Minu wondered who’d taken the time to introduce the trout to such a remote area, and she swam in pursuit of the fish. A breakfast of trout sounded tasty.  
 
    Underwater, a rock raced by, and she marveled at how fast she was swimming. Another passed by just as quickly, so she stopped kicking her legs. The next rock grazed off her shoulder and spun her around.  
 
    Minu spun and kicked for the surface. Above her, the water swirled and foamed around the rocks. Somehow, she’d gotten swept into rapids. She swam as hard as she could and finally broke the surface as she slammed headfirst into a rock. 
 
    “—g-elp!” she yelled as she saw stars. The current pulled her around the rock, and she desperately grabbed for a handhold. The impact had stunned her, and the rough rock slowly slid through her fingers. The current began to tug her under the water.  
 
    Something grabbed her left arm and yanked so hard, she was afraid her shoulder would separate. She felt herself pulled from the water. In no time, she lay panting on the rocky shore, staring up into Aaron’s deep, brown eyes.  
 
    “What the hell were you thinking?” he panted. “Didn’t you notice how swiftly the water was moving?” 
 
    “N-no.” She coughed up water. Aaron lifted her head and placed it in his lap. Breathing became easier, and the coughing fit passed.  
 
    “You saved my life.” she said, looking up into his solid face. He wasn’t tall and thin like Gregg. He was slightly taller than Minu, thick and solid with muscle and just a touch of leftover boyhood fat. She felt emotions stirring for him that she’d never felt before.  
 
    “Don’t be melodramatic,” he whispered, looking down at her with equal intensity.  
 
    “My big, brave savior deserves a reward.” Before she could rethink her decision, she lifted her head and pressed her lips against his. When she laid back down, she felt something warm and growing press against the side of her head. She considered turning her head to get a better look, when she heard voices. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Minu silently cursed Pip and his terrible timing. 
 
    “Our boss took a swim and got a little too adventurous.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Minu said, the disappointment in her voice hard to disguise as she rose to her still shaky feet.  
 
    “More like almost drowned,” Aaron said, strategically placing his hands in his lap to hide his arousal. 
 
    “Who almost drowned?” Cherise asked as she came closer. She was just in time to see Minu with her head in Aaron’s lap. Cherise saw the guilty expressions on their faces and, coupled with Aaron’s state of arousal, came to the correct conclusion.  
 
    Minu’s eyes widened, and she gave her friend an imploring look. Please, don’t say anything, she silently plead. Cherise smiled mischievously and kept her mouth shut, but the look on her face spoke volumes—I know what you were doing, you bad girl! 
 
    Hearing more voices, they turned and looked. The intact rope bridge was only a few hundred meters down the canyon, and a group of candidates was making its way across it.  
 
    Minu counted six of them, all laughing and talking loudly, no doubt very pleased with themselves for finding the intact bridge. Halfway across, their pleasure turned to horror as the ropes on the far side separated and sent them plunging and screaming toward the river.  
 
    “Oh God,” Cherise sucked in her breath, “you were right!” 
 
    Minu tried to look away but found it impossible. It took an eternity for them to fall. In fact, it took far too long. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” Gregg said and pointed at the slowing, spinning boys.  
 
    “Hoverfields,” Pip said, pointing at the canyon wall. Minu looked to where he pointed and saw glowing blue lights in the canyon wall. The Concordian anti-gravity device, a relative of the gravitic impellers that drove flyers, intercepted the boys and slowed their fall dramatically. Instead of neck-breaking, one hundred kilometers per hour impacts, they hit the water at closer to twenty, as though taking nice, easy dives from a five-meter board. Not all of them made clean entries. From more than a hundred meters away, the sound of a body smacking the water face first made them cringe.  
 
    “We’d better help them,” Minu said, turning toward the water. That was when she heard the whine of several turbines approaching. 
 
    The three Broomsticks swooped over the canyon rim, their riders searching the water below though shiny helmet visors. A very simple craft, the Broomstick resembled a wheeless motorcycle with two saddles and flared handlebars. In moments the first one swept down, and the pilot snatched a floundering boy from the water. He draped the boy across the second saddle of the Broomstick, arms and legs dangling over opposite sides, and raced away. The second pilot rescued another boy, just as his four compatriots came ashore not far from where Minu and her team stood. Minu realized she was still naked. As if reading her mind, Cherise handed over her backpack, and Minu quickly fished out her extra set of clothes and dressed. Aaron did the same.  
 
    The scream of the impellers on the first two Broomsticks faded over the canyon rim while the third hovered over the river. Minu looked at those who’d just come ashore and felt a dark spot growing in the pit of her stomach. They were Ivan and his group. He spotted her a second later, a look of anger etched on his face. The Broomstick pilot landed his craft next to Minu.  
 
    “You the bugs who crawled down the rope last night?” 
 
    “Yes, Chosen,” she answered quickly.  
 
    He nodded his head and gave her group a quick once over before dismounting and walking toward Ivan.  
 
    “That was a dirty trick,” Ivan snarled at the Chosen.  
 
    “Shut up, you pissant bug,” the Chosen snapped back. Ivan jerked like he’d been punched. Growing up a Malovich meant privilege and position; no one yelled at someone with his status. Minu felt a little smile creep across her face. 
 
    “How were we supposed to overcome that challenge?” one of the others in Ivan’s group demanded.  
 
    “Didn’t you notice the other bridge was cut?” asked the Chosen. “You can’t be blind; you’re looking at me now.” A couple boys nodded; Ivan showed nothing. “So if you saw the other bridge, you should have been suspicious. That group knew better; they climbed down the canyon wall instead of taking the bridge. Fuck, at least the earliest group was smart enough to only send one person over. Their loss was minimized.” 
 
    “It’s not fair,” Ivan renewed his complaint.  
 
    “Whoever told you the universe was fair?” The Chosen took eight drags from his pouch, two for each of them, and passed out the punishments. They already wore one each, and two of them wore three. One of the boys stared at the new drags in despair and dropped them at his feet. “Put them on, bug.” The boy shook his head. “Put them on or quit.” 
 
    “I quit.” 
 
    “Fine with me. Go wait by my Broomstick. What about you?” he asked one of the boys wearing three drags. He dropped his, too, and followed his friend. The Chosen laughed behind their backs. “And you two?” Ivan and his only remaining follower clicked their new drags into place. “What about those?” the Chosen asked, pointing to the four discarded drags. 
 
    “Those aren’t ours,” Ivan said, pointing at the two boys standing next to the Broomstick, “they were theirs.” 
 
    “Who is your group leader?” 
 
    “I’m the leader, but—” 
 
    “No buts, boy. You lead, you take the biggest risk. Put them on. Now!” 
 
    “If I’m in charge, can’t I make him wear all of them?” The boy standing next to Ivan stared at him in shock for a moment, before answering in a thick, Rusk accent. 
 
    “You do dat and you are on your own.” 
 
    “Fine,” Ivan said and picked up the drags. “You take half.” He handed two to him. The other boy started to complain, but Ivan rose to his full height and glared at him.  
 
    “Fine,” he said and took them.  
 
    “Great,” the Chosen said. “Now that you understand how things work, you can get back to what you’re supposed to be doing.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” asked Ivan. The Chosen laughed and walked back to his craft. A Broomstick, one of the two from the earlier rescue, swooped back into the valley and landed next to the other one.  
 
    “Chosen,” Minu called out. “May I ask a question?” 
 
    “You just did.” 
 
    “Of course. May I ask you two more questions?” 
 
    The man turned and smirked, then nodded his head. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “What would have happened if more than three boys were drowning?” 
 
    “One of them would have finished drowning.” He mounted his craft, situated the first quitter in front of him on the saddle, and launched. Turbines screaming, the Broomsticks roared out of the canyon, leaving Minu and her friends behind. Only now, Ivan and his last ally were with them.  
 
    Minu looked at him. He no longer seemed as smug or cocky. He wore three drags on one leg and two on the other; his friend wore three on each. Minu and her group only had one each. She turned and led her friends toward their camp, unable to resist looking over her shoulder as she went. Ivan, standing with his only remaining ally, watched them go, his face an unreadable mask. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Julast 11th, 514 AE 
 
    Unknown River, Desert Tribe Territory 
 
      
 
      
 
    For three days, Minu and her friends followed the river’s path as the canyon snaked through the desert. The nights weren’t too cold, and the days weren’t too hot. They were as comfortable as they’d been during the Trials thus far. As they proceeded, the canyon narrowed, and the river ran faster.  
 
    In the beginning, they foraged for edible plants, but with less dry ground, food became scarce. And the fishing, while plentiful, became dangerous. The swift current made even ankle-deep water treacherous—that morning, Pip was almost swept out into deep water. They found him hanging onto a rock by his fingertips, screaming for help. After that, Minu limited fishing to the increasingly rare eddies found near large rocks.  
 
    Ivan and his crony stayed within sight, following them but staying a reasonable distance behind. They never got close enough for Minu and her friends to consider them a threat, nor did they try to talk to them. They were just there. Minu’s group kept watch each night in case the two decided to cause some mischief while they slept. 
 
    “Maybe we should’ve gone the other way,” Minu admitted that night as they ate their meager dinner. 
 
    “The river flows away from the mountain,” Cherise reminded her, “going back would be a waste of time.”  
 
    They’d almost exhausted their survival supplies, and they tried to eat as much off the land as they could. That day, they’d caught two small trout and gathered a couple handfuls of edible nuts. Minu opened a ration pack and added it to the mix. They had four left, each of which was meant to feed one man for one day. Worse yet, they’d depleted the fuel for the little stove, using most of it to stay warm in the mountain cave. They used the ax to cut wood, when they could find some, but most of it was green and stubbornly refused to burn. Occasionally, they found dry driftwood, but not that night. They ate the fish raw, further degrading their morale. Pip complained incessantly.  
 
    “Never liked sushi,” he grumbled, “even when it was an expensive treat.” 
 
    “We almost never cook fish when we find it,” Cherise said. The others ate in silence. Every day they searched for a way to climb the canyon walls and escape the trap they found themselves in.  
 
    “I wish we’d found some climbing gear in that footlocker,” Pip mumbled as he gagged on some fish. He’d bragged more than once about his rock climbing prowess. He’d even messed with some of their equipment hoping to improvise some gear, but none of it would support much weight, and Minu declared it way too dangerous.  
 
    That night, they heard the first sounds of wildlife. Gregg was on watch when a distant roar woke the others from their sleep. Romulus had already passed over, and the night was very dark. Minu blinked away sleep and wondered what had made the sound.  
 
    “Oh shit,” Gregg whispered. Minu looked at his dim outline, standing and scanning the walls of the canyon.  
 
    “What is it?” Pip asked, his voice almost a squeak. Minu guessed from Gregg’s reaction what it was. 
 
    “Kloth,” Cherise whispered.  
 
    “Where?” Minu asked. 
 
    “Can’t tell,” Gregg said as he cocked an ear down the canyon. The roar echoed again. This time he spun and closed his eyes, obviously concentrating hard. The scene would have been comical if they hadn’t known what was out there. “Back the way we came,” he said, finally.  
 
    “How far?” she asked. 
 
    “Quite a way,” he said, hearing the roar again, “maybe as far back as where we came in.” 
 
    “How did it get into the canyon?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “Maybe it fell?” Cherise suggested. 
 
    “Or it entered back in the mountains,” Minu thought aloud. 
 
    “If it fell, it could be hurt,” Pip said, hopefully. 
 
    “Let’s hope not,” Gregg told him, turning back to face them after the last echo fell silent.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because a hurt Kloth is twice as dangerous as a healthy one. Their metabolism is linked to food. When they’re hurt, they eat everything in sight and build up energy to fix their bodies. They’ll attack things they’d normally pass up.” 
 
    “Like?” Minu asked. 
 
    “Cars, houses, other Kloth, you name it.” They all looked back the way they’d come. Suddenly, sleep didn’t seem like such a good idea. “We’d better get going,” Gregg suggested. “Keep looking for a way up. Even a ledge a few meters high would be enough; they can’t raise their heads more than ten degrees.”  
 
    “Maybe it’ll eat Ivan and his buddy,” Pip said, hopefully. Minu would have chastised him if she hadn’t been thinking the same thing. 
 
    “Where’re you going?” Cherise asked Gregg, grabbing his arm. He’d shouldered his pack and was looking in the direction of the Kloth.  
 
    He looked at her and smiled brightly. “I’m gonna see how far behind us the beast is,” he said, gently removing her hand from his bicep. Before he let her go, he kissed her hand and touched her cheek. “Kloth aren’t dangerous,” he said, turning to go, “not if you know how to deal with them.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Cherise implored him. 
 
    “And be quick too,” Minu added as she got her gear together. “We won’t move too fast, so you’ll be able to catch up.” 
 
    “Don’t slow down on my account. If the Kloth is moving this way, I’ll have plenty of motivation to catch you.” Minu shook her head as she shouldered her pack. She found it hard to imagine purposely going toward a monster like that. Still, if anyone in the group was qualified to do it, it was Gregg. 
 
    “Let’s get going,” she said and led the way. Cherise waited an extra moment, watching as Gregg’s shadowy figure jogged up the riverbank and quickly disappeared into the night. With a sigh, she turned and joined the others.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Minu was worried and a little scared. The riverbank looked like it would soon disappear. Twice already, they’d waded across deep stretches of dangerously swirling water. It had been three hours since Gregg had left. The idea was his, and as leader, she hadn’t tried to stop him. But now she thought that might have been a mistake. She hadn’t taken into account Ivan and his cohort lurking in the shadows. Would they dare attack one of her people? She was certain they would.  
 
    They came to a stretch of water a few meters wide and took a break, while Aaron probed its depths with a walking stick he’d fashioned from a piece of driftwood. Cherise occasionally looked back, hoping to catch a glimpse of Gregg. Minu understood there was something between the two and hoped it wouldn’t become a liability, then she chastised herself for her thoughts.  
 
    “Not too deep,” Aaron pronounced and waded across. He used his stick to find footing until he reached the other side. “Piece of cake,” he announced as he stepped out of the water. 
 
    “Shut up about cake, will you?” Pip said as he navigated the water after giving Aaron a sour look. “Anything other than raw fish and nuts would be good about now.” 
 
    “Not much chance of more nuts,” Cherise said and gestured to their surroundings. The river flowed quite swiftly, and the tiny strips of land on either side were all that remained of the shore. As Minu crossed the water, she felt the river spray wetting her hair. Then she heard Pip groan and realized it was something else.  
 
    “Rain,” Aaron said. In the distance, the Kloth roared its disapproval of the change in weather.  
 
    “They don’t like rain,” Cherise told them. “Many will run for miles, searching for tree cover or shelter.” 
 
    “Why don’t they like water?” Aaron wondered aloud. 
 
    “Would you like water if you were long and narrow, walked on your belly and couldn’t lift your head?” Minu thought Cherise had a point.  
 
    “Did it sound closer?” Pip asked. “I think it sounds closer,” he mumbled when no one else ventured a guess.  
 
    They continued onward slowly. Not only was the bank narrow, there were large rocks, some two or more meters across. Minu wondered what force had rolled the massive rocks this far from the mountains. The walls of the canyon, over a hundred and fifty meters high, were smooth, and it seemed unlikely the boulders had fallen from there. They rounded a bend in the river, the rain a steady drumbeat on their already wet heads. “Perfect!” Pip spat when he saw what lay ahead.  
 
    The river turned sharply and flowed under a large piece of land covered by a massive pile of logs and other debris washed ashore by a past flood. The pile was so massive it overhung the side of the river, presenting an obstacle that looked impossible to climb.  
 
    “What do we do, boss?” Aaron asked as they approached the mountain of branches and stumps. There were even a few whole trees, their roots intertwined like the legs of a pile of dead spiders.  
 
    “We wait to see how Gregg fares.” Having nothing more to say, they found a comfortable place to sit and wait. 
 
    The sun climbed over the canyon rim and began to set again as they waited in the pouring rain. They built a lean-to using a pair of shelter halves draped over logs protruding from the huge pile. At least they didn’t have to sit in the rain. They each passed the time in their own way. Cherise looked for Gregg, Pip read an old book stored in his memory, Aaron tossed rocks into the raging river, and Minu tried to think of a way out of their predicament that didn’t necessitate turning around and going back.  
 
    Minu watched Aaron throw another rock, but instead of the splash she expected, she heard a loud crack. She saw he was targeting a large branch floating by. Each powerful throw was right on target.  
 
    “You have a great arm,” she told him. 
 
    “Thanks! I spent a lot of time as a little kid chasing howlers out of the olive groves. They love green olives.” Another, larger log floated down river and became his new target. She watched it pass and suddenly had an idea.  
 
    “Damn it!” she cursed and looked around at the broken trees. “How is the ax holding up?” 
 
    “It’s dualloy,” Pip reminded her. “It’ll be around long after we’re gone. What do you have in mind?”  
 
    Minu gathered a handful of small twigs and brought them back to the shelter. She found some long, stringy bark and began building a model. “This is how we get past the blockage,” Minu told them, and with a flourish, she set her model in the water and watched the current quickly carry it away. 
 
    “It’s kinda small,” Aaron said, his chin in his hand as he watched. 
 
    “We’ll make it bigger,” Minu said, exasperated. Aaron blushed and threw another rock. Pip laughed and made a funny face behind Aaron’s back.  
 
    “We’re going to float down the river on a raft?” Cherise asked. Minu could tell by her tone that she found the prospect rather dubious.  
 
    “I don’t see why not. Back on Earth, people sailed across oceans on rafts. We only need to go a few kilometers.” Due to a lack of large oceans, there was little large-scale shipping on Bellatrix, but there was some along rivers and the small equatorial sea. Minu could tell by looking at Cherise’s face that the idea of floating on a raft was a frightening, if not terrifying, prospect. “You can swim, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Cherise said, then mumbled something at her feet. 
 
    “I didn’t catch that?” 
 
    “I said, I sorta swim,” Cherise snapped, her face livid. Minu gawked at her. “I managed to finish the swimming course with five seconds to spare. I dog paddle really well…better than Gregg, anyway.” 
 
    “But how come you—” Pip started to ask. 
 
    “I’m from the desert, asshole,” Cherise snapped. Minu knew from experience that Aaron couldn’t swim well, but she wondered about Gregg. His past demonstration showed his lack of ability. How common was a water crossing in the nomadic life of a trader? 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Minu told her friend, “I’m certain we won’t have to actually swim. That’s why we’re going to build a raft, right?” 
 
    They split into teams to tackle the project. Aaron took command of the hatchet and began to shape logs, cutting them to the appropriate length and trimming away branches. Using the razor-sharp dualloy ax, he made short work of logs as big around as his thigh. Minu took a short break to watch him. His shirt was off, and the muscles on his powerful arms and back bunched as he swung the ax over and over. Some deep recess of her mind purred like a kitten.  
 
    Cherise helped Aaron move the logs into place while Minu and Pip designed and assembled their makeshift raft.  
 
    Night fell, and they kept working. The canyon’s angle allowed Remus to shine down on them when it rose, and Aaron lit a huge bonfire using the dry trimmings from the logs. When he spotted the glow of a pair of eyes in the underbrush, he added a rabbit to the fire. Cherise insisted on saving a haunch for Gregg’s eventual return.  
 
    The work continued, hastened by the intermittent howls of the Kloth as it grew closer. There was no longer any doubt in their minds that the beast was headed their way. Whatever Gregg’s intentions, he appeared to have failed. As Romulus set, the lizard sounded so close they expected it to round the bend behind them at any moment. While the other three finished tying the ropes around the makeshift tiller, Aaron used the ax to sharpen a half dozen poles to a deadly point.  
 
    “But we have knives,” Pip pointed out when he saw what Aaron was doing.  
 
    “You don’t fight a Kloth with a knife,” Cherise told him somberly.  
 
    “Not a good idea,” Aaron agreed. “From what I hear, you’d be better served to keep the knife in its sheath. That way, when the monster eats you whole, you can use the knife to cut your way out of its stomach.” Everyone laughed mirthlessly. With another leaf-shaking roar, the Kloth rounded the river bend a hundred meters away.  
 
    “Oh, my God!” Minu exclaimed as the beast charged into view. It was at least ten meters long and easily weighed two tons. Its six squat legs propelled it along as it swung its snout from side to side to give its six eyes a better view of the terrain in front of it. Its mouth gaped open to taste the air.  
 
    “Get the raft into the water!” Minu ordered, grabbing a spear from Aaron. He looked from her to the raft to the spear, obviously conflicted.  
 
    “Let me hold it off,” he said, grabbing one of the other spears. 
 
    “How am I supposed to get the raft in the water?” she demanded. “Think, damn it! You and Pip are stronger. Give the spears to Cherise and me, and we’ll keep the beast at bay.” 
 
    “But you’re—” 
 
    “What, girls? Do you think that’ll keep us from fighting? Use your head. You’ve been taking my orders for more than a week, trusting your life to me. So do what I say and put those muscles to use!” She snatched the spear from his hand and tossed it to Cherise, who caught it with practiced ease. The Kloth picked up speed. “Do it!” 
 
    “Come on, Aaron!” Pip practically begged. “Do you want to die here?” 
 
    “The four of us can’t kill a male that size,” Cherise told them, “but Minu and I can hold it off for a minute while you get the raft in the water.” 
 
    “Shit!” Aaron snapped and reluctantly ran to help Pip. Minu took a deep breath and turned to meet her fate. 
 
    The Kloth reached the pool two dozen meters away and skidded to a stop. It considered the obstacle, turning one way then the other. The canyon wall was on one side, the roaring river on the other. 
 
    “They can’t swim,” Cherise told her as they tested their spears’ grip and watched in apprehension. “It might turn around if it doesn’t realize the water is shallow.” As they watched, it tried to do just that. The shore was only a few meters wide, and as the beast tried to turn its inflexible body around, it came face to face with the river. With a deafening roar of frustration, it launched itself toward them.  
 
    Minu’s mouth fell open as the reptile cleared most of the pool in one incredible leap, its six legs churning on impact, sending rocks and water flying. The ground reverberated with a shuddering crash. As soon as it landed, it began racing toward them with increasing speed, like a boulder rolling down a hill.  
 
    “How fast can they go?” Minu asked her. 
 
    “Too fast,” Cherise said and threw her spear as hard as she could. 
 
    The spears were far from perfect, but her throw was right on target. The spear landed just behind the monster’s head, buried a good half meter into the muscles. The beast continued on for a heart stopping second, before the pain registered. It stopped, shook its head, and roared.  
 
    The Kloth was so close, the roar felt like a physical assault on their bodies. Minu saw every one of its serrated teeth. The joke about being swallowed whole wasn’t a legend. Kloth didn’t chew their food; they tore off chunks or swallowed it whole.  
 
    The grunts and yells and the sound of shifting gravel told Minu the boys were wrestling the raft into the water. The Kloth seemed to notice them again, turning left, then right, giving both sets of eyes a good look. Blood ran in a small stream from the wound on its back, but it didn’t seem to be concerned as it took a step toward them. Cherise lunged at the beast with a fresh spear. With lighting fast reflexes, it bit down on the spear tip, and with one mighty flick of its head, catapulted her into the raging river.  
 
    “Get her!” Minu screamed to the boys.  
 
    “But what about you?” Aaron cried back. 
 
    “I can swim, damn it. She might well drown, so get her!” 
 
    Faced with one adversary, the Kloth didn’t hesitate. Sensing a meal, it lowered its head and charged. Its mouth was open slightly, ready to sweep her into its massive, unforgiving jaws. At that moment, she truly realized the mortal danger she’d been in since the beginning of the Trials. She could die now, a quick meal for a two-ton lizard. No matter how quickly a Chosen swept in on his Broomstick, it would be too late.  
 
    “You won’t get me,” she snarled and dodged. Its jaws snapped closed on air, and Minu stabbed at one of its eyes with all her might. The fire-hardened spear tip skittered along the lizard’s armored hide, gouging deep into one of the less-protected folds of hide behind the eyes. The Kloth shook its head, widening the blood-pumping wound, and almost sent Minu to join Cherise in the water. She managed to hang on, but the spear broke with a loud pop, leaving a meter of wood dangling from the beast’s head. 
 
    Momentarily confused by the stick waggling in front of its eyes, the Kloth shook its head and raised a front leg to claw at it. Minu snatched the last spear and turned to make sure the boys had launched the raft. She saw there was no sign of them, and almost lost her life.  
 
    The Kloth clawed the spear loose and charged. She screamed and dodged left, swinging the spear like a baseball bat, but it rebounded off the Kloth’s head as it bit down on her right arm.  
 
    The blinding explosion of pain made her scream. One of the bones in her forearm snapped, but something kept the creature from biting down with its full, bone-crushing force. She realized it was the spear, partially wedged in the corner of the Kloth’s mouth. Without that bit of wood, she’d have lost her arm.  
 
    The Kloth shook its head, trying to rid itself of the spear while still tearing Minu’s arm off. It flung her, and she smashed into the rocky ground several meters away. A jolt of agony shot through her arm, keeping her from noticing any further wounds. In a second, the Kloth was on her, trying to finish the job. She did the only thing she could think of; she curled into a ball, her hands over her head.  
 
    The Kloth bowled into her but failed to get its jaws around her body. Minu felt the razor-sharp teeth cut the flesh on her arms and the back of her shoulders. But instead of scooping her up, it shoved her around like a dog chasing a bone. With a crash, they collided with the massive pile of debris in the river.  
 
    The impact pinned Minu under the Kloth’s jaws, just behind the snout. For some reason, though, the beast didn’t back up. It stood there, shaking its head from side to side and trying to bite her, but its lack of flexibility prevented it from getting her. Having a ton of smelly lizard slowly crush you into a rocky riverbank was no picnic, but it was better than being eaten. At least a little. 
 
    Minu reached out with her left arm, trying to find something to hurt the Kloth. Her right arm was unresponsive and numb. She tried a stick, then a rock, but the monster’s hide was far too thick for it to notice her attacks. Then she felt something hot. It was the remainder of their fire, now nothing more than a few smoldering embers. She turned her head and saw a large branch nearby, still burning. 
 
    Twice she tried to reach it, and both times the Kloth almost got her. On the third try, her hand closed around the branch. The Kloth tipped its head to bite her, but she rammed the branch into its gaping maw as hard and far as she could.  
 
    The Kloth uttered an un-lizard-like high pitched scream and began thrashing around. Minu was afraid it was going to crush her to death, when she heard a loud, splintering crack and the Kloth rolled away. Minu stood on shaky legs, looked at her right arm, hanging limp at her side, and almost retched. It was torn to bloody shreds, and bones protruded in more than one place. There was enough blood soaking the rain-drenched riverbank to make it look like the floor of a slaughter house.  
 
    She tried not to scream or cry, and felt dizzy from the loss of blood. With a ground-shaking rumble, the Kloth regained its feet and turned to face her. It seemed to be slowing. Was it finally tiring of the battle? Then she saw the real reason. A jagged tree trunk impaled the Kloth; broken remnants stuck out near its right front limbs. Minu’s burning branch to the mouth had given it the incentive it needed to break free. Blood fountained from the gaping wound, accounting for most of the blood on the ground; its blood was red, too. 
 
    Despite the horrendous wound and blood loss, it wasn’t giving up; it was too stupid to know the extent of its injuries. It no longer had the strength to get its belly off the ground and run, but it still managed to use its six powerful legs to move its hulking body toward her, dragging itself through mud and rocks. Minu backed up two steps and came up against the canyon wall. She had nowhere left to go. Sensing victory, the Kloth opened its jaws wide and readied itself to charge.  
 
    Instead of charging, it screamed and spun around. Minu saw Gregg, a burning spear held high, as he nimbly jumped clear of the deadly sweeping tail and stabbed the beast’s lightly armored rear once more.  
 
    “Run for the water while I deal with this bitch,” he yelled to her. The Kloth was only a few meters away but showed no interest in her as she staggered toward the river. Over and over, Gregg stabbed the beast, circling to keep it off guard. The technique, developed over centuries of fighting the scaly monsters, took advantage of their aversion to pain and their instinct to attack anything that moved. It wasn’t limber and, by forcing it to continually turn, he neutralized its deadly charge. All he had to do was wait for it to succumb to blood loss. 
 
    Minu wasn’t paying attention to her footing and tripped over a loose branch. She sprawled in the water and landed on her mangled arm, letting out a strangled scream as the pain returned with a vengeance. Dimly, she heard the battle shift and, without looking, knew the Kloth was coming after her.  
 
    Minu craned her neck and saw it was only a few meters away. Gregg tried desperately to stab its behind to distract it, but that didn’t deter the Kloth this time. Blood dripping, mouth gaping, lower jaw scraping the gravel-covered ground, it prepared to scoop Minu up. 
 
    Ignoring her pain and mustering the last dregs of her strength, she rolled to her right. The Kloth snapped at her head and missed. It skidded in the loose gravel and slid into the water head first, roaring in protest. It tried to turn around, but the water buoyed it up, and it couldn’t find traction with its front legs. Instead, the current pulled it away from shore.  
 
    Minu struggled to her feet and watched the monster drift away. She turned to Gregg and, despite her pain, she smiled. He smiled back, but his face suddenly turned to horror. The Kloth’s massive tail swung out and hit her. She felt a bone break, as the blow landed full force against her chest, lofting her into the air and spinning her into the water halfway across the river. Instantly, the powerful current swept her away.  
 
    The cool water helped clear her head, but it also revealed the extent of her injuries. Her mangled right arm was useless, and every time she tried to move her left, agony shot through her shoulders. A broken collar bone, she thought, as she struggled to kick her way to the surface. She heard a gurgled roar nearby, but the fate of the Kloth was no longer of any concern to her.  
 
    The water swept her around the bend. Branches from the huge piles of debris clawed at her. She heard Gregg calling her name, then her head smashed into a rock. Her struggles subsided in a flash of light. Drowning’s not a bad way to die, she thought as she sank below the waves. It was better than being eaten by a giant lizard.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Julast 14th, 514 AE 
 
    Unknown River, Desert Tribe Territory 
 
      
 
    As Minu opened her eyes, she tried to remember where she was. She was lying on something hard, and the sun was beating down on her face. She wondered why she wasn’t hurting, but when she tried to lift her right arm to shield her eyes from the sun, the pain returned like a lightning bolt. “Oh God,” she moaned and began coughing. It was so painful, she nearly lost consciousness again. She added a broken rib to her list of injuries. 
 
    “Be easy,” Cherise’s gentle voice whispered in her ear, “we’ve got you now.”  
 
    Minu opened her eyes and saw the worried look on her friend’s face. They were floating on the raft they’d built to escape the Kloth. “Did you come back for me?” 
 
    “Once they fished me out of the water, Pip snared a rock with some rope,” Cherise told her. She looked at Pip who shrugged and smiled. “We floated there, listening to you fight the Kloth. Why didn’t you jump in the water?” 
 
    “It cornered me,” Minu said, sitting up with Cherise’s help. “Are you okay?” she asked her friend. “What about Gregg?” 
 
    Cherise’s eyes shone, and she gently touched Minu’s face. “My dear friend, listen to you. You’re beat to a pulp, but you’re worried about us.” The others shook their heads. “Gregg is fine.” She pointed and Minu turned to see him standing on the surface of the water, floating along like an apparition.  
 
    “How?” she asked. The river shifted, and she realized he was riding on the Kloth’s body, floating beside them in the current.  
 
    “It’s too dangerous to try and swim in this current, so we’re biding our time.” Minu nodded and tried to wave at Gregg. The grinding agony in her broken collar bone made her gasp in pain, and she gave up. “Don’t worry, he knows you’re fine.” 
 
    “He saved my life.” 
 
    “I know,” Cherise said, pride glowing in her eyes as she looked at Gregg. “And you saved us. That was the most amazing display of courage I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “It’s what friends do.” Despite the pain, she gave them each a small hug, wishing she could hug Gregg, as well. “So, what now?” 
 
    “We float for a while,” said Pip. 
 
    “At least until the canyon widens, and we have somewhere to land,” Aaron added. 
 
    They worked together, using their meager medical supplies to patch up Minu’s arm and other injuries as well as they could. A short time later, the Kloth corpse drifted close enough for Gregg to jump onto the raft. It rocked precariously when he landed. Their combined weight made it ride low in the water, and one side or the other constantly dipped below the surface.  
 
    As they drifted onward, the current calmed. Cherise and Gregg steered the raft with the improvised tiller and a pair of spears. Despite her pain, Minu drifted off into a fitful sleep.  
 
    When she awoke, she felt a cool breeze on her face. Despite her wounds, the nap had refreshed her. They’d left the whitewater behind and now floated in a considerably wider basin with walls only a dozen meters high. They were finally nearing the end of the canyon. She glanced around; everyone else had fallen asleep. Pip, using a pack as a pillow, snored quietly. Aaron lay next to Minu; he’d obviously been watching her sleep before succumbing himself. On the other side of the raft, Cherise slept with her head tucked into the crook of Gregg’s arm. She could also see the Kloth corpse floating alongside, secured to the raft with rope.  
 
    Minu wiggled closer to Aaron, who sleepily offered his arm as a pillow. She gratefully accepted the spot and sighed contentedly. In a few moments she was once again asleep.  
 
    The next time she woke, it was night. Her shoulders and arm felt numb; they’d given her the last of the painkillers while she slept. The cool breeze had turned chilly. They’d left the canyon behind and were floating slowly among jumbled boulders. She wondered if the rocks were the remnants of ancient catastrophic flooding. She shivered at the thought of being in that deep gorge when boulders came tumbling down like a waterfall. What she could glimpse of the landscape was harsh and barren. They were re-entering the desert, and it was time to make plans. 
 
    Minu sat up painfully, cradling her arm. Blood had soaked through the bandages, and any attempt to move her fingers or wrist resulted in instant agony. Worse, she could see the skin under the bandages was bright red and swollen. Gregg had warned them that Kloth bites usually became infected, and they had no antibiotics. “I’m going to cost us a win,” she whispered as she examined the bloody bandages. At least she still had feeling in her arm, and Cherise said she hadn’t severed any tendons.  
 
    Something caught her attention. Remus sat just over the lower horizon, partly covered by scattered clouds, so there was little light. Minu peered into the darkness, surveying the bank. What she’d thought was a tree trunk turned out to be a man standing on a rock a few meters ahead. They were drifting quite close to the shore. “Now,” she heard someone say, and the man leaped at the raft.  
 
    “Shit!” Minu yelled and instinctively rolled away. Unfortunately, there was nowhere to roll to. Instead, she plunked right into the river. With her weight gone, the side of the raft tipped up toward the jumper. The man landed on the edge, his bulk slamming into the raft and instantly reversing the tip, catapulting almost everyone into the air, over his head.  
 
    Pip, who’d been lying in the center, was the only one left on the raft. He jolted awake, eyes wide with terror. The raft continued to flip, and the man who’d landed on the edge slipped feet first into the water. A second later, the raft hit him square on the head with bone-crushing force. As the raft finished flipping, Pip found himself underwater at the center of the raft.  
 
    The water was shallower than Minu had expected, and her knees hit the rocky bottom almost immediately. She found purchase against the gradual current and pushed up to the surface, a meter over her head. As she broke through, she coughed out water and tried to figure out what was going on. 
 
    The raft drifted away, and the man who’d jumped on it clung limply to the side, barely conscious. On the shore, Minu saw people fighting, arms and legs flailing as they rolled around on the rocky soil. She struggled in the dim light to see who they were and began to kick toward shore. She assumed at least one of them was a friend who might need help. Swimming with one arm, even in the slight current, was slow going, but with some frantic paddling, she managed to reach the shore. As she kicked, she passed the rock from which they’d been ambushed. She should have looked up. 
 
    “Ouch!” she cried as someone grabbed a handful of her hair and dragged her from the water. She screamed and tried to reach her assailant. Some of the hair tore painfully from her head as her attacker pulled her up onto the rock. An arm went around her neck, putting her in a choke hold that made her broken collarbone grind. She screamed in pain, but the scream was cut short when the arm crushed her windpipe.  
 
    “Don’t kill the little bitch,” she heard someone snarl. Minu couldn’t move her head to see who it was, but she’d heard the voice enough to commit it to memory.  
 
    “Ivan, you son of a bitch,” she gurgled. 
 
    “Not so tough now, are you?” he laughed at her. The man holding Minu grunted dumbly. She kicked viciously with both legs but couldn’t loosen his grip as he pulled her backwards over his hip. Her backpack was still in place, and it dug painfully into her kidneys. She could still hear the fighting nearby. “Your friends aren’t much help now, are they? You should have been more alert.” 
 
    The man loosened his grip a bit, and she spoke between gasps of air. “We—we’re not supposed t-to attack each other, you ass-asshole!” 
 
    Ivan laughed, and she gasped as he kicked her in the ribs. “You can’t be that stupid, can you? It’s survival of the fittest out here. The Concordia don’t want weaklings, and they sure don’t want girls.” 
 
    “W-why would they care if we’re girls?” Minu asked, trying hard to breathe. She saw sparks behind her eyelids. “The Tog don’t have genders!” 
 
    “You think you’re so fucking smart? Have you ever met an alien before?” 
 
    “Dozens of times, Rich B-brat.” 
 
    “I almost forgot, you’re the privileged Daughter of the First.” 
 
    “And you’re a privileged s-son of a rich asshole.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare speak about my father that way!” He kicker her again, harder this time. Minu felt something pop and cried out.  
 
    The fight was winding down. Ivan laughed, and Minu felt fear overtaking her. What would this group of hooligans do to her? Surely, they wouldn’t… 
 
    The sound of a man screaming in pain and a body hitting the ground interrupted her thoughts. “Come on you Rusk pig,” Minu heard Cherise snarl like a mad animal, “I’m warmed up now.” 
 
    “Do you honestly think you can beat me?” 
 
    “I’ve kicked your two little boys’ asses, now it’s your turn.”  
 
    Minu heard Ivan jump down from the rock and tried to turn to see what was happening. The arm around her neck tensed, and she saw stars. “Where do you think you’re going, girl?” the boy spoke for the first time. 
 
    “I c-can’t b-breath,” Minu wheezed, “p-please?” Minu was scared and desperate, though not quite as desperate as she let on. It made her sick to her stomach to beg the bastard strangling her. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I want to make you feel good.” She felt his hand come around and grasp her left breast, squeezing the nipple harshly between two fingers. She gritted her teeth against the pain, and the boy laughed. “Yeah, that’s what I mean.” The hand squeezed again then began to move down her bare belly.  
 
    He means to rape me, Minu thought. Don’t panic; there’s always a way out.  
 
    He couldn’t quite reach past her belt, so he had to bend her forward a bit. The backpack got in his way. He quickly yanked it off, tossed it aside, and began fumbling with her belt.  
 
    “Free my hand, and I’ll help,” she said, the words like fire on her tongue. “I’ll give it to you, if you don’t hurt me.” She heard Cherise yell, and the fighting resumed. A low grunt and a curse from Ivan told her Cherise still had plenty of fight left in her.  
 
    Minu’s captor released her left arm, and she unbuckled her belt with shaking fingers. It wasn’t easy one handed. “Hurry up,” he grunted in her ear. When it finally came undone, he pulled her to her feet and spun her around. With a hand on her throat, he roughly ripped her jumpsuit down to her ankles. Minu put her left hand over her pubic area, but he slapped it aside.  
 
    “W-what do you want?” she whimpered. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked. With his free hand, he dropped his pants, exposing his erection.  
 
    Quick as a flash, he let go of her neck, spun her around again, and bent her over the rock. “No!” she cried out and tried to crawl away. He grabbed her hips with both hands, and she felt his hardness probe her backside. She cried and tried to wiggle away, but a moment later he found her opening and plunged deep into her.  
 
    “N-no!” she cried out again, hurting from the harsh penetration. He grunted and thrust over and over. She struggled to get away, but he grabbed her hair with one hand and pushed down on her back with the other, pinning her against the rock.  
 
    Through the pain and violation, she remembered her backpack. Slowly, carefully, she glanced to the left and saw that it was just a short distance away. With her left hand, she reached through the flap and found her knife. 
 
    “God, you’re tight,” the man grunted. He pulled out of her vagina and tried to penetrate her anus. Minu screamed and clenched as he tried several times before gasping and splattering hot wetness over her buttocks. Minu cried as he laughed. “Now, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” 
 
    “N-no,” she cried through clenched teeth, tears streaming down her face.  
 
    “Good, then turn around and lick it all nice and clean, you filthy little Plateau bitch.” 
 
    With her thumb, she released the sheath’s lock and slid the blade free. It was the extra knife she’d hidden in her backpack.  
 
    “You bastard,” she snarled as she rolled and slashed. The blade bit deep into his abdomen, tearing skin and muscle.  
 
    For the first time, she saw his face in the dim light. He was young, and his eyes grew as big as dinner plates when the knife cut him. His face was not that of a rapist or a monster. He grunted, more in surprise than pain, as blood gushed from his wound and down, over his groin. He grabbed for Minu’s throat, and she stabbed him in the chest with all her strength. 
 
    “You…you…fu—” he tried to say then fell limply backwards. The blade slid from his chest with the wet, grinding sound of metal on bone. In the moonlight, Minu looked down at the dying boy, blood pumping darkly from his chest and stomach wounds. White curls of intestines dangled from the gaping stomach wound.  
 
    Minu shuddered and thought she might vomit. She bent over and pulled up her pants, trying not to notice the wetness on her backside. She turned and looked at the fight between Ivan and Cherise just in time to see Ivan cut her friend’s arm badly.  
 
    She didn’t have time to wonder where he’d gotten a knife; her friend was in trouble. Minu jumped down from the rocks and raced toward them, her knife in her left hand, her right arm tucked against her side.  
 
    Cherise almost dropped her knife when Ivan cut her arm, and she backed away. The cut was deep and inky, dark blood flowing freely from it. Cherise switched the knife to her left hand and feinted at Ivan’s stomach as he moved in. Minu approached quickly from behind, no thoughts of mercy on her mind. Ivan’s group had attacked her and her friends with vile intentions. She couldn’t undo the violation she’d just suffered, but she could stop the bastard from killing her friend. 
 
    Ivan and Cherise dodged and struck at each other twice more before Minu reached them. Cherise’s last blow scored a minor cut on Ivan’s left hand, making him turn slightly. He saw Minu coming, her blade aimed at his lower back, and he was able to slide snake-like to the side and continue his spin. Minu’s knife bit flesh, but only grazed his side instead of impaling his back. 
 
    She tried to pull free and spin, as Cherise had showed her, but Ivan was far too fast. His left hand caught her right arm, sending an explosion of pain through the tortured limb. She was only centimeters from Ivan’s leering face when he stabbed her in the stomach, pushing the blade in to the hilt. 
 
    Minu wondered if the boy she’d stabbed had felt the same burst of clarity she did. A warm blanket of light lowered over her perceptions. Suddenly, it didn’t seem so dark and she felt no pain. She thought she heard a high-pitched whine somewhere. 
 
    “Fine day, Daughter of the First,” Ivan laughed. With all the force she could muster, Minu brought her left knee up, right into his balls.  
 
    Ivan’s eyes bugged. The blow knocked the wind out of him in a strangled gasp, and his legs buckled. He began to pull his knife from Minu’s stomach when a bloody blade appeared through the front of his neck, as if by magic. Cherise rammed it home with a primal scream of rage and victory.  
 
    Hot blood sprayed Minu’s face as Ivan fell, and Cherise wrenched the knife free. His grip slackened, and his blade stayed in her stomach as she toppled away from him. The last thing she heard as she fell was Cherise screaming in terror.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    September 10th, 514 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Minu’s existence was fractured for a time. She was dimly aware of snapshot-like images and sound-bites of conversations. She remembered lying on the rear seat of a Broomstick, and someone screaming, “We’re gonna lose her!” She had visions of red-clad medical technicians, a sterile, white operating room, and a woman crying as she examined her. She remembered being inside a Concordian-manufactured medical scanner, its delicate sensor arms moving along her body. And there were fleeting moments of agonizing pain in her right arm, followed by the strange sensation her arm was drifting off into space, and she couldn’t catch it. Finally, she fell into a long, restful sleep.  
 
    When she fully regained consciousness, she was confused and depressed. The sleepy place was nice and peaceful. Why were they making her wake up? Suddenly, she remembered the rape, and shortly after, her evacuation and failure at the Trials. Hot tears rolled down her cheeks even before she opened her eyes. 
 
    “She’s conscious,” she heard a nearby female voice say. 
 
    “I can’t move,” she said, panic tearing at her heart. Was she paralyzed? “I can’t open my eyes!” 
 
    “We have you over a stunfield,” a new voice, that of a strong-sounding older man, said. He spoke with authority, and she instantly calmed. “Your injuries were severe. My name is Dr. Tasker, and I am the Chief Medical Officer of the Chosen.” 
 
    “What about my people?” 
 
    “Your people?” 
 
    “The candidates from my group in the Trials. There were four others with me when we were attacked; I want to know what happened to them.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know anything about an attack, aside from the animal that mauled your arm.”  
 
    Minu felt her calm evaporate into anger. “Listen to me. Four other candidates were with me. We worked through the Trials together. We were a team, damn it. I want to know what happened to them!” 
 
    “Her heart rate and blood pressure are elevated,” the woman announced over an intercom. Minu guessed she was probably at some remote monitoring station.  
 
    “Calm yourself, young lady,” Dr. Tasker ordered. 
 
    “You calm yourself; I want to know what happened to my team.” 
 
    “Now, now, there’s no need to upset—” 
 
    “Fuck you!” Minu yelled at the faceless voice. “Let me look at you, damn it!” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence punctuated only by a quietly sounding alarm. Judging by the blood pounding in her ears, Minu thought the alarm was probably informing a nurse that her patient was about to start spurting blood from her eyes. The door opened, and she heard a rich-sounding voice that she’d heard before. “Compose yourself, candidate.” It was Jacob, Second among the Chosen.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry, sir.” 
 
    “You should be, but under the circumstances, we’ll forgive you. Your team is fine, except for one. One of the boys is dead.” 
 
    “W-what?! Who is it?” 
 
    “His name was Alexis Krum. During the incident at the river, he seems to have impaled himself on a knife.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Minu Alma, what do you remember?” She thought for a moment, trying to concentrate through the receding fog of drugs they’d given her. It wasn’t easy. “Don’t over-exert yourself. The good doctor informs me your condition is still delicate. Let me start from the beginning, or almost the beginning.” She heard him move a chair next to her bed and sit down. 
 
    “After you successfully navigated to the river crossing and trekked to the desert, you reached the bridge, realized it was a trap, and climbed down into the canyon. We intended for most groups to attempt scaling the other side, and most did, with varying levels of success. You improvised and proceeded down river, which was a unique and successful approach, as it provided continued sources of food and water. The desert was a dead end, and most didn’t realize it until it was too late. 
 
    “The Kloth was an unintended bonus challenge. It fell into the canyon quite close to the mountains and eventually overtook your party, as well as several others. The others tried to swim away, and we had to rescue most of them. You displayed excellent leadership by sending the only member of your team experienced with Kloth to evaluate the danger and attempt to neutralize it.” 
 
    “He made that decision, not me.” 
 
    “You were smart to let him go. Now, be quiet while I’m talking.” Minu clamped down on her next retort and waited. “At the time of the attack, another group’s life or death situation distracted the Chosen monitoring your progress. We didn’t have another chance to check on you until you’d already defeated the Kloth and drifted down the river. We failed to note the severity of your injuries, which was an unfortunate error. Had we noted them, we could have…well, regardless, the rest is pure conjecture. It appears you tried to assist another group a bit later, but you encountered a series of rapids. Your raft flipped, nearly drowning several members of your party. There were several minor injuries and a couple of nearly fatal ones. We arrived just in time to save your life and several others, but we were too late to save one. Any questions?” 
 
    Minu’s mind whirled. They had it so wrong. How could they know so much about what had happened, yet have no idea that Ivan and his band had attacked her group? Didn’t they know he’d tried to kill Cherise? What about someone raping her? “You said one was impaled? How?” 
 
    “We don’t know, exactly. It seems he impaled himself on one of the hunting knives you found in the hut during the first leg of the physical Trials. It was most generous of you to share, but very sad that one of those knives caused an accidental death.” Minu’s heart raced, this time in fear. She’d killed that boy! Deep in her heart, she’d known he was dead. To have a ready-made alibi presented to her was horrible. She was a murderer, and they were going to let her get away with it! 
 
    “Oh no, what did I do?” she sobbed. Someone adjusted the stunfield, allowing her to open her eyes. Jacob came into view; the look on his face was one of concern and interest.  
 
    “You did the best you could,” he said and placed a hand on her leg. It felt like it was asleep. “You did what any leader would do in this sort of situation. You rose to the occasion with determination, self-sacrifice, and strength of character. 
 
    She fought with her conscience for a moment then opened her mouth to speak. Before she could say anything, he cut her off. “Not now, no more talking. You need your rest. There will be plenty of time to talk at the post-Trial briefing.” He turned to leave. 
 
    “Chosen Jacob?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Alma?” 
 
    “You said a lot was pure conjecture.” He nodded. “Then how do you know as much as you do?” 
 
    “Ivan Malovich woke first. He told us quite a bit of the story, including how he saved your life after the raft flipped. He’s quite a brave boy. A branch stabbed him through the neck, and he nearly died himself. The others have substantiated his account, with only a few minor variations. It’s completely natural, considering the traumatic situation.” He looked her in the eye and cocked his head slightly. “That is what happened, isn’t it?” 
 
    Minu swallowed and nodded ever so slightly saying, “Yes.” She marveled at how easy it was and wondered who’d spoken. It couldn’t have been her. Minu Alma didn’t lie! 
 
    He smiled and turned again to leave. “Get some sleep, we’ll talk again soon.” The door closed, and she was alone with a mind full of raging thoughts and fears. Confusion and shame battled for supremacy, until someone flipped a switch and sedatives sent her back to sleep.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She ate and slept several times before Dr. Tasker visited again. Despite her protests, they refused to lower the stunfield, and she remained immobilized from the neck down. When the doctor came in, her room was aglow with soft, natural lighting. He asked her how she felt. 
 
    “I’m tired of being restrained,” was Minu’s terse reply.  
 
    “I can understand that.” 
 
    “Good, then you’re here to let me up?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I am.” Minu felt her first bit of genuine excitement in quite some time. A couple of nurses and another doctor entered her room. 
 
    “Who’s he?” she asked. 
 
    “This is Dr. Bane; he’s a specialist.” Dr. Bane nodded at her, and she wondered what his specialty might be. “All right, we’re going to deactivate the field slowly from your head down. We have to be careful your body doesn’t go into shock.” 
 
    “I understand,” she told him, and Dr. Tasker smiled and nodded to one of the nurses, who picked up a handheld computer and entered a couple of commands. Minu felt sensation beginning to return, starting at her collarbone and slowly moving toward her feet.  
 
    “Tell me if you feel any discomfort.” Minu nodded as the field progressed downward. As it passed her shoulders, she looked down and saw a sheet covering her.  
 
    She tested each freed set of muscles. They were stiff and a little sore. As feeling returned to her arms, she sensed something was wrong with the right one. She looked toward the covered limb, and Dr. Bane noted her movement.  
 
    “What’s wrong with my arm?” she asked him.  
 
    Dr. Bane glanced at Dr. Tasker before turning back to her. “You have to understand the severity of the injuries inflicted by the Kloth, and then the river.” 
 
    “Will I be able to use it again?” she whispered, a dark force grasping her heart.  
 
    “We couldn’t salvage the limb,” Dr. Bane said, as if telling her she had a hangnail. The field continued downward, and she shifted slightly. She felt the blanket move across the skin of her right arm. How? She’d heard stories about people with phantom limbs, but she felt something, she was sure of it! 
 
    “But,” she said as the field reached her waist, and she sat up. She moved too fast, and she saw spots in front of her eyes. The blanket fell away to reveal a new cybernetic arm. It moved just like her old one, answering the long-learned muscle memory any five-year-old child possessed. She raised the hand to her face to examine it. The hand had three fingers and a thumb set slightly further forward than her old one. The arm was a dull, metallic gray that contrasted starkly with her skin where it joined her body, just below her armpit. She saw some scar tissue and a strange spider web of metallic filaments visible just below her skin.  
 
    “We didn’t have the technology to make an arm for you,” Dr. Bane explained, “so we used the closest Concordian-manufactured arm we could find. Cybernetic Medicine is my specialty. It’s my understanding that the species that used this type of arm is long gone, lost in the halls of time. It’s probably been extinct for a million years. However, a warehouse on a distant world has a sizable stock of replacement parts for them. Their biology and physiology are remarkably compatible with our own.” He gestured at the limb she was flexing. “It’s like these parts were designed for humans.” 
 
    “It only feels funny where my arm ends, and it begins,” she said. 
 
    “That’s partly because you are still healing,” he told her. “Soon, a remarkable chemical compound that infuses the cybernetic nerves will allow them to blend with your own. Once that knitting is complete, you’ll never know it’s not your arm, unless you look at it. Of course, it will always be a little strange. It’s not you, after all.” 
 
    “I understand.” She let the arm rest by her side.  
 
    “You shouldn’t feel sad,” Dr. Bane told her. “Your new arm is superior to the one you were born with in many ways.” 
 
    “Except it’s gray and has a three-fingered hand.” The doctor nodded and shrugged.  
 
    “Here,” he said and handed her a metal tube he’d been holding. She took it with her right hand without thinking. It felt like a simple metal pipe, about a millimeter thick and twenty millimeters long. “Squeeze it.” She did. “Hard,” he told her. Minu bore down on it. To her shock, the tube crumpled like a toothpaste tube. She dropped it over the side of the bed as though it were suddenly hot. It clanked as it hit the floor in testament to its true nature. “Physically, your new arm is roughly sixteen times as strong as a normal human arm for your sex and build. Structurally, it’s about a hundred times as tough. It’ll stop bullets easily, and the skin is tough enough for you to punch through brick. So that you don’t injure yourself, it has a tiny brain that interprets your instructions. While you could easily lift a thousand kilos with the arm, the hand will drop the load long before you pull your shoulder out of its socket. Civilian versions have automatic limiters in place.” 
 
    “Amazing,” she said and examined the palm. Sure enough, it was undamaged after crushing the pipe. 
 
    “You have to really think about pushing yourself for it to exert more than normal force. You wouldn’t want to pulverize your left hand while washing up for dinner, would you?” He laughed, amused by his own humor.  
 
    “Shall we continue?” Dr. Tasker asked. Dr. Bane looked self-conscious and stepped back. Minu sat and waited patiently until the field was completely gone, and she could move her legs. She turned and placed her feet on the floor. Two nurses, a man and a woman, moved to help her as she stood for the first time in many days. She was only a little unsteady.  
 
    “How long was I in this bed?” she asked. 
 
    “Two weeks,” Dr. Tasker answered.  
 
    Minu grunted in understanding. Once she was sure she wouldn’t tumble over, she reached down and lifted her nightgown. She was only mildly surprised to realize she was naked underneath. After the Trials, she wasn’t terribly embarrassed about exposing herself, and the male nurse, being a gentleman, quickly looked away. As she expected, she had a jagged scar on her abdomen that was about twenty centimeters long, just to the left of her navel. But there were also two neat, straight, and much shorter scars, one on either side of the long one, and they’d shaved her groin. She used her new cybernetic index finger to trace the long scar. 
 
    “We had to operate to repair the damage to your intestines,” Dr. Tasker said. “We usually shave patients a quarter-meter from any incisions. It’s standard procedure.” 
 
    “I see. How did the wound happen?” she asked, testing the story woven in her absence.  
 
    “I understand you hit a jagged rock when your raft overturned. You don’t remember?” Minu didn’t answer; instead she lowered her gown and took a few tentative steps. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better, now that I can get up.” 
 
    “Good. You have an interview this afternoon.” Icy cold fear raced through her blood. 
 
    “Interview? With who?” 
 
    “The Chosen Leadership Council, of course,” said Tasker.  
 
    “But I thought…” 
 
    “What? That just because you’re injured, you’re out of the running? As the Daughter of the First, you should realize that a Chosen need not be physically perfect. And as Dr. Bane just told you, your arm is superior in many ways. It may end up serving you well, should you be Chosen.” 
 
    “Do I have to charge it, or something?” she asked Dr. Bane. 
 
    The man chuckled and placed a data chip on the nightstand by her bed. “Here are the technical specifications. The power in your arm is generated by a Mark 39 micro-EPC, which should last a lifetime.” 
 
    “There’s an EPC in here? Wow!” She began to look at the arm as more than just a symbol of her failure in the Trials or a reminder that she’d killed someone. That there was a Concordian-manufactured EPC in her body was incredible.  
 
    “If you’re feeling well enough,” Dr. Tasker said and opened a small closet, “there’s a uniform in here. Please get dressed. I can have a nurse stay if you—” 
 
    “No, I’ll be fine.” He nodded, and everyone left the room. Minu dressed somewhat mechanically, stopping part of the way through when she realized the new arm worked without thought. She didn’t pay attention to the clothes, beyond the fact that they fit. The only difficulty she had was tying the laces on her boots; her three fingers kept fumbling the laces, and she couldn’t understand why.  
 
    Dr. Tasker hadn’t said how long she had before the meeting, so when she finished dressing, she scooped up the chip and slid it into the room’s computer. It only took her a few minutes to figure out why she’d had a hard time with the laces.  
 
    “Some patients find that certain lifelong motor reflex skills, such as brushing their teeth, scratching unseen areas, or tying shoelaces can be difficult for a short time,” it read. “This is attributable to the reduction in the number of fingers from four to three, and is, more often than not, quickly overcome. The computer within the limb automatically sorts out the nerve impulses trying to control the missing finger. Eventually, the brain discards the superfluous instructions permanently.” 
 
    Minu held up her new hand and looked at it. She couldn’t help thinking the three fingers made it look somewhat cartoonish. “I wonder if I can find some flesh-colored spray paint?” 
 
    She finished tying her boots, concentrating on using only her thumbs and index fingers. The boots were modern and comfortable, unlike the simple shoes she’d worn during the Trials. She stood and looked at herself in the mirror, just as the door opened, and a nurse stuck her head in.  
 
    “You ready?” she asked. Minu smoothed the front of the jumpsuit over her scarred and slightly tender abdomen and nodded. “No problem tying the boots? Dr. Bane said you might need help.” 
 
    “I figured it out, thanks.” 
 
    “You must be chiseled from stone,” the nurse said in amazement.  
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “After that horrible accident, you get a new arm, and you don’t miss a beat. You’re ready for more!”  
 
    Minu thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. The nurse was almost ten years older. A mature woman was amazed at her, a fifteen-year-old girl? Maybe I am ready for more! “I kinda thought you were Chosen,” she told the nurse. 
 
    “Me? Oh, no way. Not a chance. I thought about it, but I have an uncle who was in the Trials twenty or so years ago. They messed him up so badly, he doesn’t talk about them very much. How many women have there been? A dozen? You’ve got some big shoes to fill.” 
 
    Minu looked down at her boots and tested the feel. “These seem to fit me just fine.” The older woman looked at her in a way no one had ever looked at her before. Minu realized the look was profound respect.  
 
    “They’re waiting for you,” the nurse said and held the door open as Minu walked through. A short way down the gleaming, white corridor another door opened, and Dr. Tasker waved her inside. It was a simple room. A semi-circular conference table sat in the center, with empty seats arrayed along the rounded side and one seat on the long, flat side. She knew where to sit before he showed her.  
 
    “Your health is of primary concern; more so even than this interview,” Dr. Tasker explained. “You may ask for a recess at any time without it having a bearing on the disposition of your status.” 
 
    “I understand.” Minu took her seat and poured herself a glass of water. It was ice cold and refreshing. The doctor, apparently satisfied she wasn’t going to keel over, took one of the seats on her left. The only other door in the room opened, and people began filing in.  
 
    “You may remain seated,” the first one who entered said. She instantly recognized Second Among the Chosen Jacob from their earlier meetings. Everyone entering wore the signature jumpsuits of the Chosen, black as the depths of space. When she was a little girl, her father had told her the jumpsuits were like black armbands of mourning. “We serve to pay our debt,” he’d told her. “The color is symbolic of the pain our people suffer living on this alien world and not on Earth.” She’d never thought of Bellatrix as alien. It was the world of her birth, as it was her father’s and the twenty generations before him. Sometimes grownups could be so confusing.  
 
    It took very little time for the room to fill. She counted ten Chosen, including the doctor and Dram. The space directly opposite her remained empty. Once they were all seated and some helped themselves to water, the interview began. 
 
    “Minu Alma,” Dram said, “you are here, having successfully completed all phases of the Chosen Trials.” She looked dumbfounded. “You have a question?” 
 
    “I thought I failed the last part.” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “We never found the objective!”  
 
    “Young lady, there was no objective.” There was a disturbing twinkle in Dram’s eye, and Minu almost spat on the floor. “The last segment of the Trials tests several characteristics of the applicant, including problem solving, endurance, and sheer stubbornness. You passed on all accounts. Thus, here we are. Do you understand?” 
 
    “So you allowed us to wander around until we fell over, to see if we were stupid enough to keep going?” 
 
    “There is a fine line between stupidity and bravery.” Jacob spoke, and several of the others chuckled. “You held your group together better than most of the others.” 
 
    “Most?” someone asked. 
 
    “All,” Dram said. “Few would have continued to follow the river once it became impassable on foot. Yet, you persevered.” 
 
    “But someone died,” she said, her insides knotting up. 
 
    “Are you trying to talk yourself out of this?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “No Chosen,” she said and looked down.  
 
    “That’s more like it. For the last week, we’ve reviewed your file, and we’ve come to a decision. Only one final step remains. You must be confirmed by our masters.” 
 
    Minu looked up, her heart racing. The lights dimmed to half their former brightness, and the door swung open, revealing an inhuman shape. The being walked on four spindly backwards-hinged legs and stood barely taller than her. It entered the room with silent grace and considered her with unblinking, almond-shaped eyes of infinitely deep blackness. The Tog studied her, as she studied him. 
 
    Minu immediately rose from her chair and bowed low enough to almost touch her forehead to the floor. Her healing abdominal muscles screamed in protest, and her head spun. She was afraid she’d tumble over and crash into the table. She pushed the pain aside and stood up. The Tog inclined its vaguely-humanoid head ever so slightly in reply. They had no mouth or ears, only eyes and lizard-like nose slits for breathing. Her father said he believed they were completely deaf and communicated through a combination of hand symbols, smells, and bio-luminescence.  
 
    “You may resume your seat,” the Tog said through a device resembling an ornate necklace hanging around hser neck. The asexual Tog were addressed by hse or hser. The Tog’s hands wove intricately as subtle flashes of light came from its fingertips. Its arms were like tentacles, composed of dozens of tiny bones held together by a complex web of muscles. Hse settled on all four limbs in the empty spot opposite Minu. With great difficulty, Minu sat down, wishing her father had mentioned this aspect of the Trials.  
 
    “Minu Alma, offspring of First Among the Chosen, is who I speak with?” hse asked. 
 
    “Correct, Concordian master.” 
 
    “Your performance in the Trials was exceptional. Your desire to be Chosen must be overwhelming! Few have gone as far, or suffered as much misfortune, in pursuit of our service.” 
 
    “It is all I have wished for my entire life.” 
 
    The Tog was quiet for a long moment before continuing. “How has the loss of a member of your team affected you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand the question, Concordian Master.” 
 
    “Someone who followed you, whom you led during the Trials, died. How has this affected your ability to lead?” 
 
    “I guess that’s a question I hadn’t considered.” 
 
    “Consider it now.” 
 
    Minu tried to think of a good answer; she tried to think of any answer. As the seconds dragged by, nothing came to mind, and she knew she had to say something. She kept seeing the look on the face of the boy she stabbed, but she pushed it away. “It would cause me to consider carefully the possible outcomes of my decisions as leader.” 
 
    “Would you make the same decisions again?” 
 
    “If the situation was identical?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said without realizing she was going to say it. Suddenly, the uncertainty was gone. She remembered fully that Ivan’s group had attacked hers, and she’d responded the only way she could. It was life or death. She couldn’t question the decisions she’d made, where she’d led them, or how it had ended. “Did I make mistakes? Without a doubt. Will I make the same mistakes again? No. Will I make new mistakes in the years ahead? Undoubtedly. But this has not shaken my willingness, my ability, nor my desire to be Chosen!” She set her jaw and crossed her arms, unaware that the cybernetic arm was on top, highly visible against her jet-black jump suit. 
 
    “Very well, I have made my decision.” They all rose, and Minu followed their lead. “Minu Alma, you are Chosen.” With no further fanfare, hse turned and walked from the room. From behind, hse looks remarkably like a tailless horse, Minu thought.  
 
    The shock of hse naming her Chosen dissipated when she looked around the room and noticed the expressions on many of the other Chosen’s faces. Most looked surprised or confused, but Dr. Tasker looked quite pleased, and Dram looked positively smug.  
 
    Second Jacob bowed to her and affected a smile. “Welcome, Chosen Minu Alma.” The others echoed the welcome with varying levels of enthusiasm. “Your class already departed for training at Steven’s Pass. A secretary will meet you outside with your orders and a travel voucher so you may join them.” 
 
    “Thank you, Chosen Jacob.” 
 
    “You are Chosen now, you may call me Second.” She nodded, and everyone turned to leave. Last out was Dram, who gave her a small nod and a wink.  
 
    “What the fuck was that about?” she wondered as she left the darkened conference room.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The conference room walls weren’t solid. They were made of opaque controllable moliplas, just like the portal chamber in Tranquility. After Minu departed, they reverted to their semi-transparent, default state. Anyone still in the room could see that ten Chosen and one Tog attended the Choosing of Minu Alma, but many more witnessed it from outside, including two more Tog. 
 
    The Tog who’d spoken to Minu joined the other two, accompanied by Second Jacob, Dram, and several other highly-placed Chosen. The Tog touched prime-fingers (rough equivalents to human middle fingers) in a customary greeting. “It is done, then,” said the one who was in the room. 
 
    “I must protest,” snapped Second Jacob with as much control as he could muster. To the other humans, he was obviously quivering with rage. It was anyone’s guess whether the Tog could tell as they turned their unblinking gazes on him. The feeling of being a germ in a petri dish was unavoidable.  
 
    “We are aware of your protests, Second,” said the first Tog, “and we have noted them.” 
 
    “Noted and ignored,” Second Jacob persisted. The other Chosen nodded in agreement, except for Dram, who remained impassive. Dr. Tasker moved up behind them and quietly listened. No one noticed his arrival.  
 
    “She is in no condition to be Chosen,” said one of Second Jacob’s supporters.  
 
    “She can barely walk!” agreed another. “And she may never be the same after suffering that kind of trauma!” 
 
    “Are any of us the same?” asked Dram in his deep voice. “The Trials change you.” 
 
    “But for the women, girls really, they are unjustly hard,” still another complained.  
 
    “Physically, she is recovering well,” Dr. Tasker said, causing several Chosen to look at him in surprise. 
 
    “As well as possible,” Second Jacob growled.  
 
    “This argument is based on your human concern about sexuality?” The speaker was one of the Tog who’d remained silent thus far. It was difficult for humans to tell one Tog from another, as the only difference between them seemed to be subtle color variations in their extremely fine fur. Even more challenging was the fact that most of the color variations were invisible to the human eye. The Tog who spoke was a vivid shade of green with a small dark patch where a chin would have been.  
 
    “It’s not as it seems, P’ing,” Second Jacob complained.  
 
    “The human preoccupation with matters of sexual differences, mostly perceived physical limitations, is one of the more disturbing qualities I have observed over time.” 
 
    “I am sorry we cause you consternation, Concordian Master P’ing,” Jacob intoned with as much reverence as he could. To the humans, his bitter, dripping sarcasm was quite evident. “But it is in our character to accentuate the differences between the sexes.” All except Dram nodded.  
 
    “Are you really? I have doubts. For more than one hundred cycles of your primary star, we have Chosen humans to serve and learn from our instructions. The majority have been what you call males. This is despite our insistence that more females participate, especially considering the contribution females made to your initial survival.” The humans remained respectfully silent while the Tog spoke, only speaking when the Tog expected an answer. 
 
    “Concordian Master, we allow any who would participate to do so. It is not our fault that so few make it to the end of the Trials.” 
 
    “They are discouraged in every way your primitive society can manage. Every stage of the process emphasizes sexuality. Even the Trials themselves center on physical feats of strength and prowess, one of the few areas your females are at a disadvantage.” 
 
    “We are again sorry, Concordian Master, but our Trials are created by the rules you have set down for us—”  
 
    The Tog made a very human gesture of dismissal with its serpentine arm. “We do not question your right to your Trials. Such is the Law.” Hse was quiet for a long moment, and the humans waited patiently. “Minu Alma is to be given all considerations accorded to our special Chosen, is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Concordian Master,” they all intoned together.  
 
    “Once she heals and primary training is complete, we will see her again.” With that, the three Tog turned and left. The humans looked uncomfortably at each other, then began to leave, as well. As they exited, Second Jacob caught Dram’s arm and held him for a moment.  
 
    “You had something to do with that, didn’t you?” he accused. 
 
    “And if I did?” 
 
    “If you did, it’s on your shoulders.” 
 
    Dram shrugged and smiled, looking down at the hand on his bicep. “Is there anything else, Second?” Jacob released him, and Dram left him alone with his thoughts.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part II 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Julast 1st, 515 AE 
 
    Aeroport, Tranquility, Plateau Tribe 
 
      
 
    The dirigible docked at Tranquility Aeroport a couple of hours behind schedule. The passengers were mostly poor, looking for a cheap way to cross the continent, the unhurried rich relaxing on a luxurious trip, or travelers coming from remote locations. Minu, coming from somewhere with limited transportation options, was the first down the ramp.  
 
    Tranquility seemed little changed in the year she’d been gone. But as she left the Aeroport behind, she realized looks could be deceiving. There were far more Concordian-manufactured vehicles than when she’d left. When she reached East Street and turned toward the center of town, she looked for a trolley but couldn’t find one. In their place were light rail cars and self-propelled robotic electric vehicles. The street was much quieter without the clanking old trolleys. Somehow, Tranquility didn’t feel like home anymore. The new transports had been only a dream when she’d left for the Trials. Things were changing fast.  
 
    Minu jumped into one of the open-sided rail cars as it hummed by. A quiet voice welcomed her aboard and announced that it had subtracted one half-dollar from her account. “They even have chip sensors,” she said aloud.  
 
    “Most of us don’t even have the chips implanted yet,” someone behind her said. She turned to see who’d spoken and found Jovich. “Welcome back, young lady!” 
 
    “Jovich!” she squealed and nearly climbed over the seat to hug him. He returned the affection with slight disapproval. The tram warned her that she should remain seated, but she ignored the warning and hopped over the seat to sit next to her friend.  
 
    “When did you get back?” he asked. 
 
    “Just a few minutes ago. I can’t believe how much things have changed.” 
 
    “Have you seen the new monorail station yet?” She shook her head. “The city fathers brought in a Concordian tunnel borer. The monorail that used to stop at the base of the plateau now cuts right through the living rock and emerges on the east side.” 
 
    “Wow, how long did that take?” 
 
    “About a month, start to finish.” 
 
    “Must have taken a lot of labor. Did they bring in people from other tribes?” Even though Bellatrix was a type of Republic, most people still referred to each nation as a tribe.  
 
    “Actually, the Concordian company that did the work used mostly robots and plasma drills.”  
 
    For the last year, she’d been learning about Concordian technology. The monorail station was a minor project by their standards, almost too small to notice. They used robots the same way humans used spoons, or shoes. Robots were invisibly and seamlessly part of their everyday lives.  
 
    They rode on for a time, the tram stopping at each intersection to load and unload passengers. Minu watched as most swiped their identification cards through the readers to have the fare debited from their accounts. The few with implant chips sat down, and the system automatically debited their accounts. Only government officials and Chosen had had the tiny computer implants when she was a child.  
 
    “Have the Tog decided about my father yet?” Minu finally asked. 
 
    “No, but we expect they will soon. You shouldn’t give up hope, you know.” 
 
    “A year, Jovich. How many Chosen have gone missing for an entire year, then returned?” 
 
    “None,” he admitted. She looked down at the slowly moving ground. He reached out a weather-beaten hand and lifted her chin until she looked into his eyes. “But none of them were Chriso Alma.” She smiled, and he patted her on the arm. “I wish he could have been there to see those stars pinned on your sleeve.”  
 
    Minu looked down at the circles of five stars on the sleeves of her black jumpsuit. When they colonized Bellatrix, many tribes brought tools essential for survival, but some also brought wealth and riches. Craftsmen forged the gold-platinum alloy stars used to identify the rank of the Chosen from the precious metal to remind them of mankind’s folly. Three gold stars gleamed on Jovich’s sleeve, reminding her how far she had to go. 
 
    “Have you ever wanted to be First?” she asked him suddenly, without really thinking about the question.  
 
    “Good Lord, no!” he exclaimed with a laugh. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I’m a scout. I come up with ideas, I serve The Concordia as best as I can, and I advise those in power. If I were in charge, I don’t know who I’d turn to for advice, so here I stay.” 
 
    For the first time, Minu wondered how old he was. He looked quite a bit older than her father. She was about to ask when the tram stopped outside the Chosen Plaza. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” he said and hopped down, almost as if he could feel the question trembling on her lips.  
 
    “You’re working tonight at the portal?” she asked as they walked into the paved square.  
 
    “Yeah, they prefer having one of the old-timers on watch. We’re less likely to panic and do something stupid.” Minu thought that made sense. She didn’t yet know what her first duty was, but she hoped it was working with him. 
 
    “If you get off early, come by, and I’ll make you some dinner.” 
 
    “I just might do that,” he said and waved. Minu watched him until he walked up the steps to the portal building. She’d stopped next to the old oak tree that descended from the one the first colonists had planted. Looking down, she read some of the names etched into the tiles around the trunk. The ceramic concrete tiles would be around for thousands of years after she was dead. The name at her feet made her smile. Mindy Harper, First Mayor of Tranquility. Mindy was her ancestor, and in many ways, the reason her tribe had survived and become preeminent in the world.  
 
    Minu squatted down and touched the tile, remembering when she was a little girl, and her mother first showed her where her family came from. “Mindy outlived all her children,” her mother had told her all those years ago. “Only one grandchild carried her genes forward. For a couple of generations, only one or two of her line survived.” 
 
    “So it’s luck that I’m here at all?” she’d asked in youthful innocence.  
 
    “In many ways, I think you’re right.” 
 
    Minu rode the lift to her old apartment and went in. No one was pressuring her to move her stuff out, but she didn’t want to waste any more time. This was the apartment of the First Among the Chosen, not a young five-star fresh from training. She spotted her bag, delivered by the airline, and picked it up. She was moving into her billet today, and she wanted to close this phase of her life.  
 
    As Minu unpacked the bag, she noticed a bundle inside she didn’t recognize. She opened it, and a shiver went up her spine. A simple belt with a sheathed knife fell to the floor. Her hands shook as she picked it up and drew the blade. The length of steel gleamed in the apartment’s lights, except where tiny flecks of dried blood adhered to its surface. Her hands shook so hard, she dropped it. It was the knife she’d used to kill Alexis Krum. A year later, she’d not yet reconciled the events of that tragic night.  
 
    When Minu had arrived at Steven’s Pass and joined her class, she’d quickly reunited with her friends, all of whom the Tog had also named Chosen. For a of couple days, they’d maintained an unofficial silence about the Trials. During a free afternoon some weeks later, they’d sat quietly in the corner of the rec center and talked. Each told what they remembered, and they’d tried to piece together what happened.  
 
    The raft had capsized and knocked Aaron and Gregg unconscious, and Pip had nearly drowned when the raft rolled onto him. Cherise had fought two of Ivan’s boys, then the bastard himself. She remembered, in gory detail, stabbing him through the neck. None of them knew what had happened to Minu between the raft’s capsizing and the knife fight. She’d almost told them the truth, but shame and honesty had fought a deadly battle inside her.  
 
    Minu had wiped away a tear as shame won, and she’d kept the truth to herself. She’d locked it away deep inside her and turned back to the others. What she’d really wanted to know was why the truth was hiding. 
 
    The Chosen had questioned Ivan first, despite the severity of his wound. He’d quickly woven a complicated tapestry of lies. When they’d questioned Minu’s friends, they hadn’t asked for their stories, they’d read them Ivan’s account and expected them to validate it.  
 
    “We were all in the room together,” Cherise had told Minu, “it was a horrible situation. We were scared to death. If you looked at the big picture, Ivan could’ve claimed we started it!” 
 
    “But they attacked us.” Minu had plead them to tell the truth. “Worse, the bastard who orchestrated the whole thing is now Chosen too!”  
 
    Ivan had been in the meeting hall the morning Minu arrived. He’d caught her eye and winked at her. The scar tissue on his neck was very visible, making his appearance more menacing.  
 
    “Someone died, Minu,” Cherise had whispered harshly. 
 
    “You don’t think I know that?” Minu had snapped, her hands shaking, “I’m the one that killed him after he—” She’d stopped suddenly. 
 
    “What?” Cherise had asked. 
 
    “—after he attacked me,” she’d said. Cherise had narrowed her eyes in suspicion. None of them wanted to revisit that horrible night. The discussion was over. Whenever anyone asked her about the Trials, Minu refused to talk about it. If they persisted, she would unceremoniously walk away. Eventually, everyone stopped trying. Minu suspected her story wasn’t the only painful one from the Trials, but she had no interest in forming a support group. 
 
    Minu sat on the floor of the apartment crying, the knife lying in front of her, and the contents of the bag scattered about. She didn’t remember flinging anything around the room, but that was obviously what she’d done. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” she asked herself. She slammed one fist, then the other into the floor. She cracked the tile with one. 
 
    She held her right fist up to her face. The cybernetic arm, more than the damage to her psyche, reminded her of the lifelong effects of the Trials. “The Trials are a unique experience, Minu. They change you in ways you spend the rest of your life trying to understand.” Her father’s words echoed in her mind. Then she recalled the words of one of the nurses. “I have an uncle who was in the Trials twenty or so years ago. He came back so messed up, he doesn’t talk about them very much.”  
 
    Minu looked at the cracked tile and hoped no one was home in the apartment below. She examined the cybernetic hand and found no damage. Good, solid Concordian engineering. I wonder just how tough it is, she said to herself as she got up from the floor and brushed the dust from her jumpsuit. She decided bawling like a little girl wasn’t doing herself any good. 
 
    Minu rode the lift down to the office and returned with a stack of collapsed boxes. She assembled them and started in her mother’s room, working methodically to pack away a lifetime of memories and possessions. Now was not the time to decide what to get rid of and what to keep. Her father might still return. 
 
    She meticulously labeled each box with the room it came from and a list of the contents inside. Precision was a Chosen trait. She paused briefly to relieve herself and eat a sandwich. When she packed her room, she found a beautiful half-karat sapphire pendant on a golden chain. She smiled as she remembered happier times. Minu lovingly packed the necklace in one of her mom’s jewelry boxes, which was sitting with the things she planned to store.  
 
    As the sun set, she stood in the doorway next to several tall stacks of boxes. She’d told the facility staff she wanted them stored. There was nothing more to do. This was the only place she’d ever lived, the place where her earliest memories resided. She’d taken her first step here. A bit of wall still showed a slight discoloration where she’d drawn a picture with markers. And there was the chair her mom had been sitting in when… 
 
    Minu buckled the belt around her waist, the knife and scabbard riding high on her right hip. She hadn’t worn it in more than a year, but the weight was still comforting and familiar. It was kind of like a friend she’d been missing but hadn’t realized was gone. She picked up the duffel holding the few things she’d need and opened the door. She locked the apartment and walked away without a backward glance.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    September 5th, 515 AE 
 
    Eastern Industrial Complex, Serengeti, Beezer Leasehold 
 
      
 
    “This is Chosen Minu Alma, human, in service to the Tog, requesting a conference with warehouse master Kl’kl’taan.” Minu waited while her translator turned English into Beezer.  
 
    Minu and Cherise stood outside a huge goods warehouse, a short trip from the capital city. “I hate coming to Serengeti,” Cherise grumbled. Minu nodded. Serengeti wasn’t the real name of the planet. The Chosen had a long tradition of assigning their own names to most planets, especially since the real names were often completely unpronounceable by humans. The Beezer resembled bipedal bison, and their world was an endless plain of grass with occasional rolling hills and forests, so the name was a no-brainer. They’d heard many stories about places on Earth, including some about the vast plains of Africa, and they’d named many worlds after those places.  
 
     “Chosen Minu Alma,” came a voice over the speaker, “Kl’kl’taan is unavailable at this time.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Minu spat.  
 
    “I do not understand your query into the siring of Kl’kl’taan’s forbearers.” Cherise snorted, and Minu gave her a dirty look.  
 
    “Please inform Master Kl’kl’taan this is our third day here, and we are still waiting for the consignment promised the Tog on invoice number…” She rattled off a long number in tongue-bending Concordian script. 
 
    “Master Kl’kl’taan will be informed of your visit.” The speaker went dead, and Minu turned back to their vehicle. Normally she’d be thrilled to fly around in a Concordian-manufactured transport, but she had to live in it. The craft resembled a long tube that was flat on the bottom and had a rounded nose made of mostly transparent moliplas. The design made it easy to fly and haul large amounts of cargo through portals efficiently. Housing two humans for extended periods was not part of the design.  
 
    “This sucks!” Cherise said as they climbed back inside. The seats configured to their bodies as they climbed in, and the unmistakable smell of lizard penetrated their noses as they opened the gull-wing doors. “Why can’t the recyclers get rid of that smell?” 
 
    “The guy in the motor pool said this was T’Chillen surplus,” Minu explained for what seemed like the thousandth time. Boredom made any conversation welcome, no matter how many times it was repeated. “He thought the smell was intentional but couldn’t find the source. It’s probably a fine perfume to the snakes.” 
 
    “Smells like rotting snake ass to me,” Cherise said as she reluctantly closed the door. The efficient Concordian design meant the vehicle lacked windows, and it wouldn’t fly without the doors closed and locked. Once they sat and Minu keyed in her access code, they felt the tingle of the restraining fields coming on, and the power plant hummed to life. Minu drove, as usual, deciding to forgo the automatic radar-controlled pilot. “You’re going to get in an accident, you know that?” 
 
    “Shut up and sniff snake ass!” The gravitic impellers spun up smoothly and lifted the transport gracefully off the ceramic concrete landing pad. A few dozen meters off the ground, they rose into the forest canopy, and the warehouse disappeared. “The Beezer love to hide things.” 
 
    “Not much forest on this rock,” Cherise noted, “I think they like it to look pristine.”  
 
    Minu steered the craft nimbly through the low rolling hills around the industrial park, then out over the endless plains. They saw small villages and the wide avenues connecting them. The Beezer didn’t enjoy flying very much. They preferred large slow-moving transports with tracks or huge wheels that could navigate equally well on land, road, or water. There were no deep oceans on Serengeti, just numerous shallow lakes and seas.  
 
    Before long, the capital city, with dense concentration of tall buildings, appeared in the distance. It was as if the Beezer grudgingly allowed this intrusion on their pristine grasslands for the sake of dealing with outsiders. In the center of the city was the tallest building on the planet. It was a sight common to nearly every inhabited world in the galaxy, a tall spire twisted like a drill bit, dotted with landing platforms resembling upturned flower petals. It thrust a kilometer and a half into the sky and was visible from a hundred kilometers away. Inside were hundreds of portals. Bellatrix didn’t rate one of the magnificent spires. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    They passed over the edge of the city and joined the dense air traffic. Small personal fliers resembling Broomsticks mingled with hundred-meter long bulk liquid carriers. Minu gritted her teeth and looked for openings. Though the Beezer preferred to keep their hooves on the ground, they didn’t spurn air traffic entirely. Besides, the city was a temporary home to more than a million off-worlders, and many of them had as strong a dislike of ground transport as the Beezer had of air transport.  
 
    “You’re nuts,” Cherise hissed as they just missed a hulking barge full of refuse.  
 
    “It hones my skills,” Minu said. “Besides, what can possibly—Ah!” She screamed as another flier cut in front of her. She wrenched the controls as hard as she could. The impellers screamed, and she turned the transport upside down to avoid the other craft. They caught a quick glimpse of a surprised T’Chillen, resplendent in its brilliant body paint, shaking a tentacle and bearing fangs at them as they rocketed over. Minu finished the roll and set them back on course. “Don’t you think he was surprised?” Minu said with a slight shake in her voice. 
 
    “He was surprised?” Cherise demanded. “I think I soiled myself!” 
 
    “Terrific,” Minu replied. “At least we won’t have to smell snake ass anymore.” Cherise gestured rudely and laughed, relieving the tension.  
 
    The Portal Spire loomed just ahead. Minu relinquished control of her craft to the traffic computers and requested a landing spot. The transport adjusted course and began a precipitous, gut-wrenching climb.  
 
    “Damn it!” Cherise cried. “And I thought you were bad!” 
 
    “Looks like we get a good view today.” They’d spent three days on low-level landing pads, waiting for the hermit-like warehouse master to deliver the promised goods. There was almost no pollution in the city, but the noise was unrelenting. Even through the dualloy walls of the transport, the city rumbled like a constant low-frequency earthquake. This time, the computer whisked them three quarters of the way up the spire before landing the craft gracefully on one of the gossamer pylons. Once down, the engines shut off, and Minu and Cherise popped the doors to enjoy the fresh air.  
 
    “I can’t smell the shaggy beasts up here,” Cherise rejoiced. Minu got out and walked to the very edge of the landing pad, a couple of inches away from a thousand-meter fall. “I do wish you wouldn’t do that…” Cherise moaned. The wind caught Minu’s shoulder-length hair, blowing it back in waves, and Serengeti’s afternoon sun accented the red highlights. Cherise smiled at Minu’s daredevil attitude; her lack of fear and graceful strength were inspiring. 
 
    “There’s nothing to worry about,” she reminded her friend.  
 
    “I know. I just don’t trust hover-fields.” 
 
    Minu looked at her and smiled. “Trust the technology,” she said, and with arms outstretched, she fell backwards. Cherise screamed as Minu went over the edge. Then with infinite gentleness, an invisible force caught her and nudged her back onto the platform, setting her down half a meter from the edge in case she ‘accidentally’ fell again.  
 
    “Damn you!” Cherise shouted and punched the dashboard. She grimaced and massaged her knuckles.  
 
    Minu laughed and shook her head when she saw her friend’s hurt. “Cherise, don’t be that way. I was just trying—” 
 
    “To get yourself killed?” 
 
    “No. I was trying to show you how safe this technology is. Would you trust a steel bridge on Bellatrix?” 
 
    “Of course I would. It’s strong, and we’ve been using them forever.” 
 
    “These hover-fields were around before humans crawled out of the cave, and the Concordia use them for everything from cargo elevators to playground safety nets.” Cherise looked dubious. “All right, I won’t mess around like that anymore.” 
 
    “You’d better not. What if a circuit blew or something?” 
 
    “There are probably a dozen backups.” 
 
    “A dozen possible things that could go wrong,” Cherise mumbled and pouted.  
 
    “Oh, ye of little faith,” Minu said and climbed back into the transport. “So, what’s for dinner?” 
 
    “Leftovers, same as usual,” Cherise laughed. One of the things Minu liked about her friend was that she didn’t hold grudges. They dug into their dwindling supplies.  
 
    “Some more sparring later?” Minu asked as they munched stale mutton sandwiches.  
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Going to be a nice afternoon.” Outside, the Beezer city hummed and churned.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand why they are so eager for this shipment,” Kl’kl’taan’s translator said in English. It was a little difficult to understand over the bellowing huffs and chuffs of the simultaneously-spoken Beezer language.  
 
    “I do not question our Concordian masters in these matters,” Minu replied, then braced herself as her translator began bellowing in Beezer. The alien looked down at the computer tablet and grumbled. Minu thought that might be the equivalent of a human scratching his head in confusion.  
 
    “But we do not have the goods here,” it complained. Trying to assign sex to the Beezer was a waste of time. There were males and females, but Minu had no idea how to tell them apart. For all any of them knew, only the males went out in public. Or maybe the females conducted business. 
 
    “What do you mean, you don’t have the goods?” 
 
    “You must understand, we hold the goods the Tog send to us.” 
 
    “That much I know. What I don’t understand is why this consignment isn’t here.” 
 
    “As I say, we store a great many things for the Tog, and sometimes they never come for them.” The Beezer lacked facial expressions. This one had several piercings through his massive nostril, each one filled with an ornate golden ring. The rings twitched as it searched for words. Minu got the feeling it was either embarrassed or afraid of her. 
 
    “You sold it, didn’t you?” Cherise asked. 
 
    The Beezer stomped one hoofed foot and dragged it across the dualloy floor, creating a shower of sparks. The act startled Minu, but the downcast look of Kl’kl’taan said it was an act of nervousness or resignation. “You have found me in a difficult place to graze.” 
 
    “What can I do?” Minu asked and spread her hands. “We must report this to the Tog who sent us to retrieve the goods. Hse will surely want an explanation.” More sparks flew from the Beezer’s hooves, and he refused to meet her gaze, which was most unusual. “Maybe we can tell them we encountered difficulties?” 
 
    The Beezer looked up, its eyes wide and startled. “You would do this for me, a Beezer?” 
 
    “Are we not both in the service of the Tog?” It nodded its head, which was not an easy thing for a being without a neck. “They can be challenging and demanding masters.” 
 
    “You are a young species, new to the Concordia, I could tell you stories—” suddenly he stopped and looked around nervously. “But now is not the time.” 
 
    Stories? Minu wondered. Maybe later. “We will explain that we were unable to provide a suitable transport to return the merchandise. That should give you several weeks to make arrangements.” 
 
    “But how am I to cover up their permanent disappearance?” 
 
    “That is not our concern.” The Beezer chuffed and nodded. 
 
    “It’s a shame to fly home empty-handed,” Cherise said, casually glancing at the inventory computer dutifully scrolling the contents of the massive warehouses. 
 
    “There are no other goods pending shipment to the Tog,” Kl’kl’taan said. 
 
    Minu glanced at Cherise, who gave her a conspiratorial wink. Minu understood. “No shipments? Are you sure there isn’t something you forgot to manifest? Maybe a shipment like the one you ‘misplaced’? How about something we’d find useful, or that another species might find useful. It’s hard to imagine how much stuff is lying around a place this big.” As Minu talked, Kl’kl’taan went from confused, to curious, to uncomfortable. Minu knew he’d catch on eventually. It wasn’t like a payoff was new to the disreputable warehouse master. After all, he’d sold the goods they were there for.  
 
    “There might be a few things here that need shipping,” he said, his translator conveying a cool tone of dissatisfaction. “How large would the shipment need to be?” 
 
    “No more than a couple of tons.” Minu and Cherise grinned. The dejected Beezer tapped the massive keys of a nearby computer. It flashed and displayed an inventory, conveniently written in English. Minu watched it scroll for a time, unimpressed with what she saw. She sighed, making her translator sound like it was leaking steam. Kl’kl’taan made a sound like crunching gravel and worked the computer again. A wide variety of more desirable selections appeared. Suddenly, Cherise jabbed Minu with an elbow and mouthed ‘number eighty-two.’  
 
    “I see it,” she whispered back. Then she spoke loud enough for the translator to catch her words. “Item number eighty-two is of interest,” she said. 
 
    “You have excellent taste,” Kl’kl’taan said and slumped onto a couch specifically designed for his incredible bulk. It creaked in protest, and he moaned in resignation.  
 
    The transport lifted smoothly off the loading dock, utility robots scuttling out of the way as the hatch closed. The door almost caught one robot, and would have, if not for its mechanical reflexes. The robot reproachfully watched the transport fly away.  
 
    “I hate those robots,” Cherise said, watching the ground fall away. “Why do the Beezer use them?” 
 
    “The cockroach bots?” Minu asked. Cherise nodded. “Different tastes, I guess. We like the crabs and, occasionally, the centipedes. It’s all we can afford.” 
 
    “Be nice if we could get some turtles. Those are really good bots.” 
 
    “Half the higher-order species use them for combat. They’re way out of our price range.” 
 
    “We have some dragonflies,” Cherise reminded her.  
 
    “Yeah. My dad said we paid an arm and a leg for them. I’ve never seen one, but they’re supposed to be the best recon tool there is.” 
 
    “I wonder why so many of the Concordian bots are bugs?” 
 
    “Three out of five designs,” Minu agreed. “I don’t know.” Then a smile slipped across her face as she thought about their cargo.  
 
    “What are we going to do with this thing?” Cherise asked and gestured at the cargo hold.  
 
    “I have no idea,” Minu admitted, “but I’m sure something will come to mind.” 
 
    Minu dropped the transport into Serengeti’s traffic pattern. Since they were now several tons heavier, she willingly relinquished control to the traffic computer as they flew toward the Portal Spire. This time, they weren’t heading for a landing pad. They orbited the spire while Minu worked on the computer.  
 
    She entered their destination, priority, Tog-supplied access code, and cargo. The bill of lading provided by Kl’kl’taan was electronic and a complete fabrication. Minu transmitted it with the other data and crossed her fingers. If the Beezer had played them dirty, she’d have a lot of explaining to do. The computer quickly displayed the reply from the Portal Spire control center.  
 
    “Please continue to orbit while you are cleared through customs.” 
 
    “Is that good?” Cherise asked. 
 
    “I wish I knew. This is my first time smuggling.”  
 
    They flew slowly around the tower and waited. Eventually, they spied a tiny squadron of dragonfly robots swooping toward them. Flying in careful formation, the robots buzzed along the transport’s hull from rear to front, scanning them. Their job completed, they shot away to their next task, and the computer came to life again.  
 
    “You are cleared through customs. Portal Number Three is your departure point, and you are eleventh in line. Please do not engage manual controls. Deviating from procedure will cause you to sacrifice your queue position and may cause further customs delays. Thank you for visiting Serengeti.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Minu clapped. Who knew being a smuggler would be that easy? They orbited the tower twice, then it was their turn. The computer told them to prepare for portal travel and altered their course. Smoothly and easily, they glided toward the shimmering portal and lined up with computer-controlled precision. The transport was large, leaving only a few centimeters of space on each side. Minu couldn’t imagine doing it manually. As they approached, both girls unconsciously tensed. It always felt like they were going to crash into the pearly portal. 
 
    The subdued afternoon lighting of Serengeti gave way to blazing whiteness. It was midday on Bellatrix, as the transport slid through the portal and landed gently on the ground. Steven’s Pass’s business buildings surrounded it, and it was impossible to come through without the proper code. The Chosen kept it for their exclusive use.  
 
    “Welcome back, Chosen,” a human voice said over the radio. 
 
    “We need to unload our cargo,” she told the controller, a civilian employee, working on a handheld tablet. “Make sure we have a lot of space, this is big.” 
 
    “Yes, Chosen, I am opening warehouse eleven. Please follow the marker lights.” Strobes on poles began flashing, indicating the route. Minu took manual control and guided the transport over the road. After a few hundred meters, she flew through the cavernous doors of a mostly empty warehouse.  
 
    “Why did you say it was big?” Cherise asked and glanced over her shoulder into the cargo area. The crates were fairly large, though not nearly as large as the transport was capable of holding.  
 
    “I wanted him to send us out here, away from prying eyes. We need to figure out what to do with this thing.” 
 
    “We’re going to get in trouble,” Cherise complained. As the transport landed and they got out, a trio of common crab-shaped robots standing on spindly legs awaited orders. They were big cargo-handling robots that nearly came up to the girls’ waists.  
 
    “Unload this transport,” she ordered them. “Place the crates together in the back of the warehouse.” She held out the computer chip containing the Beezer bill of lading. One of the crabs took it, slid it into an interface slot in its side, then handed it back.  
 
    The machine blinked a soft light, and the two girls stood aside as the robots scuttled inside to get the first crate.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Minu and Cherise returned to their quarters in the central housing structure of Steven’s Pass. Minu dropped her duffel and flopped onto her springy bunk with a sigh. After five days in the transport, it was good to finally stretch out flat again. Cherise and Minu shared a room with two female Chosen, older women with many years of service. In a month of living there, they’d only seen their roommates a couple times. Minu was quickly realizing how much work there was for the few thousand Chosen currently serving. Now it made sense that Jovich had remained in service way past the age when many other Chosen retired.  
 
    Four bunks with two beds each took up most of one wall of the eight-meter-long room. However, as there were only four female Chosen living in Steven’s Pass, they got to spread out a little. Minu knew there were twenty-seven Chosen women, but she didn’t know where they were all stationed. She was more concerned with doing her job.  
 
    Minu looked around the room; it felt like an auditorium compared to the transport cockpit. There were eight slide-out desks along another wall, some chairs, a tiny entertainment center, a door leading to a two-seater restroom, and a window with a relaxing view of the mountains. She tried to imagine eight men crammed into the space and shuddered. Having visited Pip one morning in the Cell, the boys’ nickname for the quarters he shared with Gregg, Aaron and five others, she didn’t have to guess how rowdy it got. With Chosen coming and going 23/7, there always seemed to be too many people doing too many things in too small a space. 
 
    Pip was unsurprisingly fastidious and hated his living situation, so he spent as much of his free time as possible in the research labs. Aaron and Gregg kept each other company, so they had no real complaints. 
 
    Cherise, who was sitting at a computer, spoke, “We missed a lot of class work.”  
 
    Minu groaned. “Ugh, can’t we take a break?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “Right,” Minu moaned, then stood up and stretched.  
 
    Completion of basic training didn’t mean the end of school work for a Chosen. The six months of basic training covered what it was to be Chosen, the obligations and such. There was also some physical and mental conditioning. At the end, you took a grueling battery of tests, and they placed you in one of the five Chosen branches of service: Scout, Science, Logistics, Training or Command. No one was surprised that Pip ended up in Science, or that both Gregg and Aaron were tapped to be scouts. Cherise was taken by Logistics, to her stunned amazement. “I guess I had a high score in paper pushing,” she’d said glumly upon seeing the results. And Minu, along with only three others from their class, were taken for Command. All previous Firsts Among the Chosen came from the Command branch. The announcement sent a chill up her spine, especially since they took an extra couple of days to make up their minds. That was the second time a decision about her fate seemed to take an inordinate amount of deliberation, and Minu couldn’t help wondering why. Was her father’s legacy having some unexpected effect on her career? 
 
    There was a seminar on portal operations in a couple of days, and she was looking forward to it. Who wouldn’t be excited? After all, they’d grown up on a world populated entirely by the descendants of those rescued via the mysterious portals. Their first class contained little substance, but Pip had already given them a lot of details.  
 
    “No one really knows how they work,” he told them one day over lunch. “The Concordia invented them eons ago and closely guarded the secret. It was one of the ways, I think, they kept power.” 
 
    “Once you make a portal it lasts forever,” Cherise pointed out through a mouthful of potatoes, “so how can you use it to control people?” 
 
    “There are several types of portal! Some are permanent, like the ones we have in Tranquility and the industrial zone, and some are temporary. Using the portals, you can zoom anywhere in the galaxy!” He made a swooshing sound and flicked a green bean across the room. The beam hit an older Chosen, and they all got in trouble.  
 
    They spent their days studying and doing minor missions between lessons. They took half their lessons together; the rest were tailored to their area of service. Minu’s leadership class was the smallest, with only three other Chosen. Unfortunately, Ivan was one of them. When she walked into the first class, he looked at her in surprise, then ignored her, which was fine by her.  
 
    “What’re you going to do with the thing?” Cherise asked again, referring to the cargo they’d brought back with them.  
 
    “I’ll think of something,” Minu replied. Cherise grumbled but didn’t say anything else. Minu opened their mission log and typed a quick note: “Beezer warehouse master informs us that, due to a scheduling conflict, cargo will be unavailable for at least ninety-days.” Then she said to Cherise, “There; that ought to take care of it for now.” 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “That’s the Beezer’s problem,” Minu smirked. 
 
    “He’ll rat you out!” 
 
    “Don’t bet on it. You know that bill of lading and paperwork? He’ll have to explain that, plus the whereabouts of the goodies we were there for!” 
 
    “You have a devious mind,” Cherise told her.  
 
    “That’s what Chosen are recruited for. Remember the Trials?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to forget.” Minu nodded and returned to her studies. She couldn’t wait for another off-world mission. Even a boring trip to Serengeti would be better than this.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    September 13th, 515 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, Minu’s next chance to go off-world was only a week later. The five friends were in a class on Concordian technology, one of the basic classes they had to sit through at least once a month. Pip was in the back, pretending to pay attention while he searched his computer for more useful information. Minu and the others were in the front, trying to absorb as much as they could. It wasn’t easy. Concordian technology was radically different from the technology humans used on Bellatrix, and that was part of the reason change came slowly to their world. It wasn’t as simple as screwing a Concordian-designed light bulb into a human-made lamp; they didn’t use light bulbs. And they didn’t use electricity, at least not like humans. Anything that required real power used plasma directly, and things that used converted electricity required outlandish voltages or had bizarre cycle rates. Minu couldn’t understand how Pip absorbed it all, and she cast an occasional scornful look at him. He appeared to be playing computer games, of all things!  
 
    “So,” explained the teacher, an elderly Chosen who loved to joke during his lessons, “when dealing with unknown technology and the need to utilize its power, what is the first thing you should do? Anyone?” A young Chosen raised his hand. “Peter?” 
 
    “You should use a gauss probe to ascertain if it is using plasma or electricity.” 
 
    “Very good! If it shows ‘electricity,’ is it safe to handle?” Peter looked stumped. “Come on, this isn’t difficult. If it’s just electricity, how can it be dangerous? Okay, let’s see if Pip has been paying attention?” 
 
    “Sir?” Pip emerged from behind his computer. 
 
    “Answer please?” Minu caught Cherise’s eye and grinned evilly, hoping Pip was about to finally get his.  
 
    “Sure, it’s safe,” he said. The teacher opened his mouth to speak, but Pip cut him off. “Of course, since the voltage could be as high as twenty thousand volts, you would want to use a grounding probe and test the current first.” 
 
    The teacher looked bemused. “Right. Pip, even though you’ve memorized every detail of the course load, try to act like you’re here. Perhaps your overly full brain will spill some useful knowledge on us mere mortals.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Pip said, his cheeks flushing.  
 
    “Better than nothing,” Minu mouthed to Cherise who laughed silently. 
 
    “Here we have two excellent examples of analogous equipment. One is a standard Concordian-manufactured handheld computer. The other is a human-made laptop dating to before the exodus.” The instructor moved aside so they could all see. The Concordian computer was identical to the tablets they used. About a quarter of a meter square and a centimeter thick, one side had a flat, nearly indestructible display, the other had access for power, a hardwire interface, and memory chips. The laptop was one of the ones they’d all studied in school, a legacy from the colonists.  
 
    “As you can see,” the instructor continued, “this laptop is no longer functional. A group from the Chosen Science section maintains as many of the old laptops as they can for historical purposes. The colonists brought two hundred with them, all filled with terabytes of valuable data that saved many lives in those early, turbulent years. If not for much of that data, it is likely the Concordia would have found a society much like our caveman ancestors, rather than an early industrial one, upon their return.  
 
    “Using that data, we were able to recreate much of the underpinnings of civilization. The people who loaded the data onto these computers were very selective in what they included: almost a million pieces of literature from all over Earth, hundreds of thousands of scientific texts, digital images of artwork, and schematics on how to build everything from a toaster to a space shuttle. Now, five hundred years later, only thirty-nine are still functional. That’s an amazing statement of longevity considering this is not Concordian technology. It is a testament to how far we’d come when we became stellar orphans. 
 
    He picked up the Concordian computer. “Now consider this computer, usually called a tablet. There are thousands of them on Bellatrix. There are hundreds of models available on other worlds, but like much of their technology, we have chosen only one to import. Several factors contributed to this decision: durability, availability, cost, and of course, utility. These are extremely tough machines.” He held the machine at arm’s length and dropped it on one edge. The computer thunked as it hit and bounced across the floor, stopping at the foot of a student. “Pick it up please. What condition is it in?” 
 
    The student touched the power switch, and it sprang to life instantly. “It’s fine, sir.” 
 
    “Any visible signs of damage?” The student examined it closely, including the edge it had landed on. He rubbed a blemish that came off under his thumb.  
 
    “No sir; in fact, it looks like it scraped away some of the floor.” 
 
    “The floor is made from ceramic concrete; are you sure?” The student examined his thumb and nodded his head. “Of course, I already knew the answer. The cases on those computers are spun dualloy. The monitor cover is a transparent, advanced, molecularly aligned polymer reinforced with nearly invisible threads of dualloy called moliplas. I’ve seen one run over by a five-ton transport and sustain almost no damage.” He took the computer back from the student and asked, “Can you tell me how old this computer is?” 
 
    “If I had to guess, I’d say it was new.” 
 
    “It’s over a thousand years old,” he told the class. Pip lifted an eyebrow. “This model was designed and first sold twenty thousand years ago, while our ancestors were trying to figure out how to say good morning without hand gestures and grunts.” A couple of students chuckled. He smiled obligingly and put the tablet back on the desk next to the old laptop. “So it’s durable, we’ve established that, how about useful? Is it easy to use?” Many heads nodded around the room. “I agree, the input is fully configurable and woven into the display. The designers really had their act together. And finally, is it available? I doubt any of you would know, but these are available in lots of a hundred thousand. That’s the minimum order. To foster consistency across the planet, the Chosen worked with the world government to purchase a half million. Net cost was about a hundred Concordian credits each. Not much, wouldn’t you agree? Of course, they were scrap. Yep, they were going to melt down these wonderful computers, the backbone of our industrial development.  
 
    “It seems our ancestors’ laptops and these computers have something in common. They’re both obsolete. So how come they are still useful to us? If this laptop was still functional, I could easily interface it with this Concordian computer and initiate a free exchange of data between them. Why is that? Limberge?” 
 
    “Sir, because to the Concordia, information is a universal language.” 
 
    “Well said, well said. A long time ago, before we figured out that cooked food has advantages, the Concordia realized it was easier to develop a series of universal data conversion algorithms than to convince a thousand species to use the same encryption. It was a brilliant idea. Only a couple thousand humans from Earth survived, and they couldn’t even agree on what language to speak. Of course, our computer can’t understand the Concordian computer, but that doesn’t matter. If it can communicate externally, the Concordian-made machine can do the hard work. Uhm, yes?”  
 
    Pip raised his hand. Minu thought that was a first in a technology class. Everyone, not just the instructor, looked at Pip in amazement. “Sir, do we know if this is a system-wide phenomenon with Concordian technology?” 
 
    “You mean, can power systems or fluid management systems freely adapt to each other?” The instructor was smiling, as was Pip. “There’s some evidence of this. In the case of these systems, it must be a two-way street. If you take one of our computers and try to slap an EPC into it, you’re going to be disappointed. The EPC has a brain that configures itself to whatever it will power, if that device can tell the EPC what it needs. We’ve made similar discoveries trying to adapt transports and manufacturing.  
 
    “I’m sure you know we can purchase entire buildings from Concordian firms, fly them through a portal, push a button, and a few days later, we have a finished structure. The problem is that the structure expects things like intelligent power inputs, data, water, and sewage to be there to aid in the process. These are established norms in the Concordia that we haven’t quite met.” 
 
    “Why not force the norms and get on with it?” Pip continued. 
 
    “Well, there you begin to run into politics. Pushing a button and making a road, or a building, or putting a factory into operation is all well and good, unless the district where the building is going to sit contains a brick layers’ union. If putting up that building doesn’t create jobs, there’s no support from the politicians, and therefore no modern building.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” one student said. Near unanimous agreement followed. Minu saw a few dark looks on the faces of some of the students, and she could guess what their families did for a living.  
 
    “Perhaps, but to date, only about one in a hundred new buildings have been built with Concordian technology. And as we’ve just discussed, you can’t build an old-fashioned building and fill it with Concordian wonders. They don’t get along.” He suddenly jumped up on the table, sending the Concordian computer spinning. He didn’t bother retrieving it. He did bend over and carefully, almost lovingly, move the old laptop to the other side. He stood and opened the light panel over his head. Inside were four brightly glowing bars and some electrical components. He touched a control and the light panel went out, dimming the room by a quarter. With both hands, he removed one of the light bars, which looked like a solid bar of nearly translucent plastic.  
 
    “This is a hybrid of krypton and bio-luminescent lighting. Pip, how much energy does it draw?” 
 
    “Hardly anything, sir. In our terms, maybe two hundred milliamperes? I’d have to check with some specialized equipment.” 
 
    “Close enough.” He jumped down, went behind the desk, and pulled out a very different light bar. “This light bar uses mostly neon and has a very creative laser matrix. It draws quite a bit more power and is made by a different species for an unknown application.” He jumped back on the table and held the bar up to the light fixture. As they watched, the connectors grasped the light bar. A second later, the light bar flickered on, then matched the output intensity and color of the other three bars in the fixture. “Seamless and completely automatic. Sub-microcomputers built into something as commonplace as a damned light bulb. And you’ll see this almost everywhere in the Concordia. If there’s any chance a part could work, the machine will figure out how to configure it to do so. I could plug a Concordian-made juice machine into this damned light socket and make smoothies for everyone in under a minute!” 
 
    He made the fixture release the new light bar and retrieved a third one. Everyone recognized it as a fluorescent bar made on Bellatrix. He held it up so the fixture could try and fit it. After a couple of seconds, the fixture gave up and dropped it back into the instructor’s hand. He made a buzzer sound and shrugged, and the class laughed. “Sorry, wrong answer. Incompatible technology.  
 
    “So as you can see, we have a very long way to go on good old Bellatrix. And unfortunately, it’s damned difficult to take it one step at a time. We in the Chosen zones use Concordian tech for everything. Of course, those zones are few and far between, and sometimes met with open hostility. To their credit, the Tog don’t push us. I can imagine they’re occasionally bemused or outright frustrated at our Luddite tendencies. They have to be shaking their heads and wondering when we’ll start to walk instead of just crawling.” 
 
    Minu’s computer beeped, and she looked down. A message informed her she had a mission. She opened it and read the briefing, which described a simple courier job involving a meeting with a Tog representative in a distant star system. She sighed and wondered when she’d get to walk instead of crawl. Still, she was excited to be going off-world again. She had a hard time sitting through the rest of the lecture without squirming. When dismissed, she was the first one out the door.  
 
    The command center at Steven’s Pass was the brain for Chosen operations on Bellatrix. Carved from the rock of the Barrier Mountains, it lay more than two thousand meters below the top-side facilities and was accessible via a trio of high-speed pneumatic lifts. Riding in them required sitting and buckling in, or a desire for multiple broken bones. The lift shafts were almost vacuums, and the capsules shot like projectiles. A few political visitors came through while Minu stood watch deep inside the mountain. The trip shook the dignitaries so badly they needed sedation before going back up.  
 
    “What’s with the military bunker?” she’d asked the Chosen on her first ride down.  
 
    “You know, I asked the same question, and no one seems to know the answer.” 
 
    “It must have been expensive,” she’d noted. 
 
    “Actually, I think the Tog built it for us,” was his reply.  
 
    Minu climbed into the lift and took one of the six seats arranged around the circular conveyance. After locking the three-point harness, she grabbed the hand-holds. The computer in the pod recognized she was ready to go and checked the hall. Finding no one else arriving, it prepared for departure. 
 
    “Please verify you’ve securely buckled your harness,” the reassuring female voice said. “You must secure any loose objects for descent. You must also stow any briefcases or computers in the cargo compartments or under the seat. Please press the button on the hand-holds to acknowledge your readiness for departure.” Minu pressed both buttons and the heavy dualloy door slid closed with a reverberating thunk. “Five seconds to departure, three, two, one…” 
 
    The car launched into free fall. At this point, a first-time rider would say, “This isn’t too bad.” Two seconds after launch, a gravitic impeller on the top of the car spun up and turned the gentle fall into a gun shot into the abyss. “Coasting,” the voice announced after one second of half-G thrust. Minu knew she was now traveling at just over five hundred kilometers per hour. Moving at 140 meters per second, the bottom of the shaft was only about ten seconds away. 
 
    Braking was a two-part process. Seven eye-popping seconds into the ride, a gravitic impeller on the bottom of the car fired for one second, cutting speed by about a hundred kilometers per hour. Air pressure controlled the rest of the stop. The tube wasn’t really in a vacuum, just close to it. There was enough air on either side of the car to act as a brake. As the trace atmosphere in the two-kilometer long shaft compressed on one side of the car, it decelerated rapidly. Almost nine Gs of force wrenched Minu back into her seat, and the car slowed precipitously. The pressure stopped the car and would have sent it rocketing back up if a hoverfield hadn’t caught it and nudged it into position. The massive pressure behind the car vented, and the door opened. “Enjoy your day,” the voice said. 
 
    Minu shook her head to clear the cobwebs and unbuckled. She wondered how much deeper the tube went for safety’s sake. It took her a second before she could stand and walk out. A Chosen honor guard with a shouldered rifle stood there. He glanced over as she walked out. “Not your first trip,” he noted. “No puke, and you can stand already.” 
 
    “Do you ever get completely used to it?” she asked him.  
 
    “I hope not. You do know it has three speeds, right?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t know that. What speed is it set for now?” 
 
    “Two,” he told her. Minu shuddered as she turned to walk toward the command center. She wondered why it wasn’t set for a slower speed. Wouldn’t it be easier on the equipment? Then she tried to imagine what the fastest speed must be like. She gave up after deciding it probably wasn’t survivable for humans.  
 
    The bunker complex was not overly spacious. A geothermal tap provided all the power it could ever need from Bellatrix’s aging core. There was a small barracks, computer room, conference rooms, and the command center. She went to look around the command center, a round chamber about twenty meters across. Configurable fluid displays covered every centimeter of wall space, and workstations circled the area. In the center was a low podium where the Chosen in charge could sit. Around the podium were four more workstations for the leader’s assistants. During training, Minu had studied enough tactics to recognize a CIC when she saw one. The fully operational Combat Information Center was a valuable gift from the Tog.  
 
    Only five Chosen were in the CIC when she looked in. One sat at a central workstation, and four more sat at different stations around the outside. They were mission planners and defense coordinators, just enough to keep things running or call the alert. Live views along the walls displayed the world’s active portals. Though it was unlikely, as Bellatrix was such a backwater world, should an alien species infiltrate, the Chosen would know instantly, and they would respond as effectively as they could.  
 
    Minu left the CIC and continued down the hall to the offices. Most of the programmable signs on the office doors were blank or dimly lit, indicating they were unused or unoccupied. A few of the signs were brightly lit, and the occupants of those offices were inside working. Minu walked until she found the Mission Planning Department. Following the tradition of the Chosen, the sign on the door simply read, “Dram.” She smiled, then knocked once and tried the door knob. It turned in her hand, and she entered.  
 
    “Minu?” he said in his deep baritone voice. 
 
    “Yes, sir, reporting as ordered.” 
 
    “Come in, come in. Have a seat,” he offered, and she did. Like most of the offices, his was utilitarian. There was a desk with a chair, the former cluttered with tablets and hard copy printouts, two chairs for visitors, a couple of pictures hanging on the wall, and a single sickly plant in one corner. The office might have been three meters on a side. His massive black frame looked far too big to fit easily into his chair. Dram stood and shook her hand. “I’ve been reviewing your performance since graduation,” he said. 
 
    Minu felt a little worry but covered it up. “I hope you like what you saw,” she said. A good host, he waited for her to get comfortable, then offered her a drink. It was coffee from the southern hemisphere, and she accepted gratefully, pouring in several sugars and a healthy dollop of cream. 
 
    “I do, but I’m also a little disappointed.” Her hand froze halfway between the desk and her mouth, where she was blowing on her coffee to cool it. “I’m disappointed that I couldn’t get you into the Scouts instead of Command.” He laughed, and she breathed again, taking a sip of the rich brew. 
 
    “I’d like to say I was, too.” 
 
    “You’d be lying. I’d be very upset going into Scouts if my father had been a First.” She nodded. “Well, down to business. You’ve been getting mostly routine courier and messenger work. What do you think of it?” 
 
    “Boring,” she admitted. He nodded his head.  
 
    “Agreed, but it’s the bread and butter of our service to the Tog. They point, and we go. It can’t be all glamorous rescue missions or technology retrievals. You’ve been loaned to me for a mission that has a little more excitement.” He picked up a remote control and pressed a button. One wall was a floor-to-ceiling display like those in the CIC.  
 
    The wall displayed their star system, a tiny blue green Bellatrix spinning around its aging star. He pushed another button, and the view zoomed out to show the entire galaxy, then back in to show another system. “GBX49881 is the target world,” he said and pointed with the control. One of the planets in the system flashed obligingly. The G stood for sector G of the galaxy, which was all the way on the other side from their sector, A. B stood for a planet mostly suitable for humans. And X stood for a planet that no single species claimed. The number was its catalog number in the human’s database. Minu’s pulse began to quicken. This wasn’t some civilized world in the core; it was the frontier. “This will be your first mission to the frontier, so I want you to keep in mind the Rules of Engagement. You’ll be in command of a small team, and your mission is to retrieve a cache left behind by an earlier scout mission. That mission was led by your father, by the way.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked. Minu pulled out her computer to take notes.  
 
    “Yes. Chriso reported the world uninhabited and found a small, heavily picked over technology center. One of his many skills was finding what others missed.” 
 
    “Sir, can I ask a question that’s been bugging me?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “As long as the Concordia have been around, and as advanced as they are, why is junk still worth so much?” 
 
    “That’s a good question.” He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin. “We’ve been trying to figure that out for a while. Of course, you must remember that as a species, we’re like a puppy that hasn’t yet gone outdoors. We poke around, here and there, in backwater areas of the frontier. With about fifty thousand unclaimed worlds in our catalog, the chances of running into trouble aren’t high. But by staying just off the main road, we don’t find the really juicy stuff. Returning to your question, I have a theory.” 
 
    “I’d love to hear it.” 
 
    “Okay,” he shrugged and spread his massive hands. “I had help developing this theory. Do you know who my scout teacher was?” She shook her head. “It was Jovich.” 
 
    “Really, sir?” 
 
    “Best teacher I ever had. He’s been to more worlds than any other Chosen. He was the first to get a portal controller, and he constantly took teams off-world. He was so successful, his First gave him free rein. Under his instruction, I gained my knowledge of the galaxy, learned the ins and outs of the portal network, and stayed alive as long as I have.” 
 
    “He’s not that old; why did he retire from active service?” 
 
    Dram looked at her for a long moment, then sat up straight. “That’s a story for him to tell you. I’m digressing. On to the theory.” Minu nodded. “Jovich and I sat down one day over a table-load of empty mead bottles and started toying with some ideas. Our conclusions surprised even us.” Minu tried not to show the suspense she was feeling. Dram should be an actor, she thought. “The short of it is, we believe the Concordian Empire is dying.” 
 
    “What?!” she said incredulously.  
 
    “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?” Minu tried to shrug; the motion barely reached her shoulders. “It’s okay, most people do. You’re about to embark on the next stage of your career, and it’ll take you away from the core. You’re going to see things you haven’t seen, and you’ll begin to draw your own conclusions about the health of the rather loose alliance of species we euphemistically call the Concordia. Marvelous and vast it might be, but it’s nothing compared to what it once was.” 
 
    Minu couldn’t understand what he was saying. The Concordian Empire contained tens of thousands of worlds, many thousands of species, and spanned the entire Milky Way galaxy. Dying? Ridiculous. Impossible. Almost heretical!  
 
    The meeting wrapped with her presenting her mission plan, which he approved. She would command a seven-man team, all new like her, for an expected three-day mission to the frontier. In minutes, she’d all but forgotten Dram’s wild theory.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    September 14th, 515 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Minu wasn’t surprised to find Aaron and Gregg waiting in the ready room. But she was surprised to see Cherise gearing up while chatting with Pip.  
 
    “Boss is here,” Gregg said, and they all snapped to attention. Minu made a rude hand gesture, and most broke out laughing. Three young Chosen came in and looked around. Spotting her five gold stars, they walked over and introduced themselves.  
 
    “William, scout,” the first boy said as Minu shook his hand. He was of medium build with jet black hair and had a laid-back demeanor that immediately worried her.  
 
    “Luke, also a scout,” the next one said. While he was almost as tall as Dram, Luke looked skeletal. His eyes were bright and inquisitive, and he kept his brown hair closely cropped.  
 
    “And that leaves me, Chester,” the last one said, “Logistics.” Dark, well-cut hair complemented his somewhat olive complexion. He nodded to Aaron when he spotted him. Minu guessed that he was from New Jerusalem like her friend, and they knew each other. 
 
    “Minu, Command,” she told them, though they likely knew that already.  
 
    “I’m glad the mission leader isn’t Ivan,” Chester said, getting enthusiastic nods from the other two newcomers.  
 
    “He’s such an asshole,” Luke put in. Minu’s friends snickered and soon they were all laughing. She liked the newcomers.  
 
    “Been on many missions with him?” Minu asked. 
 
    “A couple,” Chester said. 
 
    “Only one,” William said, “but that was one too many.” 
 
    “Same here,” Luke said. 
 
    Minu introduced them to the others on her team, then briefed them on the mission. Just as she trained to plan and carry out a mission, they trained to work with their leader to make that mission successful. The fact that she was their age and a woman didn’t affect them in any noticeable way. The new members saw how efficient she was, and that her three friends followed her naturally, and they went along. She said all the right things, and her stars were gold. That was enough for them.  
 
    “Wow, the frontier,” Aaron said, rubbing his hands together.  
 
    “What’s so great about that?” Pip asked as he struggled to put his gear in order. Minu eyed his backpack dubiously. It seemed to be overflowing with science kits and tablet computers. “No services, no restaurants, no network!” The last seemed to horrify him the most, as if being offline for any length of time was pure torture.  
 
    “That’s what’s great about it,” Aaron said as he stood, fully geared and ready to go. She smiled at him, and he smiled back. He’d gotten a little taller and broader across the chest since the Trials. She felt herself blush and looked away to cover it. Pip was still grumbling and fumbling with his gear. It was time to help him.  
 
    “Do you really need all this shit?” Minu asked as she dumped the contents of the backpack onto a table to organize them. 
 
    “Do you want me to be able to do my job?”  
 
    Minu rolled her eyes and went to work. She took the standard issue backpack away and returned with a field equipment bag. “I can’t carry that on my back,” he complained. She held up a menacing finger, and he shut up. She went to work with self-adhering dividers, straps and pads. In a few minutes she’d transformed the oversized bag into a backpack, complete with segmented dividers, and safely stored all his gear. Because of the sheer volume of ‘necessary equipment,’ the bag wouldn’t hold all his field gear. She decided to distribute part of his kit among the team. Her friends took it in stride, but the new guys gave Pip dirty looks.  
 
    “I guess that’ll work,” Pip said, slinging the pack. Minu gave him a frown. His pack was twice the size of theirs, but lighter, as his equipment was considerably less dense.  
 
    “It better,” she told him. He saw the look on her face and nodded. “Let’s check in,” she said and led them down the hall. The launch room was beside the portal, visible through huge moliplas windows. They walked through scanners that verified their conditions, and Minu reported to the duty officer.  
 
    “Michael,” he said and shook her hand. “First frontier mission?”  
 
    “Minu, and yes, it is.” 
 
    “Your mission plan looks solid, I’m sure you’ll do fine.” Minu smiled, and he turned to look at the computer screens as the scans of Minu and her team appeared. “Let’s see how your people look.” He looked at the displays, searching their gear and bodies for problems. Three gold stars glittered on his sleeve, and she was conscious that all her team wore five stars.  
 
    “Looks good,” he said as he finished evaluating them. He shook his head at the condition of Pip’s pack then complimented him on the improvised design. Pip hooked a thumb at Minu, and the officer nodded to her, acknowledging a job well done. “Just a couple of last pieces of equipment,” he told them and left for a moment.  
 
    “Hope it’s not too heavy,” Aaron said as he tried to resettle his very heavy pack. It was their first trip to the frontier, and they were realizing it wasn’t as glamorous as they’d thought.  
 
    Michael returned with a long metallic case, which he laid on a bench. He popped it open to reveal the contents. Everyone crowded around. The case was full of the Chosen’s standard-issue sidearms and rifles.  
 
    “Oh shit,” Gregg said, then looked embarrassed.  
 
    “You didn’t think Jacob would send you to the frontier with only your overdeveloped sense of self-worth for protection, did you?”  
 
    “I hadn’t thought about it,” Minu admitted. Michael distributed the weapons to each of them. The rifles were long but very light, made locally from Concordian components. They were a distant relative of the American M-4s and the Israeli Tavor rifles brought from Earth by the Plateau and New Jerusalem Tribes. But these weapons were more versatile and made from nearly indestructible dualloy and moliplas. Each team member received a belt with extra magazines and a semiautomatic handgun.  
 
    They were all nervous and giddy with excitement. Basic weapons training was part of all their training, and the scouts got routine practice. Since graduation, Minu, Pip and Cherise hadn’t touched a weapon, and they hadn’t trained on these advanced models. Minu expressed her concern to the Chosen. 
 
    “These weapons are functionally identical to the ones you trained on, with a few extras.” He handed each of them a computer chip. “Here are the weapons’ specifications in case you need them. I don’t need to remind you of your responsibility to humanity as representatives of Bellatrix. We do not fire unprovoked on any alien species, and we do not ever fire on any of the major players.” They all knew who those were. Minu shuddered at the thought of getting into a fight with T’Chillen, Tanam or Mok-Tok. “What are the rules for armed conflict?” 
 
    “Retreat, reevaluate, and report,” they all intoned as one.  
 
    “Always remember the three Rs; they’re our Rules of Engagement. We’re not an army. We’re not trained or equipped as one, and we definitely shouldn’t cause trouble for the Tog.” 
 
    “Understood,” Minu said, looking at her team. They nodded in agreement, none more than Pip. He looked like he’d rather face the Kloth than have to use the rifle, which he was still trying to sling next to his hulking backpack.  
 
    “And finally,” Michael said, “for your commander.” He turned to Minu and held out a nondescript black crystalline rod. She gaped at it. 
 
    “A portal control rod?” Pip blurted. 
 
    “How do you expect to get home? Without this and the access code, it’d be impossible to get through our portal. If you’re running for your lives and the one in Tranquility is busy, it could prove quite embarrassing.” 
 
    “Not to mention fatal,” William agreed. 
 
    Minu swallowed and accepted the rod. It felt warm in her hand and weighed next to nothing. The simulation they’d used in training was a plastic rod with touch sensitive controls. Michael had given her a key to the universe, and it made her dizzy with excitement. As soon as the Chosen released it, she felt a little tingle run up her spine. “Okay, it’s configured to you. No one else can use it.” 
 
    “What if she dies?” Luke asked. Minu didn’t like the way he asked; it was almost like he was hoping it might happen. 
 
    “Yeah, how do we get back?” Chester asked.  
 
    “You dial through to Herdhome or back to Tranquility, obviously.” 
 
    “But you just said—” William started to complain, but the older Chosen cut him off.  
 
    “These are powerful tools. We don’t hand them out haphazardly. No one else can use that rod, as it contains stored destinations. The more people who have access, the better the chance an enemy could ‘convince’ the holder to dial one of our unsecured portals. You know the galaxy’s not a safe place. We must keep our little corner as safe as we can. Now, if there are no more questions?” Pip looked like he was about to speak until Michael stared him down. He shrugged instead. “Good, please wait here for your launch window in about an hour.” 
 
    Michael took his place behind the control console and began entering data. The wall behind them turned transparent, and they could see a pair of Chosen working. Having sat shifts in the command center thousands of meters below them, Minu knew someone was watching them, perhaps Dram or Jovich, as they prepared to launch. Outside, the portal was inactive, waiting for the signal to send or receive travelers. She felt a little annoyed they weren’t leaving for an hour. But there was nothing she could do, so she sat on the bench and took out a tablet to go over the mission profile.  
 
    The hour passed slowly, much more slowly than she’d have wished. While they waited, two groups of Chosen left, none of them geared up like hers. Like Cherise, they all wore the green stars of logistics. A few minutes before their departure window, a transport arrived from parts unknown. It was a long cylinder, like the one she’d taken to Serengeti.  
 
    Then it was time, and Michael waved to get Minu’s attention. Her team was already standing by the door with their weapons slung under their arms within easy reach, except for Pip, who had his over his shoulder. Initial transport was always the most dangerous moment.  
 
    “All ready, I see. Excellent. Commander, take your team into the field.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” she said and opened the door. They walked out into the cool afternoon and lined up in front of the portal. Minu stood in front, holding the control rod, followed by Gregg, William, Chester, Pip, Cherise, Luke, and Aaron. “Here we go,” she said and activated the rod.  
 
    The destination was pre-programmed. The portal flashed white and shimmered for a moment before revealing their first stop. It was night on planet FAX544, many light years distant. Snow fell heavily on the cleared area on the other side of the portal. An almost imperceptible shimmer of energy hung between the two worlds. They waited for a long couple of seconds, then Minu holstered the rod in a pocket sewn into her uniform leg, grabbed her weapon by the pistol grip, and ran through.  
 
    The winter air on the other side was so bitter it took her breath away, and she almost slipped on the icy ground, just managing to stay on her feet. Once she was clear of the portal, she dropped to one knee and looked around. There was enough light from the solitary moon overhead to see that the perimeter was clear. The light scrub plants scattered around provided nowhere near enough cover to hide a menacing army. She signaled her team, and they came trotting through. Pip failed where she’d succeeded, and he ended up skidding past her and falling into a frozen bush. She somehow managed not to laugh.  
 
    Back on Bellatrix, Michael waved at her. She gave the all clear sign, and the portal deactivated, turning into a glowing white archway and cutting them off from home. A chill that wasn’t from the frigid air spread through her as she realized she was finally in the field, on the frontier, for the first time.  
 
    “What’s the plan, boss?” Cherise asked.  
 
    Minu smiled when her team called her boss, a habit her friends had picked up during the Trials. She was going to do fine. “We get off this frozen rock and get to work,” she said and took out the rod again. Pip tried to wipe the sticky wet snow out of his hair and off his belongings, happy his standard-issue uniform was designed for all climates. Aaron, Gregg, Luke and William watched the perimeter while she activated the rod for the next destination, GBX49881. The portal responded dutifully, and bright sunlight spilled through. The scouts knew from their somewhat limited training just how visible they were in the sunlight. Minu wasted no time running through.  
 
    Their destination reminded her of the desert where the Trials had finished, except they were in the center of a ruined city. She quickly glanced around and gave the all clear sign. Her team joined her, and the portal closed again. “Okay,” she said, “let’s get to work.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dram’s door banged open to show Jacob standing outside, his fists clenched in rage. “What the fuck do you think you’re up to?” 
 
    “Just following orders,” Dram said calmly without looking up from his computer. Jacob stormed over and slammed a fist down on the metallic desk with a bang heard all the way to the CIC.  
 
    “Following orders? Who’s fucking orders? I said that girl was not to be allowed into the frontier under any circumstances.” Dram looked up from his computer; his chiseled black features were calm and unconcerned. He exuded strength and patience. He spun the computer around so Jacob could see it. “What is this shit?” 
 
    “Just read it, sir.”  
 
    Jacob leaned forward and read the email. The look on his face went from rage to confusion, then shock. “Why didn’t this come straight to me?” 
 
    “It was sent directly to the mission planner,” Dram said, “and that would be me. If I didn’t know better, I’d think the Togs were afraid you’d be reluctant to follow such a request.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to forward any such requests to me.” 
 
    “I did, about ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “About the time she took her team through the portal,” Jacob spat. Dram nodded. “That’s insubordination, mister.” 
 
    “That’s following the letter of the regulation,” Dram said, his voice hard, “and I don’t much like the tone of your voice, sir.” 
 
    “Letter of the regulation, indeed.” Jacob piled as much sarcasm as he could into that sentence, but Dram was unmoved. “They’ve interfered directly. I don’t understand this at all. Why are they doing this? The Tog have never been this heavy handed before!”  
 
    Dram could see Jacob was now directing his rage away from him and sighed. Despite his composure, he didn’t wish to confront the current leader of the Chosen. “They’ve seen something in Minu,” he said, turning the computer back, “something we haven’t.” Jacob sat heavily on the edge of Dram’s desk and looked deflated. “We must trust their judgment.” 
 
    “What do they know about humans?” Jacob demanded rhetorically. “Nothing, that’s what I think. It’s because she’s Chriso’s kid; it has to be.” 
 
    “They’ve never shown favoritism to a First’s descendants before,” Dram pointed out. 
 
    “You seem more than willing to help her whenever you can.” 
 
    “Maybe I see something you don’t,” Dram said. And maybe I owe a debt you can’t understand.  
 
    “So you and the Tog are on the same page—where does that leave me?” Dram didn’t have an answer, so Jacob left. Dram steepled his fingers and breathed deeply, letting the air whistle between his teeth. He’d really burned some capital by not immediately informing his commander when the mission request came in. They’d asked for Minu by name, and the target world was very suspect. Dram knew there was much more to GBX49881 than one of Chriso’s old caches. True, the First had a nearly legendary ability to find rare and valuable salvage. Deep down, Dram wondered if this was an elaborate plot, and he was only playing a part in it. Part of him hoped his suspicions proved true, but part of him prayed they did not.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    September 17th, 515 AE 
 
    Galactic Frontier, Planet GBX49881, Ruins 
 
      
 
    The sunlight was brutal and unrelenting. Only bitterly cold nights interrupted the days of bright, orange-tinged skies and the heat of the huge blue star. The temperature hovered around fifty degrees Celsius; it felt like sticking your head in an oven. With no humidity to speak of, their eyes and throats became sore in minutes. To top it off, the map was completely useless. It all added up to a very frustrating mission. 
 
    “This is fun,” William said over the radio.  
 
    “I don’t care how much fun you’re having,” Minu snapped, “report please.” 
 
    “Sector five is clear. I can’t find any location that correlates with the damned map.” 
 
    “Understood, proceed to your next search sector.” Unlike previously, he didn’t complain this time. At least the blast-furnace heat had its advantages; even William found it hard to bitch constantly. The incessant complaining wouldn’t be so bad if he was a good scout, instead of slow and mediocre.  
 
    “Nothing here,” Gregg said. 
 
    “Nor here,” concurred Luke. 
 
    “Nope,” Aaron finished. “Much as I hate to admit it, I think William is right. The map is wrong.” 
 
    “I don’t see how they could give us the wrong map,” Minu said, off the radio. 
 
    “A mistake,” Cherise said, shrugging her sweaty shoulders. She was sitting in the shade of a crumbled building working on their tortured moisture still. Out of all of them, the girl raised in the desert was least affected by the environment. She cursed as she worked on the broken-down machine. On Bellatrix, the contraption could produce five liters of drinkable water per day from the humidity in the air. Here, it averaged barely one liter. Their meager water stores were critically low, so they couldn’t afford to have the still offline. The suspended particulates in the atmosphere clogged the filters every few hours, and Minu feared they would have to abort their mission and go home without finding the cache. 
 
    “Computers are never wrong,” Pip insisted. Since he was not directly participating in the searches, he’d been in heaven, reading non-stop for the last three days. He’d brought along a seemingly endless supply of chips loaded with research.  
 
    “Then how do you account for the map?” Cherise asked him. 
 
    “G.I.G.O.,” he answered. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Garbage in, garbage out. It’s a computer phrase.” Minu and Cherise stared at him. “Whoever coded the map screwed it up.”  
 
    The girls both said, “Oh!”  
 
    “How long can we hold out?” Minu asked Chester, who was inventorying their remaining supplies. 
 
    “Food isn’t the issue, it’s the water.” Minu looked at him. “We have about five liters left, and the still is putting out around a liter a day. But even with our improved survival uniforms, we’re each consuming a half liter per day.” 
 
    “So, we’ll be out of water in two days,” she said, half to herself. Chester nodded. “Any chance of salvaging waste water or digging a well?” 
 
    “We checked for ground water when we arrived,” Cherise said. As the group’s logistics pair, she and Chester shared responsibilities. Usually, only a very large expedition would include a logistics Chosen. Recovering caches was their specialty. “Sensors indicated the ground water is contaminated with radiation.” 
 
    “Where did that come from?” 
 
    “No way to tell.” 
 
    “Probably natural seepage,” Pip volunteered. Cherise and Chester didn’t disagree. 
 
    “As for waste water,” Chester said, “we didn’t bring that sort of gear. Chosen have equipment that will filter almost anything, including radiation; we just didn’t think to bring it.” 
 
    “We’re equipped more than sufficiently for a simple mission,” Cherise agreed. “We estimated three days in the field, and we can make it six.” 
 
    “Right out of the manual,” Minu said. “Be sure to update the database with what we’ve learned about this world, so the next team that visits won’t expect ground water.  
 
    Cherise nodded, then continued. “We’ve considered improvising something to reclaim used water.” 
 
    “Filtered piss?” Pip laughed. “I’ll go thirsty.” 
 
    “You might change your mind in a couple of days,” Minu said over her shoulder. Pip sat comfortably on a bed roll, working on one of the tablets he’d brought. He looked up, stunned. 
 
    “You can’t seriously be thinking about staying after the water runs out.” 
 
    “I am,” she snarled. “I’m not choking on my first mission.” 
 
    “Your first mission, is that all that matters? You want us all to die of thirst, so you don’t look bad?” 
 
    “Watch it,” Cherise warned. Too late. He’d thrown the gauntlet.  
 
    Minu rounded and stomped over to him. His eyes grew big, and he hid his computer under one leg. He didn’t fear for himself; he was worried about his precious research. “Yes, my first mission. And your first mission. And her first mission.” She pointed at Cherise. “And his first mission.” She pointed at Chester. “This is our first mission. Don’t you fucking get it? They’ve thrown us another damn curve ball. This is a test, another one of their stupid fucking tests. I’m in command; I see all the missions and planning sessions. I’m the first of our class to go out into the frontier, and I have an all-rookie team. How’re we going to look coming back half dead, with our tails between our legs?” 
 
    “The rest of you won’t look too good,” Pip observed. 
 
    “You figure you’ll be under the radar on this one?” 
 
    “Hey, I don’t even know why they bothered to send me on this little picnic.” 
 
    “Then you’re stupider than you look.” This time he looked angry. Minu threw her tablet in his lap; it showed the search grids on the map. He caught it before he suffered testicular damage. “Tell me, genius, is the map essentially accurate?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to say something, then thought better of it and looked down at the map. Minu’s notes and the details she’d added since they arrived covered it. “Yes,” he finally said, “it is accurate except for certain details.” 
 
    “Okay, so we know what we want is here, and the map is accurate. X might well mark the spot, only they’ve moved the spot. Assuming this is a test, it looks like a mathematical challenge. Is the answer hidden on the map? Who knows? But it seems to me, if it is, there’s a good chance a computer person could find the answer. If we end up abandoning this mission and going home, and the answer is right there on that tablet, how do you think you’ll look?” 
 
    “Like a moron,” he admitted, looking pathetic. 
 
    “Or worse. So get off your lazy ass and get to work. We’ve been here three days, and you haven’t done shit.” 
 
    Pip looked hurt. “I’ve been doing valuable research.” 
 
    “And eating valuable groceries,” Chester said.  
 
    “And drinking valuable water,” Cherise said. “So get your well-nourished, well-hydrated ass in gear, before we cut off the food and water.” The threat worked; he got to work.  
 
    As nothing more required her attention, Minu took a short walk to calm down. She berated herself for letting Pip get under her skin. William and Pip were good at needling her, and she couldn’t figure out how to disarm them without resorting to threats or heated confrontations. She hated letting her anger get the better of her, especially as it happened far too often for her peace of mind. Leaders like Jacob, Dram, Jovich, and Chriso always remained calm, collected, and in command of the situation. She had no memory of her father ever losing his patience with her, even when she broke a valuable off-world artifact as a young child. Despite being very upset, he’d controlled his anger.  
 
    Her wanderings took her past the ancient town square where the portal rested. Minu knelt next to their monitor probe to make sure it was working. It was. Should it malfunction, Pip would inform her. The device was their off-world communication link, and it monitored the portal for inbound traffic. She walked through the square and onto one of the five broad avenues leading away like wheel spokes. The little square with its portal had once been the hub of the community, a common Concordian design for small cities.  
 
    The town spoke to her of its long dead builders. The wide roads suggested they used large vehicles. The buildings had narrow doorways and strange, horizontal slits for windows. Pip said it looked like the world was full of jails, with buildings designed to make escape impossible. Pip had also mentioned the city had been abandoned for thousands of years. The water in the deep aquifers was testament to some ancient calamity. How did the Concordia wage war on a planetary scale? Did they lay waste to entire worlds? The residents were long gone and could provide no answers to Minu’s questions. The world was now open territory, and for good reason, since it was almost uninhabitable. Minu wasn’t sure if any species would find it desirable. Maybe it could become a toxic waste dump or a nuclear weapons test site? 
 
    “Where’s the oxygen coming from?” she asked Pip. 
 
    “There might be a sea or surviving plant life somewhere. The oxygen / carbon dioxide balance suggests something is maintaining it.” It seemed as good an explanation as anything she could come up with.  
 
    Minu had wandered for about an hour in the ruins of a large building, poking through a pile of interesting looking trash, when her radio went off. “Minu, I have something.” 
 
    “Damn it, report correctly.” 
 
    She heard a sigh, then the voice spoke again. “This is William reporting, sector eleven, I’ve found something.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” she replied, “can you send me an image?” 
 
    “It won’t record. There’s a stealth field.” 
 
    “I think you found the cache,” she said and checked her map. He was less than a kilometer from her. 
 
    “No, it isn’t the cache. At least I hope not, or we’ve wasted our time. You want to come and see?” She felt her anger rising. Why did he have to be so damned difficult? Why couldn’t he just describe his findings to her? 
 
    “Okay, I’m coming.” 
 
    Minu found William outside a crumbled building no different from a thousand others in the town. He had a self-satisfied grin on his face, since he was the first to find anything of note. Minu’s look said ‘give it a rest,’ and she walked past him into the dim interior of the ruin. A very elegant dragonfly-bot perched on a cracked beam. Tiny gossamer sensors resembling antennae turned to look at her as she entered. William was right, this was important. The bot couldn’t have been there for long, as they could only operate a year or two on standby. And this one belonged to the Chosen. Even in the dim light, she could see the metallic green and black paint on its thorax. She knew a serial number was laser etched into its dualloy armor. “What are you doing here?” she wondered aloud. 
 
    “Weird, isn’t it?” William asked. “I mean, they’re worth thousands of credits, right? My uncle’s a police investigator in Tranquility. A couple of years ago, they bought five of these from the Chosen. They were old, used ones with maintenance issues. He acted like the Tog had blessed the department, and they started investigating closed cases. Damn things can scan a hundred-year-old fingerprint, do an on-board genome analysis, and follow a chem-trail ten times weaker than a dog could.” 
 
    “No doubt. These are just about the most sophisticated bots available. My father told me they have AI, but I couldn’t make sense out of half of what he said. I was pretty young then.” Minu took a step toward the robot, and its four crystalline wings buzzed a warning. She froze. While it seemed like a delicate insect, it could be a deadly weapon. Armed and armored, with reflexes the fastest human could never hope to match, the bot was super-advanced Concordian tech.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” William asked, refusing to come inside.  
 
    “It’s in passive sentry mode,” she said, “or I’d probably be dead.” 
 
    “What’s it guarding?” 
 
    “If I knew, I wouldn’t be trying to get past it.” Minu thought for a moment. How could she approach the deadly bot without risking its wrath? Its programming could include any one of a limitless number of control phrases. Then it came to her; a Chosen wouldn’t leave one of these bots behind without a way for a scout team to get past it. She drew her portal control rod and held it out. The robot buzzed in a mellower tone and settled back. When she took a step forward, it remained docile. “That was easier than I expected.” William continued guarding the rear. She walked up to the bot and noticed some damage.  
 
    It was missing one of its eight wings, and the armor around it looked like melted chocolate. Minu took out her tablet and held it out to the robot. With her thumb, she pressed the communication tab. “Report,” she ordered. The bot’s dimly glowing green eyes flashed twice, and her tablet beeped to let her know it was receiving data.  
 
    Minu heard a sound and turned toward the doorway. Luke and Gregg had joined William, and the three were watching her. Like William, they seemed unwilling to enter, as if what was going on was somehow private. The tablet beeped when the file transfer completed. Minu took a small equipment hard case from her pack and opened it. She put the instrument it contained back into her pack and held the hard case out to the bot. “Stand down,” she ordered. Its eyes flashed in understanding, and its wings buzzed. Despite the damage, it flew smoothly to the case and landed delicately inside, folding itself to conform to the container, and powered down. Minu closed the lid and put it in her pack. Logistics would be glad to have the expensive piece of hardware back in their arsenal.  
 
    She turned and walked out into the brutal sunlight, shielding the tablet with a hand so she could see the file open. Aaron joined the others. They waited patiently while she read and gave them the highlights. 
 
    “This bot was deployed with a frontier scout unit,” she read. The file was a log from the robot’s memory, which began recording upon activation just over sixteen standard months ago. “The bot participated in two small missions on previously explored worlds,” she noted, skipping forward, looking for anything interesting. She thought it unlikely she’d find anything useful. The robot’s memory was etched on permanent computer crystals, which were like regular computer chips except they couldn’t be erased. The bot recorded everything it saw until the memory was full, or someone replaced it with a new array. “Fourteen months ago, it went on a mission in the frontier to scout for salvage.” She paused to click the icon for the search file uploaded to the robot. The file revealed a piece of equipment she’d never seen, so she continued, reminding herself to ask Pip about it.  
 
    “It flew several guard missions for camps and one skirmish operation as a diversion.” Sure enough, the damage occurred during that mission. She clicked on the damage log and watched a miniaturized, bot’s eye view as it darted in and out of a wrecked town that looked like the one they were in. A small display showed complicated sensor data, as the robot landed and waited. Then it showed several lifeforms crossing its path. With blinding speed, the bot darted from cover and let fly a flurry of hypersonic projectiles, before spinning away. An energy beam hit it, sending it crashing through a window into a pile of debris. Per its programming, it evaluated the damage and pretended to be dead. The damage didn’t disable it, so it didn’t self-destruct. It waited until the lifeforms were out of sensor range, then circled back to its masters.  
 
    “Who was it fighting?” Gregg asked.  
 
    “Let me look,” she said. The images were very high definition, even on the small computer screen. She enlarged them and used a finger to control the image position, then scrubbed the video to rewind it. Energy beams flew backward as the view swooped in reverse over the targets. “There,” she said and carefully advanced the image. The enemy was only visible for a couple of frames, due to the bot’s flying speed. She backed it up again, froze the frame, and punched it up to maximum enhancement. 
 
    A streak of brilliant flashes lit up the target. They all recognized the effects of a hypersonic round hitting a personal shield. They could discern no real details about the target, but its serpentine outline, slit eyes, and bared fangs were unmistakable. “T’Chillen,” Minu gasped.  
 
    “Without a doubt,” Aaron agreed.  
 
    “Who the hell was fighting T’Chillen?” William gawked. “Who would be that stupid? I mean, wouldn’t we have heard? ROE say we run any time we encounter a higher-order species, and the snakes are as high as they come.” 
 
    Minu knew that. Every Chosen knew the species on the red list, and a hundred fifty more, either because they were friendly or, more often, hostile. Encounters with any of these species often resulted in dead Chosen. Regardless of the situation, they were under orders to retreat. The T’Chillen were mortal enemies of the Tog and, by association, of the humans. Minu slid her finger along the playback bar until it was almost at the end, then let it play forward.  
 
    The bot took a circuitous route back to its masters, minimizing the chance of anyone following it. Finally, it flew through a narrow window opening and hovered. Minu saw several Chosen stand as it entered, and she strained to identify them. Then she heard the “stand down” order. The robot turned and flew into a hand. The last frame froze, and she saw her father looking at her from the screen. “Dad,” she mouthed, almost dropping the tablet. 
 
    “Isn’t that the First?” asked William.  
 
    “You think?” Gregg snapped. Minu wasn’t listening; she was staring at the image in shock. Her father, missing for over a year and soon to be presumed dead, was in a message from beyond the grave. Or was he? 
 
    “What’s the big deal?” William persisted. “Haven’t you seen the First before?” 
 
    “Search the building,” she said in a hushed voice, “every square inch. Move the rubble piles. Leave no stone unturned.” Gregg and Aaron nodded and began searching. Luke looked confused but complied. Only William remained obstinate.  
 
    “I don’t understand what the big deal is. The First has been missing forever. No one knows why they haven’t picked a new one. He’s got to be long d—” He was cut short as Aaron reached back with his well-muscled arm and jerked William into the ruins by his collar.  
 
    Minu took a few steps and leaned against a mostly-intact wall. She began going through the robot’s logs in greater detail, looking for any sign of her missing father. He could still be alive, she told herself. At least he was alive when he sent the little scout robot on its harassment mission some fourteen months ago. That meant he’d been in the field for a couple of months already. If he could make it two months, he could make it till now. Maybe he was trapped or cornered? Maybe he was hurt and waiting for rescue? The bot could be an attempt to call for help. Her father knew that, sooner or later, a Chosen team would come looking for this cache. Somehow, her father had fought with the deadly snakes, and this must have been the only way he could get a message out. What had he been up to? What kind of mission would bring him up against the T’Chillen? She meant to find out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Minu put the tablet down and stood up to stretch. Night had fallen over the city’s ruins, the light of the tiny, tidally-locked moon casting long shadows. She glanced at the chronometer on her wrist and realized she’d been working with the file for almost eight hours. Next to her were two empty ration packs and a fresh canteen. Her friends had cared for her needs without interrupting her. Minu knew Pip probably could have done the computer search twice as fast, but this was personal. 
 
    “So, what did you find?” asked a feminine voice. She turned and saw Cherise standing a few meters away. Between her dark skin and the black jumpsuit, she was nearly invisible in the night, but Minu could still make out the concern on her face.  
 
    “Not a lot,” Minu admitted and gestured to the computer. “He only shows up in three images, always handling the bot.” 
 
    “SOP,” Cherise said, and Minu nodded. According to standard operating procedure, the commander always handled the expensive scout bots. “When was the newest recording?” 
 
    “Just over a year ago.” 
 
    “Then he was alive after he was reported missing.” Minu nodded. “Did he include a file with his location?” 
 
    “No, that’s the frustrating part. They programmed the robot to come here and settle on the cache, then wait for a Chosen to find it.” She tapped her portal control rod. “In sentry mode, it’s almost impossible to detect, and it had enough power to stay on standby for years. Why send it here and not include a file or message for whoever found it?” 
 
    “Maybe they were in too much of a hurry?” 
 
    “Then they wasted their time. The portal was already open when they launched the robot. I didn’t even get a look at the terrain. Earlier images looked a lot like the world we’re on now, but with sparse green plant life. It could be any of a thousand worlds.” 
 
    “We need to report this to Jacob.” 
 
    “Once the mission is complete.” 
 
    “Minu…” 
 
    “Don’t you start, too,” she growled at her friend.  
 
    Cherise didn’t back down. “They’ll understand. He’s First Among the Chosen, and your father.” 
 
    “I’m a commander now, and this is our mission. My father would understand that.” 
 
    “Even for a simple retrieval mission?” 
 
    “He thought this cache was important enough to hide; that makes it worth it.”  
 
    Cherise watched her for a moment, her expression indecipherable in the dark. Eventually, she nodded and turned away. Minu watched her disappear into the ruins. The sounds of shifting rubble and grunts of exertion drifted through the doorway.  
 
    Minu picked up the tablet and turned to head back to camp, then realized there was no need. A short distance away, Pip sat next to a small, improvised table working on a pair of computers and tending to a simmering pot of reconstituted rations. A trio of low radiance lights provided foot-level illumination around the camp. The lights would be all but impossible to see from more than a dozen meters away.  
 
    “When did you move camp?” she asked Pip as she entered the circle of light.  
 
    “A few hours ago, when you showed no signs of emerging from your self-induced coma.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” Minu glanced at the computer data he was reviewing and shook her head. Not only was much of it meaningless to her, she couldn’t understand how he could follow it at the blurring speed at which the computer displayed it. “How do you do that?” 
 
    “What, this? I don’t read it all. It’s more like scan reading. I pick up the important stuff and shift it around as needed.” 
 
    “Is that all for the map problem?” 
 
    “No, this is a computer interface project I’ve been working on in my spare time. I’ve been creating micro-programs to better allow our computers to talk to Concordian computers.” 
 
    “That sounds interesting,” she lied. “What about our current mission?” 
 
    “My Mark One computer can handle that.” She looked for another computer but didn’t see one. Once Pip decided he’d confused her enough, he tapped his forehead with a finger. “The old Mark One computer, complete with factory standard processor.” 
 
    “You’re a freak, you know that?” 
 
    “That’s what my father always said.” 
 
    “What did he do for a living?” 
 
    “Butcher.” 
 
    “Huh, and your mother?” 
 
    “She made kids and cooked meat, most of the time.” 
 
    “So where did the brains come from?” 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea,” he admitted. “I went over our genealogy once but didn’t have much luck. Guess I’m just a wild card.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad fate cut you into my deck,” she said. She could no longer resist the aroma of food. She grabbed her mess kit and served herself a steaming bowl of mystery meat stew. It wasn’t terribly savory, and the meat was a bigger mystery than usual. At least it was hot and filling. She quickly finished two bowls.  
 
    Minu cleaned her implements with a tiny spot of water and some sand before returning them to her pack and finding a place to sit. She took out her tablet and started going over the logs from the dragonfly-bot again. Before she got very far, she drifted off to sleep 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Someone shook her gently, and Minu woke quickly. She’d slumped over in the chill night, and someone had slipped a bed roll under her head and a blanket over her body. Even though she was sore from sleeping on the ground, she felt surprisingly refreshed. The sun was just rising, and her team was standing nearby. Except for Pip, they all looked filthy and tired.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she apologized, “I guess I passed out.” None of them seemed to care, except William, who looked at her resentfully.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Aaron said, and he cast a warning look at William, who uncharacteristically kept his mouth shut. “We finished searching the building where you found the robot.” 
 
    “You find anything?” 
 
    “Not a thing. It’s almost as if the robot picked nowhere on purpose.” 
 
    “That isn’t entirely true,” Pip chimed in. “I finished my analysis of the map. I believe someone deliberately altered it.” 
 
    “There’s a big surprise,” William snorted, finding someone he could get way with giving a hard time to.  
 
    “It was a ‘big surprise.’ It isn’t easy messing with these maps. They’re tiny self-verifying encrypted data packets. It takes quite a bit of computer power to falsify one.” 
 
    “Just another test?” Minu wondered. 
 
    “I don’t think so. If you use our map and go to where the cache is supposed to be, guess what you find?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Luke said. “We were there days ago.” 
 
    “Yes, and you guys spent last night there, too.” They looked confused. “Some scouts you guys are!” 
 
    “Right!” Minu exclaimed. “There was a reason I headed over here, this is where the cache was supposed to be. The damned little robot was there all along, right under our noses, and we never noticed.” 
 
    Gregg slapped himself in the forehead with the heel of his hand. “Of course, we were so busy ‘looking’ for a short-range radio marker, we never really looked around much. I was probably a few inches from it and never even saw the little thing.” 
 
    “Who gives a shit?” William yelled. “We just wasted a whole day digging through this miserable rock pile, and it is the last place the cache might be.” 
 
    “Not wasted,” Cherise pointed out. “We needed to search to be sure.” William snorted and shook his head.  
 
    “So, the robot thought this was the right place, too?” Minu asked Pip, who smiled and gave a thumbs up. “We’re screwed.” 
 
    “Far from it. Getting confirmation allowed me to make a few assumptions.” He handed her a tablet displaying the map of the city. “The first assumption is, the map was tampered with logically, and not just scrambled. The robot navigates around known structures and uses existing cover. If the city map was randomly altered, the bot would never have ended up here.” 
 
    “Why?” Minu asked. 
 
    “If it found too many discrepancies between the actual city and the map, it would assume the data was corrupt or incorrect and return to the portal to await further orders. You can send these bots on missions without detailed maps; they’re intelligent enough, but this one had maps. The operator knew where he wanted it to go and how to get it there. It’s a safety measure, so the bot can’t be used against the team deploying it. If you mess with the data…” 
 
    “The map is no longer accurate,” Cherise finished. Pip gave another thumbs up.  
 
    “Okay then,” Minu said, “go on.” 
 
    “So, with that question answered, I tried to figure out how they stashed the loot. Either it was completely random, which seems very unlikely, or there was logic involved. There were so many possibilities, I spent several hours trying to write a program that would take them all into account. Kind of overthought it, I guess.” 
 
    “No, really?” Gregg laughed. Most of the others chuckled, as well. 
 
    Pip grumbled, then continued. “Anyway, I realized that whoever screwed up the map still wanted us to find the cache.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “The only part of the map messed with was three building locations. We know that from your recon. Data strings within the map hold any information added after the map’s creation. So, I tried adjusting those locations, using numbers that made sense.” 
 
    “You gonna take us to the end of this?” Minu asked, exasperated. Pip enjoyed demonstrating his intelligence. 
 
    “Sure. They used a string of numbers equal to the ID on the robot you found to alter the coded location for this building.” The other scouts nodded. “But why go to all that effort to confuse the map user?” 
 
    Minu knew. “My dad wasn’t sure humans from Bellatrix would have the map. But if humans did have the map, the robot, and could read the robot’s ID number…” 
 
    “And that number is in human, English numbers,” Pip pointed out, shaking his head. “Your father is one smart cookie.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” William complained.  
 
    Pip glared at him, so Minu explained. “The robot’s ID is in English; there are no other species in the galaxy that can read it. Maybe a few Tog or Beezers could, but they’d never be digging through a backwater world like this. Since snakes were pursuing his team, he didn’t want to take any chances they’d find this cache.” 
 
    “He did such a good job, he’s lucky someone found it,” Aaron noted.  
 
    That’s my father, Minu said to herself. She turned to Pip. “So, fix it.” 
 
    “Already done,” he said smugly and sent the revised map to their tablets.  
 
    Pip stayed at the camp while the others raced through the ruins. With the corrected map data, the cache showed up clearly in a building on the far side of the town square. They hadn’t searched that section yet, and the race through the rubble took several minutes. Minu nearly collided with several fallen walls, and her body was on autopilot as her mind spun. They might find a clue to her father’s whereabouts. There had to at least be a clue! The bot had sustained damage, then was dispatched after Chriso’s team got into trouble  
 
    “Flanking formation,” she hissed as they closed in, “weapons out!” She couldn’t completely discount the possibility of snakes being nearby, even after spending several days in the town. If there were, a headlong flight for the portal would be their only option. The team was woefully under-armed for any kind of real conflict, even if it hadn’t been against the ROE.  
 
    The young Chosen fanned out as trained, surrounding the building in moments. Minu confirmed they were all in position then raced for the door. There was no discussion about the leader hanging back; that wasn’t the Chosen way. She snatched the short-barreled pistol from its holster as she closed in on one of the remarkably intact doorways. She’d chosen the pistol for its superior maneuverability in close quarters. Besides, if there were T’Chillen warriors in the building, her rifle would be no more effective than the pistol.  
 
    Minu dove at the door, forcing it open with a shoulder, then hit the floor in a roll, her pistol held in both hands. She came up in a crouch, her body coiled like a spring. Hoping to confuse any enemy, Gregg came in the other door at the same time. The room was empty.  
 
    The building was nearly intact, inside and out. Remnants of shelves lined the walls, full of rotting books and other unknown items. If this was the cache, it was as well-hidden as the location. After sweeping the room with the life sensors on their weapons, Minu and Gregg gave the all clear. The others joined them.  
 
    “Well, this was another colossal waste of time,” William groaned. Minu resisted the urge to shoot him, which wasn’t easy considering she still had her gun out and ready. Instead, she nodded to Chester and Cherise. This was their part of the operation. 
 
    Creating a cache was basic training for logistics specialists. Finding them could be a bit more complicated. While humans followed rules when establishing a cache, those rules allowed a great deal of individuality and flexibility depending on the terrain, contents, and situation. It took them almost an hour to find it.  
 
    “Bingo,” Chester and Cherise said at the same time. The others gathered around a big pile of power cords, their insulators cracked and peeling, and their metallic connectors heavily corroded.  
 
    “That’s it?” William said.  
 
    “Will you shut up?” Minu snapped. William turned red and clamped his jaws shut. “How can you tell?” she asked.  
 
    “Option two,” Cherise said. 
 
    Chester nodded and continued. “Make an unexpected collection of improbable articles.” Minu looked around the building. It looked like it had once been a library or book store. What it didn’t have anywhere was electrical devices. The pile of power cords didn’t make sense. “Very hurried, though,” Chester said.  
 
    “Why do you say that?” Minu asked. 
 
    “They didn’t bother making a hidey hole or anything.” He knelt and began shifting the pile. Under the cords were two plastic cases clearly marked “Samples” in English.  
 
    “Good job, let’s get the hell off this rock,” Minu said. For the first time, William whole-heartedly agreed with her.  
 
    “Team, come in!” Pip said over the radio. He sounded very excited.  
 
    “Go ahead,” Minu said.  
 
    “The portal monitors just went nuts.” 
 
    “Shit,” Minu said and grabbed her tablet. She linked it with the monitor’s channel and opened a window. The portal, shimmering brightly in the evening darkness, was obviously active. The others looked over her shoulder and watched as a pair of small, stooped figures, wearing dull armor and carrying deadly looking weapons, scurried through. Their triangular heads held steady as their turreted eyes swiveled around independently, taking in the surroundings.  
 
    “Rasa,” Aaron said, putting a name to the alien species. Minu recognized the name. They were low in the hierarchy of the Concordia (though not as low as humans) but made up for their status with tenacity and aggressiveness. A reptilian species, they were well known for their scrounging skills.  
 
    “Back to camp, quickly,” she said. As she ran, she saw four more Rasa skitter through. “Things just got a lot more complicated.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    September 18th, 515 AE 
 
    Galactic Frontier, Planet GBX49881, Ruins 
 
      
 
    Minu kept her tablet in one hand as they raced through the wreckage. She had one salvage case over her shoulder; Cherise had the other. Minu’s case wasn’t physically heavy, but the emotional baggage it carried weighed on her heart.  
 
    The Rasa deployed just as she would have. Three of them established a perimeter, a pair used sensor equipment, and the leader watched. “They’re going to find the monitor,” she said a second before a sensor operator pointed a claw right at her. One of the aliens skittered into view, both eye turrets fixed as if staring at her, and she shivered. A moment later, it reached out and the image went dead. If they’d been T’Chillen or Mok-Tok, they would’ve destroyed the camera. The Rasa were much more frugal; the equipment was now theirs. She made a mental note to see if it was worth the effort to put self-destruct charges on such devices. 
 
    “We’re blind,” she told the others when they paused. “Stay alert so we don’t get flanked.” 
 
    “What about the robot we found?” William asked, “Send it out to keep an eye on them.” 
 
    “No,” Minu answered.  
 
    “Why, because it might have a secret note from daddy?” 
 
    “No, asshole, because it might have intel buried in the memory that Pip couldn’t coax out.” William mumbled something and looked away. “Pip, how are you coming?” 
 
    “Camp is almost packed,” he replied, out of breath. She hoped he could do the job; he wasn’t the fittest team member.  
 
    “Great! ETA is five minutes.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready,” he said with conviction.  
 
    With two of her scouts in front and two behind, weapons out and ready, Minu crossed the avenue with Cherise and Chester. “Isn’t there usually an inventory of a cache?” Minu asked Chester who was closest to her.  
 
    “Usually, but as hastily as they dropped this one, I’m not surprised there isn’t. Why?” 
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense that they sent a team of this size. Two logistics people suggests a large cache, or something bulky.” She looked down at the case she carried and shook her head. “I wonder if the Rasa already nabbed most of the cache and are coming back for the rest?” 
 
    “The room looked undisturbed,” Cherise said, having overheard the last of the conversation. They were a couple of buildings away from their camp, waiting, while the scouts checked the last of the route. “No, this is all that was there.” 
 
    “Clear,” Gregg said in her ear, and they ran again. As Minu entered the small open area of their camp, Pip was struggling to get his pack onto his shoulders. The other packs sat against a crumbling wall, and she could see no trace of anyone having camped there. 
 
    “Excellent job,” Aaron said and slapped him on the back. 
 
    “Awesome,” Minu agreed. Pip tried to look hurt that they’d had any doubt. 
 
    “I know my job,” he said. Minu could see the barest hint of a smile. It was Pip’s first field operation, too, and he wanted to succeed as much as the rest.  
 
    “Everyone get it together,” Minu told them, “quickly.” 
 
    “Rasa scout inbound,” Luke announced. Minu had seen him go off to watch the eastern approach, in the direction of the portal.  
 
    “They’ve spotted us,” Minu told them. “Let’s fall back and give them some space.” 
 
    “Why are we backing off?” William demanded. He held his weapon with white knuckled intensity. “There’s only six of them, and they don’t know how many we are. We can take them.” 
 
    “That isn’t how we operate,” she told him. “The three Rs and the ROE make it clear.” 
 
    “That only applies to higher-order species,” he persisted.  
 
    “It applies to any situation involving an alien species where blatant aggression is not displayed,” she snapped, quoting directly from the training manuals. “If they’re not shooting at us, we withdraw.” 
 
    “How are we going to get out of here if they control the portal?” 
 
    “We wait.” William looked mutinous and turned to the others for support, but found none, even from the two he’d worked with before. 
 
    “She’s right,” Luke said. Chester nodded. 
 
    “Damn right,” Cherise said, getting angry. “What the fuck is your problem, anyway?” she demanded “You’ve been riding Minu’s ass since we got here. You think you can do better?” 
 
    “Maybe I can,” he said, his voice lacking the full bluster of his attitude.  
 
    “Too bad you don’t have the scores to back up that bravado,” Pip pointed out. Minu felt like hugging him. “Only one in twenty Chosen have the test scores to be command.” 
 
    “Yeah, mister genius? Care to tell us how you know that? And while you’re at it, can you explain why you’re not in command?” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll explain. I scored off the scale in every area except field work. No big surprise there. Despite my low score, they offered me command, and I turned it down.” 
 
    William snorted. “Sure, you did.” 
 
    Cherise had finally had enough. With a blinding fast leg sweep, she knocked William to the ground. He stared up at her in surprise. “Tell him why you turned it down,” she said to Pip. 
 
    “Because I wouldn’t have time to concentrate on tech and science. As much as command appealed to my vainer side, I realized I would be a bigger asset to the Chosen as the technological visionary I know I will become.” 
 
    “Now,” Minu said, gently making Cherise take her foot off William’s stomach, “if we’re done explaining ourselves, maybe we can move before the Rasa arrive and alter the tactical situation.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for William’s answer; instead, she headed west at a trot, followed closely by the others. “Take the rear,” she ordered William over the radio. He spat and hissed in anger but fell in line as they moved away from the center of the city.  
 
    Minu kept them moving at a ground-chewing pace the Rasa couldn’t match. They’d prowled the time-worn city for many days and knew the lay of the land. The city began to give way to more open spaces, making the going riskier. But the farther they got from the city center, the more likely it was the Rasa would abandon their pursuit.  
 
    “They’ve given up,” William said.  
 
    Minu stopped next to an old vehicle-servicing station and grabbed her binoculars. She could see William crouched behind the rusted hulk of a ground transport with a frame that looked like a decomposed monster melting into the ground. He was using his portable life sensor, scanning back and forth along their path. The device possessed a very limited range, so she didn’t bother checking hers. If the Rasa were out of his range, they were surely out of hers. “Have they stopped, or are they turning around?” 
 
    “They’ve stopped,” he said. She saw him look at her and say something off-radio. She didn’t have to guess what it was.  
 
    “They’re probably trying to figure out if we have anything worth chasing us for,” Gregg said from a few meters away. Minu nodded.  
 
    “Fall back to our position,” she ordered William.  
 
    “But I won’t be able to sense them anymore.” 
 
    “And they’ll lose you, too,” she said, frustrated at having to explain every order. “Rasa are all about the easy score; if they have to follow us for a couple of kilometers, they’ll give up.” 
 
    He didn’t argue further. She saw him store his sensor and run toward her in a crouch. Minu raised her weapon and covered his back. Nothing appeared. When he reached her, he again swept the area. “No sign of them,” he reported, sounding disappointed she’d been right. 
 
    “All right everyone, let’s pull out about a kilometer and start circling back.”  
 
    As they hiked away from the city, it became clear the landscape wasn’t as flat as it had appeared. In fact, the town was situated in the center of a wide depression about five kilometers across. It reminded Minu of a meteor crater. Taking advantage of the low rim, they crossed over and used it for cover as they circled. The team made steady progress as the blazing sun slowly climbed over the horizon. 
 
    The landscape on the other side of the rim was also arid, but more stark and expansive without the crumbling buildings. Only the rare clump of stunted plant life broke up the monotonous stretch of brownish sand. They passed a road and then a second as they emerged from the crater and headed off toward the horizon.  
 
    “In the great barrier desert on Bellatrix, sand would have buried these roads ages ago,” Cherise noted. A slight wind stirred a tiny bit of dust, then fell away. “Of course, there are almost constant sand storms that move the landscape around.” 
 
    “Everything about this world speaks of decay,” Minu said. The others agreed, even William. “I wonder if this is what a dying planet looks like?” 
 
    “There’s still oxygen,” Pip pointed out, “so there’s a functioning ecosphere somewhere.”  
 
    When they were about a quarter of the way around the perimeter of the crater, Cherise stopped and shaded her eyes. “There’s something that way,” she said. 
 
    “Let me see,” Luke said and reached for his binoculars. 
 
    “No,” Cherise said and put a restraining hand on the binoculars before he could raise them. “The sun could blind you.” 
 
    “How can you see, then?” William asked. 
 
    “She grew up in the desert,” Minu said. Unlike William, she trusted her teammates and didn’t need everything explained. “What do you think it is?” 
 
    “It looks like some buildings, maybe huts, about two kilometers away. There might be a fire burning.” 
 
    “Habitation? Can we be sure once the sun’s up more?” 
 
    “No, it’s a trick of the rising sun that lets us see at all from this distance. Heat’s curving the light along the horizon. It is fading, even now.” 
 
    “Are you certain about what you’re seeing?” Minu asked. 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    “What?!” William exclaimed.  
 
    Aaron looked at her, flexing his muscled hands as if strangling the uncooperative boy. Minu shook her head slightly before speaking. “It’s only two kilometers or so. We have enough water for a day or two. We can scout those buildings and be back by nightfall. The Rasa will probably be done by then, and we can go home. If they scout the edge of the crater, we’ll be out of range.” 
 
    “What if they’re not done when we get back? What if they move in for good?” 
 
    “We’ll deal with that if, and when, it happens.” 
 
    “I’m not walking through kilometers of desert to investigate some old power station or farm house.” 
 
    Minu just about lost it. Something inside her said this was neither the time or place, or the proper way, to respond to the insubordinate scout. The angry little girl locked in the deep recesses of her mind wanted to pound the petulant bastard. She turned and looked in the opposite direction. She knew everyone was looking at her and William, waiting to see what would happen. She wasn’t worried about her friends’ views of her leadership. But details of whatever happened on this mission would certainly make it back to the commanders through the other three. At the least, getting the best of her would embolden William, and he’d brag incessantly when they got home. What would my father do? The answer came in a flash. 
 
    “No problem,” she said with a grin. 
 
    “Really? About time you start listening to me.” 
 
    “Right, you stay here by yourself and observe the town. We are going to investigate those structures.” 
 
    “You’re leaving me here? No way, I’m going with you.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. Staying here was your idea. I’m ordering you to stay and watch the town. Do I make myself perfectly clear?” She couldn’t have spelled it out better if she’d written it down, and by stating it in front of the others, she’d done the next best thing. He had little choice, just as he’d left her with little choice for dealing with his insurrection.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said through clenched teeth.  
 
    “Do I look like I have a penis?” 
 
    “No!” he sputtered.  
 
    “Then you can call me ma’am or commander, whichever makes you happy.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said, heaping as much scorn on the last word as possible. 
 
    “Good, about time you start listening to me.” Minu wondered if he’d break a tooth as she turned and led the others into the wasteland. 
 
    “Well played, boss,” Gregg said and patted her on the back. 
 
    “Good job,” Cherise agreed.  
 
    “He can’t help being an asshole,” Chester said as they walked. 
 
    “He could if he tried,” Luke said.  
 
    “I don’t think he has the mentality to be a Chosen,” Pip said. 
 
    “You’re no daisy yourself, sometimes,” Minu pointed out. Her friends chuckled, and Pip ground his teeth, then laughed. Soon, they were all laughing out loud. Behind them, William watched them retreat through hate-filled eyes. The temperature was quickly climbing, and he wasn’t looking forward to the next few hours. A few minutes later he realized they hadn’t left him any water.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The desert heat made the town they’d left behind shimmer and disappear like a mirage. Minu only breathed through her nose, as she’d learned in desert survival training. “Only tiny amounts of water,” she reminded them as they walked. Cherise nodded in assent, making Minu glad she was along. Cherise and Gregg’s extensive desert experience was proving invaluable, yet again.  
 
    “At least there are no Kloth,” Gregg said.  
 
    While the heat was extreme, the terrain was not. Light sand drifting over rocky soil made for an easy march. They drew closer to the building, and the details became clearer.  
 
    “The buildings look better than I expected,” Pip said as he looked through his binoculars. 
 
    “Maybe they’re the remnants of a spaceport or portal complex,” Luke suggested.  
 
    “Or heavy industry,” Chester further speculated.  
 
    “Either way, we’ll know shortly,” Minu said and kept them going. She didn’t think there would be much more to see than the now invisible town, but reconnaissance was part of their mission. The Chosen maintained extensive files on all the worlds they visited, and those files included the kind of intel she was gathering. As they began to see more with their bare eyes, it became clear that first impressions were not always the right ones.  
 
    “What the hell?” Gregg said suddenly and pointed, “I just saw movement!” 
 
    “Down,” Minu ordered, kneeling. Gregg, Aaron and Luke readied their rifles, and she took out her more powerful rifle scope to look. Gregg was right; several beings were moving among the buildings. The structures resembled simpler versions of the crumbled ruins in the town. She saw no sign of defensive emplacements. “A squatter’s settlement?” 
 
    “That would explain why it’s out of view of the town,” Pip said, “yet still close enough to the portal for easy access. They wouldn’t want anyone from the Concordia finding them without a leasehold.” 
 
    Minu nodded. While the rules governing colonies were complicated, one thing everyone knew was that you didn’t settle a world without permission. Bad things could, and usually did, happen to you. “Wonder what they’ll think about some unexpected visitors?” she asked.  
 
    “They probably won’t be overly welcoming,” Pip said, “especially if they are squatters.” 
 
    “Let’s move a little closer and take some high-resolution shots.” The team closed to within two hundred meters, and everyone got a good look. It was a village of less than ten permanent buildings, and maybe twice that many tent-like structures. Several dozen small beings that reminded Minu of squirrels were moving about, performing unknown tasks. At least one appeared to have a sling full of babies. These beings weren’t scouts; they lived here.  
 
    “Found them,” Pip confirmed a short time later. He’d run the images through the Chosen database of known species using both descriptions and images. Know your enemy. Minu couldn’t remember where she’d learned that phrase. Maybe her father? Everyone leaned in to look over Pip’s shoulder.  
 
    The being on the display looked almost identical to those walking around the nearby camp. The archived image showed a being bedecked in intricate tool belts festooned with a dazzling array of instruments and apparatus. Those in the nearby village wore simpler garb and a mix of technological and handmade tools. Despite the differences, they obviously matched. “The database is prompting for an English name,” Pip told them. Their system included naming newly encountered species, as most of the Concordian names were in script and unpronounceable. Not many Chosen got the privilege.  
 
    “You spotted them first,” Minu said and patted Gregg on the shoulder, “you have the honor.” 
 
    “Squeen,” he said with a shy smile.  
 
    “What the fuck is a squeen?” Aaron blurted. The others stared at him.  
 
    “Okay, I give,” Minu said, “Squeen?” 
 
    He looked very embarrassed as he explained. “We occasionally use trained squirrels to distract the Kloth. They’re so fast, and climb so quickly, they’re ideal for drawing an angry female away from a clutch of eggs. I had one as a pet when I was four, and I named him Squeen. My mother thinks I was trying to say squirrel.” He laughed nervously and shrugged. “I guess it stuck.” 
 
    “How touching,” Pip said and fed the information into the computer. “Okay, if we live, you get credit for naming the 43rd species encountered by humans. The Squeen.” 
 
    “Don’t sound too confident,” Minu said and took another long look at the village. “What does it say about them?” 
 
    “It’s interesting reading. They don’t have a patron species listed, and the most recent record is fifty thousand years old. After that, they disappear.”  
 
    “No Patron?” Minu wondered. “A bootstrap species?” 
 
    “Possibly; can’t be sure.” 
 
    “So,” Minu continued, “if they were never clients, they must have been powerful.” 
 
    “There’s the rub. There’s not much detail. It does say something about a dispute with the Concordian council. Then there’s nothing, and I mean nothing at all. Keep in mind this database is far from exhaustive. I can find out more when we get back to Bellatrix.” 
 
    “Do you need anything else here?” Minu asked. 
 
    “I don’t think we can gain anything more,” he said after a moment. “I can find out where they live, and what leaseholds they have, back home. If they are squatting here, I’m sure the information will be valuable to the Tog.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” she agreed. “We can earn brownie points, if that’s the case.” It could be a nice bonus on top of whatever the cache held. She took a few more images through her scope before stowing it away. “Okay, let’s head back. I’m sure William misses us.” 
 
    “You, mostly,” Aaron said among general laughter.  
 
    “Maybe he died of thirst?” Pip suggested, a little too hopefully.  
 
    When they returned, they didn’t find him dead. In fact, they didn’t find him at all.  
 
    “William, report!” Minu snapped over the radio. She was pissed. He’d disobeyed a direct order to hold his post. “Damn it William, you better sound off—” Gregg put a hand on her shoulder. She rounded on him, ready to tear him a new one for wanting her to go easy. Then she saw he was pointing. A few meters away was a scattering of spent cartridges, like the ones the Chosen used in their weapons.  
 
    Cherise picked up one and examined the base before nodding. “One of ours,” she said.  
 
    “Scouts, figure out what happened,” Minu ordered. Aaron, Gregg and Luke fanned out. It didn’t take them long to piece together a story. Luke reported the results.  
 
    “He was in a brief fight. He expended a ten-round magazine, then stopped firing. Looks like he was carried into town.” They showed her a trail of lizard tracks heading toward the town. No human prints went that way. 
 
    “I found a scattering of spent cartridges over there,” Aaron said, gesturing at the crater rim, “and they weren’t our ordnance. Gregg found more over there.” 
 
    “Any signs of wounded?” asked Minu. 
 
    “No indications of blood here or in either shooters’ position,” Luke said as he inspected an alien-made bullet casing. “Minor wounds can’t be ruled out, though.” 
 
    “Who shot first?” They all shrugged. “Why didn’t we hear the firefight?”  
 
    “Our scout weapons are suppressed,” Gregg told her. “Even from a kilometer away, it’s unlikely we’d hear much of anything.” 
 
    Minu nodded and thought hard. Had William precipitated an incident, or was this an unprovoked attack? The answer to her question would spell out her response; she had no latitude to play it by ear. The ROE were written by the Tog and could not be changed, even if she lost her entire team. There was a very real chance they’d give their lives in repayment of the debt humanity owed its masters. She’d known that since the day she signed up for the Trials.  
 
    “What’s the call, Boss?” Luke asked. Minu saw Cherise grin. It had taken little more than a week for the new guys to start calling her boss. They looked at her expectantly, and for a moment, the panic she’d felt during the Trials returned. They’d backed her into a corner, and she’d seen no way out. Suddenly, the Trials didn’t seem quite so harsh or unrealistic.  
 
    “We go in, find out what happened to him, and if possible, negotiate his release.” She looked down at the cache case she carried and hoped it wouldn’t get to that point.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    September 18th, 515 AE 
 
    Galactic Frontier, Planet GBX49881, Ruins 
 
      
 
    The young Chosen knew the city layout well after their stay, so returning to the town square was easy. As she created her action plan, Minu hoped the Rasa thought William was a solo scout, and having nabbed him, they wouldn’t continue searching.  
 
    “They wouldn’t be very smart lizards if they stopped.” Cherise said when Minu confided her theory. “They must have seen our tracks leading toward the village, so they know he wasn’t alone.” She was right. Any of her scouts would have drawn the same conclusion and tracked them further. With their rear guard out of the way, it would have been like shooting howlers in a tree.  
 
    As they entered the city, they proceeded slowly and used life sensors at every corner. Once the Rasa showed up on their devices, they’d also be visible to the Rasa. Finally, as they approached the town square, six blips appeared on their scanners. Moving more cautiously, they began to circle and evaluate their enemy’s location. As they crept forward, the blips didn’t move, staying in a small group a few meters from the portal. Minu began to worry. Was one of the six William? If so, there was a Rasa skulking around. She wished the sensor could differentiate between lifeforms. The sun was dropping below its zenith and moving toward the horizon. They were hot, sweaty, and tired, while the lizards were spending the hottest part of the day relaxing in the open. Minu smiled; this was a tactical advantage.  
 
    They were still a hundred meters away, several hours before nightfall. The sensors showed the Rasa moving around but staying near their camp.  
 
    “Okay,” she told her team as they gathered inside a partially crumbled building, “Encircle their camp. Everyone must be armed.” Pip looked nervous, so Aaron put a big hand on his shoulder. Pip nodded and seemed to take strength from the gesture. 
 
    “Attacking is against the ROE,” Cherise whispered to Minu. 
 
    “We don’t have to attack if they surrender,” Minu replied. Cherise nodded, and they readied their weapons then spread out to encircle the apparently unaware Rasa.  
 
    Minu was closest to Gregg as they slid from cover to cover like ghosts. They stayed close enough to each other to maintain visual contact, thus avoiding the use of the radios. Their equipment wasn’t very advanced, so it was easier to detect. The radios, built on Bellatrix, had advantages and disadvantages. Minu crawled through some rubble and propped her rifle against a partially-collapsed wall. The scope glowed red and was nearly invisible in the waning sunlight. She leaned in close and spotted one of the Rasa, its face vaguely reminiscent of a miniature Kloth as it went about some task. A large piece of skewered meat cooked over an open fire. Minu sniffed the air and picked up the faintest hint of the strange spices used to season it.  
 
    Minu looked at Gregg, fifty meters away. She flashed a sign asking him what he saw. Gregg used his index and middle fingers to point to his eyes, then gestured across the landscape. Making a V with the same two fingers, he stood them on the palm of his hand, then held up three fingers. He could see three aliens from his location. Minu nodded and signaled for him to get reports from the others, then checked her view again while she waited. She saw two Rasa moving around. She craned her neck and got Luke’s attention. He used the same hand signals to indicate he saw four aliens. The sun continued descending; soon the Rasa would be much more active. One walked over to the food and sniffed it. Despite its lack of facial muscles, Minu thought it was pleased by the scent of the cooking meat. A long, forked tongue shot out for a taste, and she heard its hiss of pleasure as it sampled some of the dripping grease. Why would they bring fresh meat on a mission? Minu wondered. Maybe it was something required by their metabolism? She looked up and saw Gregg watching her. He indicated looking, pointed toward the others in her team, and shook his head negatively. No one could see their missing team member.  
 
    Minu held up a flattened hand. She made a low sweeping motion, first to the left then to the right, then held up two fingers. Have two scouts move in closer from both sides, she instructed. Gregg acknowledged with a fist nod, then relayed the orders. She returned to her scope. The Rasa were gathering by the fire and using long, slim-bladed knives to carve off pieces of meat. She could see it was still partially raw as they dug into it. It reminded her of how long it had been since they’d eaten more than preserved ration packs. The Rasa wrapped the meat around their blades and tore chunks from it with sharp teeth, swallowing the flesh whole. Minu’s stomach grumbled, and her annoyance grew. If they didn’t have William, where the hell was he? Hiding somewhere, no doubt.  
 
    Gregg motioned to get her attention. He signed that they’d found something, then patted his hat, backpack, gun, and boot. He motioned walking around to the far side of the camp. Minu tried to figure out the situation. Had they stripped William, tied him up, and put him somewhere they couldn’t see? Another lizard appeared and helped itself to the food. She wanted to give more detailed orders, so she pulled out her computer and started typing. A moment later, she held it up for Gregg to see. He pulled out his computer, and she sent a coded message. It was a risky move this close to the aliens. If any of the Rasa were watching their computers closely, they’d see the transmission. Even if they did, though, they’d have no idea where the transmission came from or what it said. So it was a risk she was willing to take.  
 
    She asked what they’d found. Luke reported he’d seen a Chosen pack on the far side of the square. She wondered if the Rasa had scramblers that could disrupt their life sensors. She had no idea. Either way, caution demanded she bide her time, so Minu ordered them to hold positions and wait for dark. They’d lose some advantage, but once the Rasa began moving about, maybe some would go into town, and one of her team could sneak in close enough to see where they were holding William. With luck, they could free him, create a diversion, and run to the portal. Minu could see its pearly, opal surface glowing just beyond the Rasa camp, taunting her with thoughts of escape and home.  
 
    All six Rasa were up as the sun continued to set. The scent of cooking meat drifted in the air, and Minu again thought about her empty stomach. The whole situation sucked. Why had William been stupid enough to get himself caught? Why hadn’t he radioed that he was in trouble? Why wasn’t she dropping off the cache at home and working on solving the mystery of her father’s disappearance while eating a big dinner? She returned to her scope. 
 
    The meat on the skewer was almost gone. Now that the entire Rasa team was awake, the cook went to get more meat. Minu looked at them, trying to puzzle out their responsibilities. It helped take her mind off her stomach and the predicament her team was in. 
 
    The cook returned to the fire, a large piece of meat in one clawed hand, and one of their long-bladed knives in the other. With a sure motion, it skewered the meat and placed it over the fire. This piece of flesh was longer and more intact. The cook began slicing the meat, so it would cook better. As it moved, Minu could see an unmistakably human hand dangling from one end, shredded flesh and pale white bone protruding from the other. The skin began to char and burn.  
 
    Cherise screamed. She’d also gotten a good a view, and she and Minu realized what they were seeing at the same time. Instantly alert, the Rasa crouched and turned toward the sound. In her shock, Minu didn’t react immediately. The cook took its long knife and turned toward Cherise.  
 
    Minu unconsciously thumbed off the safety on her rifle and adjusted her aim until the cook’s head fell into the center of the scope. The cook heard the loud click of her safety releasing and turned toward her. She settled the cross hairs on one eye and squeezed the trigger. The crack of the weapon discharging was less satisfactory than the way the Rasa’s head exploded from the impact of the hypersonic projectile.  
 
    “Kill them all!” she screamed, loud enough for her whole team to hear. She didn’t care if the aliens heard her or not. Minu picked targets and fired as quickly as the weapon cycled. The entire square erupted in gunfire, and the Rasa fell under the withering crossfire. A Rasa dove toward a pile of equipment, but she shot it through a leg, shattering the limb and making it scream. Its cry of pain sounded surprisingly human. As it spun around, she shot it twice through the chest before it stilled. Another Rasa, armed with a rifle, fired a projectile spray toward Cherise. Minu shot it through the back, and then through the head, as it lay screaming on the ground. She realized the weapon was empty when she heard the trigger click over an empty cylinder several times. She dropped the rifle and stood up. She pulled her knife, the one from the Trials, as she strode toward the camp. Four Rasa were dead, and the surviving two were wounded. One crawled toward a weapon, the other toward the portal. 
 
    Minu caught the one crawling toward the gun. It fixed its eyes on her, opened its mouth to show rows of razor sharp teeth, and snarled. It came at Minu with the long-bladed knife they’d used to butcher William. Though one of its legs was useless, it was still full of fight.  
 
    Cherise had been teaching her for more than a year, and she had dozens of sparring matches under her belt. In peak physical condition and fired by rage, she coiled like a steel spring and launched herself. Her cybernetic-powered hand held the knife, and she used it to bat aside the Rasa’s blade as she collided with the alien. Her other arm shot up and out, catching the Rasa just under the edge of its hard, lizard jaw. The impact might have broken a human jaw or jarred some teeth loose, but it simply knocked the Rasa off balance. Seizing the advantage, Minu slashed up and in with her blade, consciously giving her arm the little mental ‘push’ that caused it to exceed normal human strength. Her mechanical muscles exerted their massive strength, and the blade shattered the alien’s chest bones and organs.  
 
    As the Rasa fell dead, Minu spun, looking for another target. Gregg, Aaron and Luke stood over the final Rasa. It lay on its back, hands up in surrender. Blood poured steadily from a bullet wound in its side.  
 
    “Oh shit, oh shit,” Pip said over and over. He was standing nearby, holding his rifle in trembling hands. 
 
    “Calm down,” Luke said, his weapon never wavering from the prone enemy.  
 
    “What about this one, boss?” Gregg asked. 
 
    Minu walked over and looked down at it. The Rasa stared back in what, fear? Anger? Loathing? She reached under her shirt and flipped on her translator. “Why did you eat our friend?” she snapped. 
 
    The Rasa cocked its head as it listened to its translator hiss and pop. After a moment, it spoke. “We were hungry.” 
 
    Minu drew her handgun and fired a single shot. The bullet went in through the Rasa’s mouth and blew out the back of its head. The alien jerked wildly as its body came to grips with death.  
 
    Pip screamed, a short squawk cut short by Cherise putting a hand over his mouth and hugging him. He shook and cried silently against her. Gregg looked from the macabre scene to Minu and shrugged. He engaged the safety on his gun and reloaded. Aaron looked at her, his eyes reflecting shock and a hint of terror. Was it from the recent battle, or what she’d just done? Luke and Chester moved through the camp, systematically making sure all the Rasa were dead. They put one round in each head, where it was necessary.  
 
    Pip finally gained control of himself and dropped onto a fallen column, his rifle lying forgotten at his feet. Cherise looked at Minu. Even in the dwindling light, the dark-skinned, Desert Tribe girl looked ashen as she crossed to the cook’s grisly worksite. Minu joined her, as did the others, one at a time, until they all stood next to a bloody blanket covering something. No one wanted to move the blanket, so Minu used the tip of her knife to pull it back. A second later, she moved it back over William’s staring eyes.  
 
    “I never thought…” Pip started, then couldn’t finish. 
 
    “They were eating him,” Cherise said, “like he wasn’t a person.” She looked at her friends, then turned to the side and violently heaved. Very little came up, since, unlike the Rasa, they’d eaten little food over the last couple of days.  
 
    “To them, we’re animals,” Minu said, emotionally spent. She picked up the blade used to butcher her fellow human being. Even though the Rasa weren’t the Tog, how could they be so callous? The T’Chillen had done some horrible things to humans when they’ve gotten their tentacled hands on them, but this? “Pip, has this happened before?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Have there been other incidents where alien species in the Concordia preyed on humans or other species?” Pip looked confused, unable to take his eyes from the bloody blanket. Minu stepped over and slapped him across the face hard enough to make him gasp. “We’re Chosen, damn it, pull yourself together!” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, stepping back and raising a hand to his burning cheek.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, “but I’ll find out.” 
 
    “Good enough. All right, sweep the camp; take everything, especially any detection equipment or computers. Strip their bodies and collect their gear, then pile them here and burn them.” 
 
    “What about him?” Chester looked at the bloody blanket covering William’s remains.  
 
    She pulled a poncho from her backpack and tossed it to him. “He goes back with us. We don’t leave people behind.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alarms greeted Minu and her team as they stepped through the portal back on Bellatrix. Maybe arriving late or carrying a bloody poncho holding the substantially reduced remains of a dead Chosen caused them. Whatever the reason, two dozen heavily-armed Chosen appeared like magic through doors around the portal courtyard. Minu hadn’t even known those doors existed.  
 
    The Chosen verified that the new arrivals were human and stood down as a medical team arrived. Michael was in charge. He took Minu aside and questioned her quietly. The other Chosen reverently loaded William’s remains onto a gurney and took them away. She followed Michael to her debriefing. Five days would pass before she saw daylight again.  
 
    Dram quickly arrived to lead the debriefing. Other Chosen leaders, and eventually Jacob, joined him. Well into the debriefing, Jovich showed up. His familiar, strong presence helped her finish the grisly account as strongly as she’d begun it.  
 
    Back in her billet, she read the report compiled from hours of interviews with her and her surviving team members. The report included data gathered by Chosen technicians who reviewed their recorders and studied the confiscated Rasa gear. The report summed up her performance in two lines.  
 
    “Chosen Commander Minu Alma, five-star, having found herself in a completely unexpected and hostile situation on the neutral frontier world of GBX49881, handled herself with all the professionalism and calm decorum expected of a Chosen. It is thus deemed that her use of deadly force against the Rasa, considering the extremely unusual and provocative nature of the encounter, was completely justifiable, proper, and in keeping with the traditions of the Chosen, in accord with the established Rules of Engagement.” 
 
    The report sterilized the details of the mission and struck Minu as flippant. It included terms like “liquidation of alien scouts,” “cross species, sentient cannibalism,” and “inordinately high cost of the cache retrieval.” She set aside the report and stared out the small window. The weather in Steven’s Pass contrasted starkly with that on GBX49881. A thick layer of snow lay on the ground, and heavy clouds obscured the sun. The daytime temperature reached no more than ten degrees Celsius, and often plummeted to ten below in the evenings. All in all, it was a typical fall in the Cascade Mountains. The effect a single week on another world had had on her amazed her, and she wondered what the teams that went away for a year experienced. What about the ones stationed permanently off-world?  
 
    “I’ve never really known anyone who died, except my mom,” Minu said, looking at Cherise lying on her bunk, staring up at the ceiling. “I mean, I didn’t know that boy in the Trials…” 
 
    “And you didn’t kill him,” Cherise answered. Minu nodded her head. “Besides, he was a waste of skin. I would have killed him and Ivan both, given half a chance.” Minu remained silent. “You need to get past that and what just happened.” 
 
    “Two people are dead because of me.” 
 
    “No, two people are dead in spite of you.” Cherise stared at her. “Minu, you’re a natural leader. You make quick decisions that are typically dead on, and you don’t let the consequences bother you until later. Like now. People follow you because they want to, not because they have to. I saw that in you more than a year ago. I told myself if I wanted to make Chosen, you’d take me there and beyond.” Minu snorted. “You didn’t bring that fight to us during the Trials, but you did what needed to be done. It’s not your fault William got himself captured and killed. It happened because he was insubordinate and a general pain in the ass. You responded in the only sensible way, and the leadership report agrees.” 
 
    “Okay, you’ve made your point. Everyone agrees with you; I’m a great commander who did everything right.” 
 
    “So what’s your problem?” 
 
    “People are dead, and I was in charge. There’s no getting away from that.” Minu looked at the floor and ground her teeth. 
 
    “I’m sure your father came to the same realization years ago,” Minu jerked her head up and locked eyes with her friend, “about the time Chosen under his command started dying.” 
 
    Later, there was a much less formal assemblage. Dram and two members of the Chosen council reviewed the after-action report with her, making sure it was accurate. It was mostly a formality, which was why Minu couldn’t understand it taking place in a meeting room rather than Dram’s office. Dram did most of the talking; the others just listened and made notes. 
 
    During a lull in the questioning, she decided to jump in. “May I ask a question?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Dram replied.  
 
    “Has the cache I retrieved been evaluated?” 
 
    “Actually, yes. We’re a little mystified by the contents. The analysis continues.” 
 
    “What about the drone? Does it contain any info on my father’s whereabouts?” 
 
    “We can’t divulge that information at this point. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Okay. One more question?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Are there any repercussions from my encounter with the Rasa?” 
 
    Dram half grinned. “Spoken like a leader,” the man to Dram’s left said. 
 
    “There have been no official inquiries,” Dram said. “You were very thorough. Burning the bodies was an excellent touch.” 
 
    “I considered bringing them back.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “I thought about the Tog…” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “They’re a very honest species. I was afraid they’d discover the details of the Rasa team’s destruction…let’s just say plausible deniability seemed the most prudent choice.” 
 
    “The Council agrees,” another Chosen said. 
 
    Minu bowed her head, thinking about what Cherise had told her after they got back. “You make quick decisions that are typically dead on, and you don’t let the consequences bother you until later.” The idea to strip and burn the bodies had just come to her. She didn’t think it over or read about it in the manual.  
 
    Dram continued. “I think we’re just about ready to wrap up. Only a couple more issues.” 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    “First, you’re being assigned your own command.” 
 
    “Five-stars aren’t eligible for command.” 
 
    “That’s true,” the Chosen to Dram’s left said. He removed a box from his pocket and slid it across the polished table to Minu. She caught the box and opened it. Inside were two sets of four gold stars, one for each sleeve.  
 
    “I’m honored,” she said and immediately replaced her five-star links with the new ones. They waited patiently while she snapped them in place. She put the old five-stars in the same box and slid it back. As she made sure the stars were secure and admired the square configuration, she wondered if her promotion wasn’t premature. “What’s my command to be?” 
 
    “We are assigning you to a science team.” Minu looked at the last Chosen to speak, a man of Jovich’s age with wild, white hair and a wide smile. Two silver science stars gleamed on his sleeves. 
 
    “I’d have thought a scout team would be better for me.” 
 
    “There are those who agree with you,” the Chosen who’d handed her the stars responded. Minu tried to recall his name. “Level four commands are hard to come by, and you’ve proven you can work with science types, like Pipson.” 
 
    “Considering the staff you’ll have, I think you’ll appreciate this assignment,” the older Chosen said cryptically. Minu nodded in acquiescence.  
 
    Dram spoke again, “The last issue will be a little harder on you.” He paused for a second before proceeding. “The Tog have named Jacob First Among the Chosen.” 
 
    Minu stared at him for a while before the news hit home. “My father’s been declared dead?” He nodded. “But I’d hoped the information I found would lead to his discovery.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it only helped confirm his fate.” 
 
    “Can his body be recovered?” No one answered her. “Damn it, he’s my father!” she yelled.  
 
    “Control yourself, Chosen,” the one who’d promoted her soothed. His name was Alexander, Minu finally remembered. He was very fair-skinned, with hawk-like features that reminded her of Ivan Malovich. She knew the two blue stars on his cuffs meant he was the ranking trainer, just as she knew the two black stars on Dram’s cuffs meant he was the ranking scout. She glanced at Dram’s sleeves. He still wore two stars, but they were now gold. Promotions occurred quickly when a Chosen died. Such was the way of small organizations.  
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. I’m upset.”  
 
    “It’s understandable,” Dram said. “The drone’s data was many months old, and your father has been gone more than a year. The Tog have never waited this long to promote a new First. Of course, a First has never failed to return from a mission before.” 
 
    “As the number of Chosen grow, there may come a day when the First Among the Chosen doesn’t go on missions like that,” Alexander said. Dram glanced sideways at Alexander, and Minu could see he disagreed. “The formal promotion ceremony is next Monday,” he continued. “Services for your father are Tuesday, in Tranquility, as is the tradition.” 
 
    “I understand. May I be excused from duty to attend the service?” 
 
    “Of course,” Dram said, nodding. “You haven’t been to a service before, so you might not know that all Chosen who can possibly attend will be there.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “You’re dismissed,” Dram said. Minu rose and left without another word. Once she was gone, the three men heaved sighs of relief and looked at each other. Dram stood up to leave, but Alexander spoke. 
 
    “I don’t understand the promotion,” he said slowly. Dram turned to face him. 
 
    “It wasn’t our call to make.” 
 
    “It’s my understanding this is not the first time the Tog have interfered directly on her behalf.” Alexander said.  
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “A promotion at this point is highly questionable. Her marks in training were exceptional, perhaps the best I’ve ever seen, but still…” 
 
    “You already made your point in Council,” Bjorn said, brushing a wisp of white hair from his eyes and carelessly fiddling with the two silver stars on his left sleeve.  
 
    “Everyone had a chance to speak,” Dram agreed.  
 
    “The Tog refused to listen,” Alexander said, his voice tinged with the same frustration Minu had displayed moments earlier, which he’d taken exception to. “How are we to train and maintain a core of experienced, motivated, select Chosen, if the Tog step in at every key moment and override our decisions?” 
 
    “We serve at their discretion,” Dram reminded them. “You’ve all read about the early days, right after the Tog returned. When they were directly in charge, they oversaw every decision, no matter how small.” 
 
    “That was over a hundred years ago,” Alexander pointed out, “yet they still treat us like children. And waiting more than a year to pick a new First? Outrageous. Chriso has been dead all this time, and we know it.” 
 
    “That is not a concrete fact,” Bjorn said with a sigh. 
 
    “Enough of one for the Tog,” Dram said. “Alexander, we know you and Jacob are not on Minu’s side,” Alexander looked down and shrugged, “but she’s obviously a darling of the Tog, and we have to follow their lead. Chriso was the fifth leader of the Chosen, and considering all of our leadership criteria, he was the best so far. After some of the close calls he had, and the miracles he pulled off, it’s not hard to understand why many find it hard to accept that he’s really gone. Even the Tog. Maybe they see some of him in Minu and hope for a replay…” 
 
    “I don’t agree.” 
 
    “It’s not our place to agree or disagree,” Dram said darkly; “it’s our place to serve. Now, if we’re done squabbling like school children, we have a meeting with the newly-appointed First.” 
 
    “As you say,” Alexander nodded, “Second Among the Chosen.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    September 26th, 515 AE 
 
    Sports Complex, Tranquility, Plateau Tribe 
 
      
 
    “Chriso Alma was the fifth man appointed First Among the Chosen, and by all measures, he was the best.” Jacob spoke from a podium set at one end of the main stadium in the Tranquility Sports Complex. On the field before him were nearly a thousand Chosen, seated by rank and section, highest ranking in front, lowest in the back. Diplomats, bureaucrats, soldiers, business leaders, athletes, and those lucky enough to be at the front of the line crowded the stands and stood as he spoke. “First Among the Chosen Chriso Alma served for thirty-nine years, four months, and eleven days. Today is his last recorded day of service. Twenty-seven of those years he was First. He held that position longer than any other. I can only hope to do half so well.” 
 
    Music swelled across the stadium. It was a version of “America the Beautiful” from Earth, the unofficial anthem of the Chosen. Minu, seated with her rank and section, watched from three quarters of the way back. They’d offered her a seat on the stand next to the new First, but she’d elected to sit with the other gold-starred Command Chosen.  
 
    The memorial lasted for more than two hours, as dignitary after dignitary came forward to eulogize her father and offer their take on his career as First. The most interesting was the last. Even from nearly a hundred meters away, Minu had no difficulty recognizing the bald head, slight limp, and broad shoulders of her father’s mentor and best friend, Jovich.  
 
    “A great many wonderful things have been said about the First Among the Chosen, Chriso Alma, today. I can’t add anything. I never really knew the First. I knew a young five-star named Chriso, who got through the Trials by the skin of his teeth. A boy who was disappointed when he was assigned to command instead of the more exciting scouts. A boy who logged mission after mission into the frontier, bringing back things that helped us progress toward repaying our debt to the Tog.  
 
    “Just after he earned his third star, he lost most of his team on a mission deep in the frontier. After his team was ambushed by the Mok-Tok and harassed for days, he was able to bring the remnants of it home. He came into my office and tried to quit. Actually, he did quit. It took me all night, and my best bottle of mead, to convince him not to. Ironically, as I was trying to carry him back to his billet that night, a young lady named Sharon offered to lend a hand. She was a civilian contractor working for the Chosen, and she eventually became his wife.  
 
    “A few years later, he exchanged his three stars for two, and it became apparent to all that he’d soon exchange those for one. The day I traded my one star for his two was the proudest in my life. Like most past Firsts, I stayed around, making myself useful, and occasionally a nuisance. I only wore that little golden star for eleven years, and it was the heaviest damned thing I’ve ever had to wear. Most people only see the prestige, the respect, and the power a First wields. But when you wear that golden star, all you can see is the burden you must bear. As I said, I never really knew the First, but I did know the man who would become him. Knowing him enriched my life in ways I will never fully appreciate, because he is now gone.”  
 
    Jovich slumped a little and, with a huge effort, choked down the sob in his voice. “Chriso was the most unstoppable, dedicated, passionate leader the Chosen could have asked for. And he was my friend.”  
 
    Jovich left the stage, and the memorial was over. Minu watched the man lose himself in the crowd as it broke up. She’d known Jovich all her life; some of her earliest memories were of playing in his lap. He’d brought her a well-worn tablet with colorful designs she could manipulate with her chubby little fingers. All those years and experiences, and she’d never known he’d once been First Among the Chosen. It was a secret he’d chosen not to share with her. He only wore three stars on his collar now. “I guess I always thought he never had any ambition,” she said quietly, as the crowd milled toward the exits. “I guess I should ask myself why I don’t know the names of all the previous Firsts.” She knew why. There were no storied monuments dedicated to them, just single lines on a granite wall listing all those who’d served. You’d have to search through thousands of names and pick out those with only one star to identify who’d been First. Many would soon forget the name Chriso as Jacob took over.  
 
    Her friends found her near the stadium’s main exit, standing among people mingling and chatting about the changes taking place. They offered their condolences, using the trite expressions everyone uses in those situations. They were sorry for her loss. Did she need anything? Of them all, only Pip was different.  
 
    “Don’t give up hope,” he said and looked her in the eye. The intensity in his brown eyes momentarily set her back. 
 
    “It’s been over a year, Pip,” she said, “what do I have left?” 
 
    “Hope,” he said again. “You ever wonder how a little wimp like me could make it through the Trials?” 
 
    “Determination,” she said. 
 
    Pip shrugged. “Some, sure. Determination probably carried me through to the end. But, by itself, determination wasn’t enough. I studied the Chosen in every minute detail, read everything about them I could get my hands on. I spoke to quite a few retired Chosen, and I learned from their stories. And I prepared myself mentally to face the Trials. In between, I worked out and trained my body as best I could.”  
 
    Behind him, Gregg looked at Aaron and mouthed silently, “He trained?” Aaron chuckled a little, but Minu ignored them. She remembered Pip struggling with the physical parts of the trial. How did his story relate to his belief that Chriso Alma was still alive? She asked him. 
 
    “My studies taught me a lot about your father. As First, he oversaw a lot of modernization on Bellatrix. During his tenure, the first automated factory went online. The switchover from domestic power to the Concordian grid began. Students started using modern computers in school. Licensing of aerocars became mandatory. Successful negotiations resulted in civilian contracts with Concordian species other than the Tog and Beezer. The list is nearly endless.” 
 
    “I always knew dad was big into Concordian technology.” 
 
    “He was more than big into it. Some say it was his obsession. Most Chosen leaders push projects to try to help the common citizen, but he was driven.” 
 
    “I appreciate the insight, but what does this have to do with him surviving his last mission?” 
 
    “Chriso not only drove the expansion in our planetary technology, he facilitated it. We don’t make a lot of money on this world. Sure our economy is strong, and there’s no real poverty. But step off this planet, and we’re as poor as can be. We don’t manufacture anything to speak of, so we can’t make real Concordian money, credits. Chriso made all this happen by salvage, by his own hand. He found most of what we enjoy, or he traded or sold what he found to buy what we needed.” 
 
    “I thought what we found belonged to the Tog, by right.” 
 
    “Popular misconception,” Pip said with a wink. “What we find when they send us out belongs to them. Otherwise, if it’s not nailed down, we can keep it. A client needs to make a living. In the Concordia, they encourage it. It makes the kids more independent, and sometimes they find really good stuff. Early in his career as Chosen, your father must have had an epiphany, because he spent most of his adult life scrounging around the galaxy and hauling back a fortune! Anyway, his mission logs, though edited for the public, are fascinating reading. You need a higher security clearance than I have to get the full details. And he didn’t let anything stop him, ever. I must have read a hundred accounts of him coming across alien species who wanted nothing more than to kill him, or worse.” He didn’t have to elaborate on worse; memories of William were still fresh. “He disappeared without a trace? I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “Thanks Pip, I’ll remember what you said. I just don’t know how long I can continue to hope.” 
 
    “I understand.” Pip turned to leave, then stopped when he remembered something. “Do you recall when, at the end of the mission, you asked if anything like that had ever happened before?” Minu didn’t want to admit she remembered, but she nodded. “Our people have been food twice before. This was the third time. The first time was a hundred years ago. Supposedly, the aliens didn’t know humans were sentient. The second time was twenty-seven years ago.” 
 
    “Under Jovich,” Minu said. A short distance away, Jovich spoke with the new First, Jacob. Jovich seemed very animated. Jacob was scowling and shaking his head, apparently not liking whatever Jovich was saying. Dram and a two-star Chosen stood nearby, listening and observing.  
 
    “A friend of mine in Science says not everyone is thrilled with Jacob ascending to First,” Pip said. Minu looked at him, and he shrugged. 
 
    “I hate being so new no one will talk to me,” Minu grumbled. “Or at least, no one who knows what’s going on.” 
 
    “That’s the way it goes. You know I’m in your command, right?” 
 
    “I figured, but I haven’t seen the posting yet.” 
 
    “They gave you an entire team.” 
 
    “How many is that?” 
 
    “Including civilians, probably five or six.” 
 
    “Is that unusual?” 
 
    “Very. From what I’ve seen, science only has a handful of command staff. Usually a couple of three-stars running a project or two, with a half dozen four-stars as their assistants.” 
 
    “Now that this is over, I’m going to go get my stuff. I’ll see you in the science center.”  
 
    Pip nodded and headed for the exit. Minu looked at the podium one last time before joining the throng. As she moved along, she heard a chillingly familiar voice whisper in her ear. 
 
    “Hello, daughter of the dead First.” 
 
    “Fuck off, Ivan,” Minu said without looking.  
 
    “Careful, I might be First someday myself, and I wouldn’t take your insubordination very well.” 
 
    She rounded on him, her anger building like an eruption of red hot lava. “Little chance of that happening, Five-star.” she snarled. Ivan opened his mouth to say something, then glanced at her sleeve. When he saw the four gold stars, the veins on his neck stood out, and his eyes grew big. Minu smiled.  
 
    “How dare they promote a woman over me?!” he growled.  
 
    “Insubordinate behavior? Not very becoming of a prospective commander. I’ll have to report this. Oh, and I’ve already got my first command! Farewell, son of an idiot.” Without another word, she turned and walked off, leaving him spluttering. At least one good thing had happened that day. Behind her, departing Chosen avoided Ivan, who stood frozen in place, seething with impotent rage.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When Minu entered the lift in the Chosen Tower, she looked at the button for the top floor, instinctively wanting to push it and go up to her old home. Months had passed since she’d asked to have her family’s things moved to a storage locker in the basement. Jacob would be moving into the once familiar apartment, if he hadn’t already. He wasn’t married, so he’d have a lot of spare room. 
 
    She exited the lift in the basement and followed the signs. Quite a few Chosen lived in the tower from time to time and took advantage of the storage room to keep personal effects. It took her a few minutes to find her stuff. Ten uniform plastic bins stacked inside a painted square on the ceramic concrete basement floor contained all her family’s experiences and memories. Minu used one of the bins as a stool as she started going through the others. 
 
    An hour earlier, she’d left the reading of her father’s will, the last step in the process of a legal declaration of death. Minu had never considered her father might have one. A city judge, two lawyers, and half an hour of legal bullshit later, her bank account was considerably fatter than before. And she now owned some real estate.  
 
    “It is my wish that my daughter, Minu Alma, take possession of all my worldly goods, intellectual property, and other products of my person.” Unlike the rest of the legal will, that part was simple and straight forward. “There is only one condition to the will,” the lawyer explained, before she signed the legal papers. “Your father has decreed that the family estate of Harper Island can never be sold. It can only be reverted in trust to the Plateau Historical Society or passed onto your own heirs.” 
 
    “I would never sell it,” Minu assured them as she signed the many forms. Who knew dying required so much paperwork? 
 
    “You know,” the judge said, as they processed the forms, “that cabin is where Mindy Harper lived at the end of her life. You could turn it into a quite lucrative tourist spot…if you were so inclined.”  
 
    Minu finished going through a box of clothes, marked it for charity, and moved onto another. “A fucking tourist spot?!” she said, her voice echoing in the abandoned basement. “What an asshole!” She quickly realized trying to work through her family’s possessions now had been a mistake. The second box was from her father’s closet. On the very top, carefully rolled into a towel, was her parents’ wedding picture. The ghosts whispered in her ear, distant laughs and moments of intermittent joy. Hot tears rolled off her cheeks and splattered the glass of the picture frame. She set the picture aside and picked up her father’s winter jacket. It still smelled of his cologne. The thick wool caught and soaked up the torrent of tears.  
 
    Her father had never forgiven himself for being gone when her mother died. The torment had been clear on his face at her funeral, and for many months afterwards as he’d thrown himself into his work with single-minded determination. It was as if he’d hoped the fatigue of endless hours of duty would somehow scour away the anguish of losing the love of his life. Now she understood a little of that pain. Her dad had supposedly died a million light years away. Not only was she unable to say goodbye, she also lacked the closure he’d gotten when they lowered her mother into the sacred earth of Plateau. There was no casket to lower into the ground and no grave marking his final resting place.  
 
    Minu replaced the picture and spent a harried few minutes going through the remaining boxes, until she found hers. The two bins were just small enough for her to stack and carry. She rode the lift to the lobby, then set the bins next to the main door. 
 
    In the lobby there was a wall of solid granite, displaying the names of the Chosen who’d given their lives in service, as a collective monument to their sacrifice. Though the floor-to-ceiling memorial was thirty meters long and four meters tall, she’d hardly paid any attention to it in all her years walking past it. Stars, indicating rank, followed each name. Some names had no stars; they would be added later, after the Chosen retired or died. Minu found her father’s name, almost at eye level. With typical Chosen efficiency, someone had already carved a single star next to his name; it was resplendent, with gold leaf rubbed in.  
 
    With a sigh, she picked up her bins and headed toward the door. Just before she passed the end of the monument, she stopped and looked at the newly added names. She read the alphabetical list of her classmates, from Alphonso to Yates. She cocked her head; something was off. Her name was there, but it was last, after Yates. That was weird. Someone must have screwed up. Alma came before Alphonso, so why was her name last?  
 
    She started to leave, her arms aching from holding the bins, when she noticed three of the newest hundred already had stars next to their names. ‘Higgens, William,’ in gold with five stars, caught her attention. It seemed like such a simple footnote for a life lost in such a horrific manner. A little further down the list was ‘Johnson, Harry.’ Minu remembered hearing he’d died during a training accident. And finally, there was ‘Krum, Alexis,’ also in gold with five stars. A candidate who’d died in the Trials became a full Chosen posthumously. With one more sweeping glance over the wall, she walked out of the tower.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Octember 1st, 515 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    The flight to Steven’s Pass was very different from her first one. The Chosen ran regular flights between their installations, so she only needed to wait an hour before a capsule-shaped transport buzzed in for a landing. Minu felt a small thrill of importance as she walked across the ceramic concrete landing pad, in full view of the large picture window crowded with passengers waiting for scheduled dirigible flights. A woman stood holding the hands of her two children, who watched her pass by in wide-eyed wonder. Her daughter, a girl of about ten, stared with open-mouthed amazement at the female Chosen. Minu caught the girl’s eye and winked, making her cry out in joy. She felt like a giant striding across the pad in her jet-black Chosen jumpsuit. As she approached the transport, the door was already opening.  
 
    The Chosen pilot was talking to a passenger in the only occupied seat as she climbed inside. “Welcome aboard, Chosen,” he said as she entered, automatically noting her stars to ensure he didn’t breach protocol. The Chosen didn’t salute or employ all the pomp of a true military, but addressing someone of superior rank as ‘sir’ was a basic courtesy not easily ignored.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said, noting his rank of four green stars. The passenger wore three green stars. The green indicated they were both from logistics. “Good afternoon, sir,” she greeted the passenger. “Chosen,” he said simply and returned to his conversation.  
 
    Minu took a seat two rows back and secured her harness, a hard-won habit from the Trials. She tried not to listen in on the conversation. However, the nature of the craft made it almost impossible. Even as the gravitic impellers spun up, and the vehicle jumped into the sky, the noise level remained low enough for her to hear every word.  
 
    “What happened to the new transports we were supposed to be getting?” the pilot asked the three-star.  
 
    “We have a deal in hand, but the funding is an issue.” 
 
    “Isn’t it always?” 
 
    Both chuckled and shook their heads before the three-star continued. “Between the planetary modernization plan, funding and equipping the Chosen, and the Tog keeping our scouts so busy they don’t have time to scrounge, we hardly have a credit to spare.” 
 
    “Those transports are so sweet,” the pilot gushed. Now that his craft was airborne, and he’d programmed the autopilot, he swiveled his seat around to continue the conversation. “I test flew one last year,” he said, the lust in his voice almost sexual. “It was fully programmable for multiple destinations, voice-activated, had massive cargo capacity…” 
 
    “I know,” the older man said. “I sat in on the presentation to the Chosen Council. Don’t forget the supersonic flight speed. They’d put those clunky old dirigibles out of business overnight. Of course, that’s part of the problem. The owner of one of the biggest freight lines, a guy named Malovich, is none too thrilled with the idea of new transports. He’s been heavily lobbying against the plan to the civilian Leadership Council. ‘An unnecessarily drastic modernization’ he called it.” The pilot blew a raspberry, and his passenger laughed. “Yeah, I hear he flies around in the personal aerocar he recently bought. That doesn’t seem too modern for his liking.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Minu spoke up, hoping she wasn’t going to regret it. “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation.” 
 
    “No problem, Chosen,” the older man said. “You have something to add?” 
 
    “Why would anyone be against modernization? I mean, the transports would be sold or leased to private companies anyway, right?” 
 
    “That’s correct. But since moving freight would become much more efficient, he’d have to lower his fees considerably, or his competitors would underbid him. And of course, there’s the cost of leasing the transports. Domestically-manufactured dirigibles are cheap and readily available, and most cargo dirigibles are just old passenger models.” 
 
    Minu shook her head in consternation. “So, for personal gain, he’s slowing the growth of our entire planet.” 
 
    “Pretty much, yep. And he’s not the only one with that attitude.” 
 
    Knowing the Malovich family, Minu wasn’t a bit surprised. “Maybe the Chosen should buy and operate the transports. Everyone would benefit, except the credit-pinching dirigible owners.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea!” the pilot said. 
 
    “It is,” the three-star agreed. “The problem is the Charter.” 
 
    “The Chosen Charter?” Minu asked. She remembered studying it, first in school, then in Chosen training. The complex hundred-year-old legal document created the Chosen. It set forth their powers, provided for basic funding, and limited the scope of their influence. 
 
    “Correct. It states the Chosen cannot profit from business endeavors on Bellatrix.” 
 
    “Kind of counterproductive in this case, isn’t it?” 
 
    “In many cases, but that’s how it is. We’re mostly above the law, except when it comes to property and profit. It’s a vague document, and when it’s interpreted by the courts, we usually come out the losers. Politicians and legal types don’t much like us; we follow our own path and they can’t really do anything about it.” 
 
    “So that’s why we permanently lease our facilities from the tribal councils?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Minu thanked him for the information, and he told her it was his pleasure. This was a clear example of one branch of Chosen having knowledge that another didn’t. She guessed Cherise would already know most of what she’d learned. Logistics was the most business-savvy of the Chosen branches and apparently had a solid handle on legal matters, as well.  
 
    For the remainder of the flight, the pilot and passenger chatted about mundane issues like purchasing power off-world and the challenges of finding buyers for salvage. She noted the profit exclusion in the Charter extended to Chosen selling salvage to private companies on Bellatrix. It forced them to sell to the central government, who then resold the goods in a bidding process. They could also sell to other Concordian species, but they often paid low-ball prices. It didn’t seem very efficient to her. But what would a woman who’d never held a real job know about economics? 
 
    The transport landed at the Steven’s Pass pad, and she stepped from the perfectly-controlled climate of the transport onto hard-packed snow. A couple of bored civilians walked over to unload cargo. She handed one of them her bins and gave him instructions on where to take them. He nodded and left, while the other man began hooking the transport to ground lines. The three-star departed the craft and headed inside to tend to his own business. Minu followed.  
 
    The complex resembled a wagon wheel with six spokes. At the end of five of the six spokes was a four-story building with a two-level sub-basement. Flying buttresses in the colors of each Chosen branch connected the central hub to the buildings. The gold arch for Command was straight down the hall from the entrance. To her left were Scouts and Logistics, and to the right were Science and Training. The sixth building contained classrooms and storage. There were hundreds of Chosen billets in each wing, and the entire complex was only about twenty percent occupied. The size of the complex allowed for significant growth and showed considerable forethought by those who’d designed it fifty years earlier. Constructed from ceramic concrete and dualloy, it would long outlive the great grandchildren of the Chosen currently in residence.  
 
    Having branch members billeted with their own section helped foster a sense of unit cohesion. Each hub was a standalone building connected to the circular hub by tunnels at the fourth floor and ground levels. The central hub had a huge courtyard garden on one side, and the portal facilities on the other. The hub’s upper floors held dozens of offices, mostly used by the Command branch, and the top floor housed the Chosen Council chamber and offices.  
 
    Her original barracks, the one she’d shared with Cherise and the other five-star Chosen awaiting assignment, was in the empty spoke. For the first time, she’d be living with her working team and, ironically, it wouldn’t be in the Command hub. She walked down the mostly empty fourth spoke. In the room she’d shared with Cherise, she found one of the other girls studying and exchanged greetings. Minu told her about her reassignment, and the woman congratulated her. That was the extent of their conversation. Minu added a good bye once she’d finished packing and left without waiting for a response.  
 
    She walked back down the hall, through the spoke, and into the Science wing. It was her first visit to Science, and she half-expected to see wild-eyed scientists, whirling experiments, and unfathomable devices. Instead, it looked just like the spoke she’d lived in for the past year. Minu stopped at the first office on the hall. As in all the other spokes, this was the office of the branch coordinator.  
 
    A young five-star looked up when she entered. “Can I help you, ma’am?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m reporting for assignment.” The boy seemed dubious as he accepted her computer chip and slid it into his terminal. After a moment, he nodded and spoke into thin air.  
 
    “Chosen Minu Alma is here, sir. Certainly.” 
 
    “The Coordinator would like to speak with you,” he said. He handed the chip back and gestured to a door behind him. Minu thanked him and walked around the counter. Two silver stars and the name ‘Bjorn Ganose’ adorned the door. Hoping protocol was the same in Science as in Command, she knocked once and entered.  
 
    Bjorn Ganose stood, his tall, thin frame unfolding gracefully. He looked the same as he had when she’d seen him at her after-action report meeting. “Minu,” he said with a huge smile and came around his desk. She heaved a sigh of relief and met him halfway. She almost tripped over a massive pile of electronic components and went head over heels. “Oops, sorry about that!” he said and gracefully caught her elbow. “Cleaning lady is out this week.” A huge head of wild white hair, a bushy mustache, and equally bushy eyebrows gave him a slightly bemused countenance. His eyes were keen and always moving as he shook her hand with a firm, but not overbearing, grip. “I knew your father, you know,” he said, nodding as if agreeing with himself. “I was on the support team when he came through the Trials.”  
 
    “Honored to meet you, sir.” 
 
    “Pht,” he spat and patted her on the arm. “Any daughter of Chriso can call me Bjorn. Sit and talk a minute,” he said and gestured to a chair piled high with computer tablets. “Who left that junk here?” he cackled and tipped the contents onto the floor. Minu sat, careful not to dislodge one of several piles of equipment stacked on the desk. The piles were so tall she had difficulty seeing him once he sat back down. “I understand you came through the Trials with Pipson?” he asked around a stack of paperwork. 
 
    “Pip? Sure, his help was invaluable.” 
 
    “Smart lad. My grandnephew, you know. Sadly, his father was not of the right mindset to be Chosen. Couldn’t even handle the passing discipline needed to get through the Trials.” While he mumbled, Minu sat and stared off into space for a minute. He appeared much older than Jovich, but they must have been nearly the same age. He came around and noticed her sitting there. “Oh, my, what were we talking about? I’m sorry, I was in the middle of an experiment when you came in.” He gestured over his shoulder at a work bench. On it was a Concordian device that looked a little like an espresso machine. It whirred and vibrated, occasionally discharging an ominous puff of smoke. A nearby computer tablet recorded its emanations.  
 
    “My assignment to the Science section?” she reminded him. 
 
    “Oh yes, right. After your last mission, the Tog told the Leadership Council to promote you to four-star. According to the rules, Command four-stars get their own teams. There weren’t any available, so everyone was trying to figure out what to do with you.” As he spoke, he gestured expansively, almost knocking a pile of old-style paper books off his desk. Minu caught the tilting stack and righted it without Bjorn noticing. “Naturally, having heard all about you from Pipson and seeing nothing but glowing reports from Training, I offered to take you on. You see, we have to have a couple chaps from Command here anyway. Fosters inter-branch cooperation or some such crap.” 
 
    “I understand,” Minu said, glancing at the strange device that was now beginning to whistle and spit puffs of fire.  
 
    Bjorn saw her expression and gestured dismissively. “Happens all the time,” he laughed, before continuing. “Pipson said your instincts are top notch. That’s good, because I think an outside idea or two will do us some good. We’ve been working on a few projects for decades, and we don’t seem to be getting anywhere.” 
 
    “Decades? Sir, I don’t know the first thing about science. How can I possibly help? Well, beyond basic applications of Concordian tech operations and what we learned in school, that is.” 
 
    “Naturally, or you’d be in our branch. You must realize the nature of our problem. Most of the hard scientists are civilians. Sad, but true. The best scientists have little time for muscles and guns. The Trials are highly unfair to the type of brains we need here. Still, a few do get through from time to time.” He chuckled and patted his chest. “And I flex my muscles when I can, to get a few into the Chosen despite their lack of caveman skills. Having a place on the Chosen Council has its advantages, you realize.” Another stack of parts went crashing to the floor, again without notice. Minu didn’t try to stop it.  
 
    The strange machine stopped spitting fire and began to hover over the counter. Out of nowhere, a crab-type robot skittered along the counter and grabbed the apparatus before it could float away. An animated struggle between mass and lift quickly ensued. Minu was so entranced, she missed what Bjorn was saying. 
 
    “—sometimes a different tack is needed.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow.” 
 
    “It’s like the old story of the Kloth around Plateau. For decades, they’d line up thousands of soldiers and battle the beasts into submission. Then one day, a pig farmer suggested using bait to lead the migration around their territory, thus giving them time to build that grand migration wall. Now they’re scarcely more than a nuisance.” 
 
    Minu knew the story well enough. It was Mindy Harper’s husband who’d come up with the plan to divert the Kloth using goats and pigs as bait. What she hadn’t known was that he was a pig farmer! “So, you’re saying that I might be able to see something the scientists are missing, even though I don’t really know what they’re doing?” 
 
    “Exactly!” he yelled and jumped to his feet, just as the apparatus lifted off the shelf, crab-bot in tow. “I was waiting for that to happen,” he said and grabbed the device. To Minu’s surprise he began to float. “I suspected as much!” he said gleefully, as he drifted up toward the ceiling. “You see, it has no effect on mechanicals; only biologicals are levitated by the graviton neutralizing field! Mechanicals are lifted through brute force!” The crab-bot gave up and dropped back to the counter, where it landed nimbly on its spindly legs. The bot’s optical sensors watched impassively as Bjorn’s head bumped against the ceiling. 
 
    “Fascinating, sir.” 
 
    “Isn’t it? Just imagining the applications makes me dizzy. Or maybe it’s a residual effect of the anti-graviton?” Minu suspected multiple collisions with hard objects was more likely. “This bears further experimentation. I don’t suppose you’d grab my leg and see if it extends to you?” 
 
    “I really should find my assignment and meet the team, sir.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. That’s another reason why we need a few command types over here. Just a moment, and I’ll come down and go with you.” He tried to let go, but his hand stuck as though glued there. He looked surprised and amazed. “Well, I do seem to have a dilemma. Maybe you’d better go on without me, while I figure this out.” 
 
    “Will you be okay?” 
 
    “Me? Certainly! On the way out, tell Arnold to give you your assignment, then ask him to come in and give me a hand.” Bjorn bounced off the ceiling and began to drift toward a massive stack of EPCs. “And do ask him to hurry!” he said as he flapped his free arm like a swimmer. All he succeeded in doing was sending himself into a three-axis spin. He was beginning to turn purple when Minu excused herself. 
 
    Arnold, his assistant, handed Minu a computer chip, then listened patiently as she explained his boss’s latest hijinks. “Again?” Arnold said, exasperated, “I’d hoped he’d given up on that thing. Took us almost a day to shut it off last time.” Minu left just as a resounding crash echoed from the office, and EPCs came rolling out the door.  
 
    She popped the chip into her tablet, and it provided all the information she needed. Her billet was on the ground floor at the end of the wing, her office was on the third floor, and her lab assignment….Lab? What did she need a lab for?  
 
    First, she stopped at her billet, a small, private room about two-thirds the size of her old bedroom in the Chosen Tower. She found her bins waiting and set her backpack next to the stack. After exploring the tiny kitchen and private bath, she rode the lift up to her office.  
 
    Her office was minuscule. Still, it was her first office. It had a secure computer hookup as well as places to store hard files and even a small fluid display wall like the one in Dram’s office. She played with the controls for a minute before settling on an ocean scene. It seemed a little out of place in the concrete cubical, but it made her smile. She could make it simulate a window if she wanted. But aside from snow and rocks, there wasn’t much to see this time of year in the mountains, so the ocean scene stayed. 
 
    Next, she headed for her lab. Stepping through the open doorway, she saw it was about twenty meters long and half that wide. One entire wall was a fluid display, and the floor was laid out in a grid that allowed her to move power and data feeds as needed to several reconfigurable work benches. Row after row of shelves and cabinets lined another wall, each sporting a programmable digital label describing the contents. She walked over and opened one of the cabinets. It was full of all kinds of scientific apparatus, most of which she had no clue how to use. 
 
    “You break it, you buy it,” said a voice from the doorway. She turned and saw a four-star Science Chosen standing there, hands on his hips, looking annoyed. He spotted the four gold stars on her cuff and sneered. “How’d you get in here, anyway? The lab is coded. Only members of the team assigned here should be able to enter.” 
 
    “Well,” she said, “First off, the door was propped open. And second, maybe I’m in here because this is my team.” He looked taken aback. “Minu Alma, Command,” she said and offered him her hand. 
 
    “Alijah Richards, embarrassed,” he said and took the proffered hand. As they shook, she noted his thin, dexterous fingers and total lack of callousing, just like Pip. “Pip said our new commander would be a girl, and I didn’t believe him.” 
 
    “Believe it. Now, where is everyone?” 
 
    “Home for the day. Most just got back from the memorial in Tranquility.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll meet here at oh eight hundred tomorrow. Please email everyone and let them know I’m calling a staff meeting.” 
 
    “Understood,” he said. Misgivings aside, he was still a Chosen. She nodded and left. “Now, to the cafeteria,” she said, and headed for the lift. Tomorrow would be a busy day.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 10 
 
    Octember 2nd, 515 AE 
 
    Science Department, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    The meeting the next morning went better than she’d hoped, and worse than she’d planned. It wasn’t easy telling a bunch of experts that their new boss was a sixteen-year-old girl with no experience in their field.  
 
    Pip was glad to see her, and rather pleased with himself for planting the idea in Bjorn’s mind. Of course, Minu got the impression that the idea wasn’t too hard to plant, since Bjorn was friends with her father and Jovich. She’d run into Bjorn at breakfast, and he’d acted like he didn’t recognize her. He was either very mystifying or borderline senile. Pip handled the introductions to the rest of the team.  
 
    Alijah, whom she’d met, was a specialist in high energy physics. She found out later that meant he knew how EPCs worked and could design things to use them. Terry Drake was a blond-haired man in his late twenties. He was probably the best-looking man she’d ever seen; he could easily have been a model back in Tranquility. His demeanor was modest when Pip explained he was a brilliant electronics engineer and knew materials science to boot. Why he only wore four stars was a mystery.  
 
    The last member of the team was Mandi Bishop. Minu was surprised to see another woman enter the lab, until she noted the civilian clothes. Bjorn’s comments about civilian scientists working for the Chosen came to mind right away. At thirty, Mandi was the oldest on the team, and she was as good-looking a woman as Terry was a man. Her curly brown hair was meticulous, and she favored tight-fitting blouses. Minu shouldn’t have been surprised when Mandi asked the first question.  
 
    “So, is it true you were in the same class as Pipson?” 
 
    “If by class you mean the same Trials, you’re correct. Is there a problem?” 
 
    “I find it hard to understand why they put a young girl with no scientific background in charge of this lab.” 
 
    Minu looked at her for a long moment. Mandi was probably ten centimeters taller than her and tried to use every millimeter to her advantage. Minu had always been the shortest girl in her class, and one of the shortest girls she knew. When you were accustomed to taller people surrounding you, the leaning tower of intimidation didn’t work. Minu’s father had once said that ‘small man syndrome’ was something almost completely reserved for males. 
 
    “I guess you’d better speak to Bjorn about your concern, as my assignment was his and the Chosen Council’s decision. In the meantime, I’m in charge of this lab, and I mean to get down to business.” Mandi smiled acidly and gestured with her hands as if she were offering Minu the lab as a present. Sooner or later I’m going to hurt her, Minu thought as she took her computer tablet from the holster on her hip.  
 
    The computer holster was basic equipment for most people working in Science. Minu had first seen one on the mission to GBX49881, when Pip wore three. The standard-issue jumpsuit belt, made of basic synthetic web material, easily accepted a number of removable pouches and holsters, including the one designed for small handheld tablets. Mandi did a surprised double take at Minu’s use of the ubiquitous computer holster. “I’ve reviewed the research schedules and want to make the following changes. First, I’m moving the examination of the Mok-Tok EPC interface to the top of the project list. I want Alijah to push this along, with Terry providing backup. I have a feeling you guys will strike pay dirt and show us some practical applications. Next is the reverse-engineering project on the salvaged gravitic impeller labeled GI-011.” 
 
    Minu glanced up from her tablet to see how her team was taking her orders and saw them staring at her with their jaws hanging open. Pip was the exception. He was watching Mandi out of the corner of his eye, a devilish grin on his face. Even through Mandi’s slack-jawed surprise, he could still see the resentment. Minu had gotten very little sleep the previous night. She’d spent the hours learning about her team and their research projects. After more than a year as a Chosen, a night of lost sleep was a small challenge.  
 
    She continued for a few minutes, reprioritizing their work for the next six months, before putting aside the tablet and summarizing. “That’s what I have so far. Any comments or suggestions?” Everyone except Mandi had a few suggestions. Minu made notes on her tablet and told them she’d take them all into consideration. Command training emphasized that team members would respect a leader who valued their opinions, even if they seldom used them. They nodded, and she smiled. She’d shown she was open to input, but also that she was in charge and would exercise that power. Pip gave her a subtle wink of encouragement, and her heart swelled. 
 
    Once the meeting was over and the team went to work, Mandi approached. Minu could tell she was spoiling for a fight, so she decided she’d let it happen and get it over with. “I want a word with you,” the woman said.  
 
    “Fire away,” Minu said, giving Mandi her most amiable smile.  
 
    “What were you thinking, moving my impeller project to second priority? I’ve been prepping that reverse-engineering project for over a year.” 
 
    “I don’t understand your question.” 
 
    Mandi blinked and gawked. “What part don’t you understand?”  
 
    “The part where you asked what I was thinking. I was thinking that when I saw last year’s research logs, they looked like a cluster fuck. I was thinking that I’m in charge of this lab, and I’m responsible for creating a productive schedule, not for accommodating a mish mash of individual wants and needs.” 
 
    “So what made you decide to bump a project I’ve been working on for longer than you’ve been a Chosen?” 
 
    “Reading.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I read all your briefings and project logs—” 
 
    “All of them? How could you—” 
 
    “Do not interrupt me again,” Minu said in a slow, measured tone, full of warning. She moved a half step closer. Despite only coming up to Mandi’s chin, Minu set her jaw, leaned her head back, and speared her with the striking green Alma Eyes of Doom. Mandi clamped her mouth shut and took a half a step back before she caught herself. “As I was saying, I read all your project logs and briefings from the time you were assigned the artifact. They lead me to the clear conclusion that you are at least another two months from being able to begin physical work, and set-up, at this point, is a waste of resources. You may be able to do some preliminary breakdown and disassembly, but that hardly requires the attention of the entire team. The EPC interface Alijah is working on is already half-finished and would benefit greatly from the entire the team’s dedicated efforts. This might allow us to complete the interface report and be available for other projects much sooner.” 
 
    Mandi clearly wasn’t ready for this. This snot-nosed Chosen not only had a firm grasp on the lab’s projects, she’d also figured out how to best use each of her team members to make the lab as productive as possible. Minu knew the civilian was bullying the rest of the team to make her pet projects a priority. She also knew Mandi was a castoff from a dozen other Chosen science teams. According to her personnel file, she was unreliable and highly resentful of the Chosen. A little research had helped Minu understand that resentment.  
 
    “Mandi, I know you tried to be a Chosen and didn’t make it through the Trials.” Minu watched Mandi’s face turn bright red and a little vein start pulsing on her left temple. “I know you once owned a small scientific firm in New Jerusalem, and it went bankrupt five years ago. After that, you bounced from firm to firm until landing a general research assignment with the Chosen. Considering your resentment of the Chosen, I’m sure it was a last resort job.  
 
    “Now, I’ll tell you one more thing. I’ve reviewed your qualifications, and I think you’re a top-notch engineer. Some of your civilian work was brilliant, and if your financial investors hadn’t mismanaged your company, you’d still be doing great. Thanks to you, I now understand a bit better what Bjorn meant when he said the Trials needed a better balance between brains and brawn. The Chosen are poorer for not having someone like you on the inside.” 
 
    “Oh,” was all Mandi managed to get out. In the course of a few seconds, Minu had puffed her up like an over-inflated balloon, then pulled the plug and let all the air out. The woman didn’t know what to say. “Well, I guess we’d better get to work,” she finally said after a moment. 
 
    “Thanks. Any time you want to talk, my office is just down the hall.” Mandi walked toward her work bench, glancing once over her shoulder at Minu. Pip did his best not to fall on the floor laughing. All in all, it was an interesting first day. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Science?” Gregg sputtered around a spoonful of potatoes. Aaron, acting as if his friend was choking, smacked him on the back hard enough to send several spoonfuls sailing across the cafeteria.  
 
    “Hey!” several people protested. Minu laughed, and Gregg apologized as he reached around to massage what would, no doubt, be a bruise.  
 
    “How did you land in Science of all places?” Aaron asked, while Gregg wiped up potatoes. Minu thought Aaron looked even more muscled after a month. He was also quite a bit more tanned, while Gregg was medium rare.  
 
    “It’s a long story. What’s with the tan?” she asked Gregg, pointing at him with a skewered piece of mystery meat from her tray.  
 
    “GCX01998, a true garden spot of the galaxy,” Aaron said between bites of salad.  
 
    “Garden spot, eh?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure, if you like B-sequence stars way too close to the planet,” Aaron replied with a sneer. “The planet is tidally-locked with the star, so the side facing is cooked, while the terminus has a narrow inhabitable band.” 
 
    “Very narrow,” Gregg agreed.  
 
    “So, what made it worth it?” Gregg shrugged, but Aaron had a theory. 
 
    “There is an ancient Concordian facility at the terminus between light and dark. The planet is tidally-locked to this sun, you see?” 
 
    “You already said that.” 
 
    “Right, sorry. So this place is mostly half-melted junk now, but our commander thinks it was once an industrial facility, something to do with harvesting molten metals that bubbled to the surface on the sunlight side.” Minu took a bite and nodded.  
 
    “Have you ever wondered how big the industrial base for the empire must be?” Gregg asked. Minu shook her head as she chewed. “Our commander says there are thousands of these factory worlds scattered around, all deserted. Once they wore out, they were abandoned.” 
 
    “Well why don’t they fix them up, or whatever?” she asked, after swallowing. Neither of them knew the answer. Just then Cherise showed up. 
 
    “What’s this I hear about you being in Science now?” 
 
    “Really, she’s in Science?” This time, Gregg slapped Aaron on the back as hard as he could. Aaron put out a hand as if he’d felt a few tentative drops of rain. Gregg sputtered, and Aaron started to laugh. Gregg’s plateful of potatoes hitting his face smothered Aaron’s guffaw. He roared with rage, grabbed his own half-eaten plate, and the battle began. Those seated nearby figured complaining was useless. Chairs scraped, and people dove for cover as the two men went to war. Minu snatched the remains of her lunch and fell back to another table with Cherise. The boys ran out of food and switched to wrestling, each trying to shove the other’s face into the mess of trays and food on the floor. They writhed around in a tangle of limbs, chairs, and goulash. Minu shook her head and sighed, as a few other scouts ran in to break up the fracas. Nearby Chosen stood holding their trays and watched. Minu saw money exchanging hands as people placed bets.  
 
    “So,” Cherise said, once they settled down, “tell me about your new gig.” Minu plucked a pickle from her friend’s hair and filled her in on the details, including Bjorn’s explanation of how she’d come to be there. “I don’t get why you weren’t prime material for a scout team,” Cherise said when she finished. “That mission wasn’t exactly textbook. Considering the shit we went through, it’s a miracle you got us back alive.” 
 
    “What are people saying?” 
 
    “Opinions vary.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can guess what a few of those are,” Minu said with a frown.  
 
    “You can’t make everyone happy,” Cherise reminded her, and Minu shrugged. Gregg and Aaron were generally unappreciative of the scouts who tried to break up the wrestling match. As a result, there were now four in the fight. Three more came running, and Minu wondered if she and Cherise would have to retreat to her quarters to continue their conversation. 
 
    “What’ve you been up to?” she mumbled around a bite. 
 
    “We’re working on a distribution system for factory-scale EPC.” 
 
    “That can’t be too complicated. I mean, one decent-sized EPC can run a city for a week.” 
 
    “That’s the problem; we can’t buy the larger ones. Instead, we get skids full of little ones.” 
 
    “Huh? What’s the sense in that?” 
 
    “There isn’t any sense. We buy power from a broker by the erg, and they deliver it however they want. No brokers will guarantee the type of EPC we get. Most of the bigger factories use about one 39 zeta erg per month. The problem is we only get them in 39 tera erg.” 
 
    “Hold it, I can’t remember my high school physics. The zeta is an order of magnitude bigger than the tera, right?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Minu awkwardly did the math in her head and whistled. “Wow, that’s quite a shortfall. They use about a million megawatts a month, and you only get one megawatt EPCs?” Cherise nodded. “Damn, those tera cells are about the size of a standard lithium-ion D battery. So, a million of those a month go to each factory?” 
 
    “Correct. Now you see the logistics issues.” 
 
    “With only two portals, it must be a nightmare.” She tried to imagine a pile of a million D cell-sized EPCs and failed. “The portal here is busy half the time with work for the Chosen, and the one in Tranquility is busy with civilian traffic. So how are you doing this?” 
 
    “We’re talking about reactivating one of the portals used by the tribes during the exodus from Earth and fabricating a robotic handling system. And there are plans to open three new factories next year. I don’t see how we can manage.” 
 
    “Can you imagine the Concordian factories pumping out these power cells? I mean holy shit! Billions, trillions of them?!” 
 
    “Yeah, and we ship them back and forth to be recharged. I saw one of the power stations the other day, at that polymer factory in New Jerusalem. It’s a mess. The factory floor has three hundred employees and is fairly efficient, from what I can tell. The power station that runs it? There are more than a hundred employees doing nothing more than walking along plugging in cells and removing discharged ones. It takes days to dump them all into the one Zeta cell the factory uses for power storage.” 
 
    “Sounds crazy, all right. Any idea why we can’t get the bigger cells?” 
 
    “Nope. I think it’s something to do with our being so low in the pecking order. Pip said he thinks it’s a shortage.” 
 
    Suddenly, Minu recalled the conversation she had with Dram, just before her first mission to the frontier. His theory that the Concordian empire was dying had sounded ludicrous. Somehow, it didn’t sound so far-fetched anymore. 
 
    “Where does all the power come from?”  
 
    Cherise thought for a moment, then shrugged. “You know what, I don’t know. I guess the Concordia have some massive power generators somewhere.” 
 
    “So, why don’t we make our own?” 
 
    Cherise didn’t have any answers, so Minu decided she’d talk to Pip later in the day. As she suspected, he had some answers. And a few more questions. “From what I’ve learned, the Concordia harvest high energy plasma directly from the photospheres of stars. They call it Solar Tapping. I’m not sure how the process works, since nothing I’m aware of can survive the heat. It must be like dipping into a fusion bomb for power.” 
 
    “So,” Minu asked, “they suck up plasma and stick it into an EPC, then ship it around?” 
 
    “Yep, that’s about it. I’m sure they clean it up, of course, remove stray radiation, neutrons, and other undesirable leftovers from the solar fusion process. The brokers we buy our energy from get the filled EPC from factories, and in turn, distribute them.” 
 
    “How much of their economy is based on energy?” 
 
    “Most of it, I think. It’s the most valuable commodity, and the basis of everything. I don’t think any worlds make their own power.” 
 
    “Except us.” 
 
    “No, not any more. We haven’t built a new power plant in a hundred years.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s easier to buy it, or in our case, beg or trade for it.” 
 
    “And eventually, it’s like being a drug addict,” Minu said.  
 
    Pip leaned back in his chair and smiled. Behind him, an instrument continued its analysis of a complex alien circuit. “Too bad you weren’t around a hundred years ago.” 
 
    “We’re hopelessly addicted?” 
 
    “Hopelessly? No. Addicted? Without a doubt.” 
 
    “What can we do about it?” 
 
    “Not much.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “You need to meet Ted.” 
 
    “Who the hell is Ted?” 
 
    Ted Hurt came from the same mold as Bjorn. He was a Chosen, at least as old as Jovich, but he’d started as a civilian and was made a Chosen as a reward for his service. At the age of seventy, he was the oldest five-star in service. Pip took Minu to where the distinguished scientist spent every waking hour, and a good part of the sleeping ones.  
 
    “I should warn you, Ted is a little over the top.” 
 
    “Like Bjorn isn’t?” Minu laughed.  
 
    “Ted is more composed and just as radically brilliant. There aren’t many who dedicate themselves to pure science. He’s one of them. He has a lot of wild theories and some not so wild ones.” 
 
    Ted had an unassuming look about him. He was of medium build, slowly going to seed like many men his age. He had a halo of wispy silver hair around the sides and back of his head and glittering blue eyes. When Pip and Minu entered his private lab, Ted was sitting in a chair next to a table covered in computer tablets, reading one. There was an amazing amount of stuff in the lab. Unlike Bjorn’s office, Ted kept his things organized. There were no piles of random artifacts; instead, samples were in display cases or carefully set up for meticulous examination. As Minu approached him, she realized he was asleep and gently snoring.  
 
    “Quite an amazing scientist, all right,” Minu laughed. 
 
    “You have no idea,” Pip whispered, the reverence in his voice very evident. Pip stepped up behind him and gently tapped his shoulder. Ted started and looked up, using his hand to massage his neck. 
 
    “Must have fallen asleep,” he said in a surprisingly strong voice. “What month is it?” 
 
    “Month?” Minu coughed.  
 
    “December fourteenth,” Pip said, “about three in the afternoon.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ted said and turned to look at his visitors. “Pipson, good to see you, boy.” His gaze fell on Minu, and his smile became altogether different. His eyes traveled her body, taking in every feminine curve in as much detail as if he were examining a new piece of tantalizing technology. “And who is this lovely lady?” 
 
    “This is Minu Alma, Command branch, assigned to my Science team. Minu, this is Dr. Ted Hurt.” 
 
    “Really? I thought there were only six women currently in the Chosen, and I know them all well.” 
 
    I bet, Minu thought. “I was in the most recent Trials.” She offered him her hand, which he took, then disarmed her completely by lifting her hand to his mouth and planting a very warm and attentive kiss on the back. Tiny little prickles ran up her arm to her back and down her spine. How could a kiss on the hand have that kind of effect? 
 
    “Already a four-star? I’m impressed, and that’s a difficult thing to do.” Minu smiled against her will and reclaimed her hand. He smiled back and gave her a lopsided nod. So, he’d noticed more than her hips and breasts after all. He turned to Pip, looking away from her lithe form with difficulty. “What brings you to my corner of this austere edifice today?” 
 
    Pip spent a few minutes summarizing his discussion with Minu. Ted listened with keen interest until the story was complete. “So, it’s a lesson in energy economics and geology you’re looking for?” he asked Minu. 
 
    “Sure, I guess.” 
 
    “Okay, why not?” He gestured to some chairs, and the two young Chosen sat. “First, a little history. Five hundred years ago, we were on the verge of reaching for the stars at long last. Our technology was only a pale shadow of what the Concordia has achieved, but it was enough to allow us to tentatively reach into space, develop sophisticated electronics, and harness the atom. Then at that critical moment, a cruel twist of fate killed us. It was the same twist of fate that ushered the dinosaurs off the stage. Another century, and we would have been beyond such a minor nuisance, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt sir, but I’ve heard all this in school.”  
 
    “You are interrupting, but I’ll grant you some leeway considering how woefully inadequate your education has no doubt been.” Minu scowled, and he chuckled. “Don’t get all in a huff; I know you’re from Plateau, and you most likely graduated from the Keeper’s Academy, or you would never have passed the Chosen testing. Academy graduates are proud of their educational system, especially in Tranquility. But there’s still an awful lot you haven’t learned, especially considering who your ancestors were. 
 
    “So, five hundred years ago we were swept off the stage before we’d even completed our first dance. Along came the Tog at the last minute, and they threw us a life preserver. Stopping the ship from sinking might have been appreciated,” he shrugged, “but for whatever reason, that option wasn’t offered.” Minu was about to ask him to elaborate when he continued. 
 
    “We were whisked away to a new home by our anonymous benefactors. This world possessed everything we needed to survive, if not exactly prosper—because you see, Bellatrix is a very sick, very old world.”  
 
    “I love this stuff,” Pip whispered. Ted glared at him and he sealed his lips. 
 
    “Maybe you learned in science that Bellatrix is an improbable life-supporting planet; you likely didn’t hear that impossible would be a better description. You see, our star is a couple billion years older than Sol was in our own solar system. That sun was not quite middle aged, while Bellatrix prime is an old man. And like an old man, its heart doesn’t burn with passion anymore, and it’s beginning to get wider around the middle. Astronomers searching for life in the galaxy back on Earth looked at this system and quickly moved on. There was no possibility it could support a life-bearing planet. Maybe a few billion years ago… 
 
    “After we got here, we set about exploring. We mapped this world, we dug for minerals and fossil fuels, and we squabbled with our neighbors. For such an old world, we found very little of what we expected. There was iron and titanium, but diamonds were rare, and radioactive elements were almost nonexistent. We know that on Earth, every cubic meter of seawater has a couple of atoms of uranium. Here, not a damn thing.” 
 
    “So, the planet is poor?” Minu suggested. “A bad roll of the dice?” 
 
    Ted shook his head, and his eyes gleamed with that special look of a teacher sharing rare knowledge. “It’s more like an orange eaten on the inside; only the skin is left with a few little bits of fruit clinging to the rind. No, Bellatrix is mined out.” 
 
    “What? How is that possible? I mean, it would take thousands of years, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “At least. Probably more like a hundred thousand years. Remember the issue about the planet being life bearing?” 
 
    “Sure, but here it is, and we’re doing great.” 
 
    “Not all that great. Global temperatures have increased three degrees Celsius in the five hundred years since we came here. The great barrier desert has grown by five thousand square kilometers, and the planet has lost about one percent of its total water volume.” 
 
    “If the planet is dying, why did the Tog give it to us?” 
 
    “Why? Because we’re the last in a long line of temporary residents.” Minu stared and blinked. “Think of Bellatrix as a halfway house; a place to plant the seeds of a species until they’ve matured, or a hothouse to nurse injured plants back to life.” 
 
    “So, many have lived here before us?” 
 
    “Oh, most certainly.” Minu looked at him questioningly. “Between five and a dozen species over the last twenty million years. And to top it off, we know without a doubt the sentient species that lived on this world didn’t come from here. They aren’t related in DNA and primary mitochondrial strings. Most even have subtle amino acid variations. Not enough that we can’t coexist, of course. But it really doesn’t matter, since the world is doomed.” 
 
    “If the planet is going to die in a few thousand years….” 
 
    “How in the world have dozens of species used it before us? It’s quite simple, really. They moved the planet farther from the sun. There’s no fossil record anywhere on the planet. Life never evolved here on its own.” 
 
    Minu tried to understand his statement. No life evolved here? The planet moved? You can move a rock, a tree, or a building, but except for spinning around a sun, planets don’t ‘move.’ “The Concordia can move worlds?” 
 
    “Sure, at least they could at one time, I’ve no doubt. When you study stellar mechanics, you come to see that certain types of worlds only occur at certain places, in certain types of solar systems. B-class, main sequence stars like Bellatrix can form worlds like ours only in their infancies and much deeper in the gravity well. There are no gas giants in this system; Bellatrix toasted them billions of years ago. As these types of stars age, they quickly burn through their hydrogen and begin using helium. That makes them expand and burn up the inner planets and blow off the gas from the gas giants. The observations from Earth five hundred years ago showed Bellatrix surrounded by a huge glowing sphere of plasma, debris from earlier stellar spasms of this old sun. Out where we orbit, you should only find charred husks like Mercury.” 
 
    “It’s a fact,” Pip agreed. “I’ve compared old Earth scientific books to Concordian figures. The old scientists were wrong about a lot of things, but not this.” 
 
    “Every hundred thousand years or so,” Ted continued, “Bellatrix gets an attitude and starts to cook this planet like a potato in an oven. That’s why it’s heating up now.” 
 
    “And they move it?” Minu said, picking up a computer chip from Ted’s desk and moving it a few inches, before putting it back down. “Just like that? How is that even theoretically possible?” 
 
    “With the kind of technology the Concordia possess, anything is possible. And I do mean anything.” Ted finished with a flourish and moved the computer chip back to precisely where it had been. 
 
    “All right, so I believe you. Then what? Are they going to show up and move our home again?” 
 
    “Not this time.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Well, there’s the mystery, right? You’d think it would have happened decades ago. From ice samples and sediments, it’s happened a hundred times before; but not this time.” 
 
    “I thought you were Mr. Answers.” 
 
    Ted laughed and gave her his most charming smile. “No, I’m not Mr. Answers. More like Mr. Mystery. I come up with the questions; you young people get to gallivant around the galaxy looking for the answers.” Minu took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “What we do know is a few million years ago something big happened. It was big enough to cause a near paradigm shift in the Concordia. First they stopped using spaceships.” 
 
    “My dad said it was because they deemed them too wasteful.” 
 
    Ted smiled at her before continuing. “Second, they stopped making new portals. Third, quite a few of their massive factory worlds shut down, something that’s still an ongoing process. And last, and this may link to the first two, they stopped engineering on a planetary scale.” 
 
    “How is this linked to the EPC issue?” she finally asked.  
 
    “It’s just another clue in the bigger scheme of things.” Minu scowled, and he shrugged. “We can’t have any real answers, of course. The Concordia don’t want us to know the answers. Either they can’t make new EPCs of the zeta scale, power is running short, or the distribution network is breaking down. Any one of these doesn’t bode well for the Concordia. They’re hooked on vast amounts of cheap and available power; it’s impossible to get rid of that addiction.” 
 
    “What about us? We aren’t hooked yet.” 
 
    “We’re working on that. Power generation, even on the scale we’re using, is not a small thing. One of those fancy new factories consumes more power each year than the whole planet used prior to the return of the Concordia. At this point, we could cut ourselves off from outside power and still survive. From what we’ve seen, most worlds can’t even feed themselves. There are huge garden worlds that are nothing but one big farm. They harvest their crops with high tech machinery, and process and deliver them through the portals. It’s global integration on a galactic scale. Even with that, there’s hunger on some worlds. It’s hard to imagine what would happen if the power suddenly stopped flowing. War, at the very least. But a holocaust of unimaginable proportions is a more likely outcome.” 
 
    Minu nodded her head. She did understand, on a basic level; on a deeper level, the full truth eluded her. Either that, or this was all crap and they were playing a grand joke on the non-scientist. Pip and Ted waited patiently while she thought it all over. Neither seemed in a hurry to force her to come to any conclusions. “Are you sure they aren’t just trying to keep young species down?” 
 
    “To some extent, they are,” Ted agreed, “by restricting computer data and access to advanced weaponry, for example. The nature of the portals makes empire-wide computer networks problematic. As you’ve no doubt learned, each world has a node of the bigger network, a sort of library extension, which updates regularly with data deliveries from other worlds. It’s kind of a hive mind. Our database was limited, and the others know that, so they don’t supply us with any more information than we already have. The only way to extend the data is if the Tog authorize it, or we find it ourselves. The only full-time Tog resident is Z’Kal, the data librarian in the Tranquility Chosen complex. Hse guards access through the Concordian data network like a mother hen, and as the sole permanent representative of our Concordian masters, hser power is total.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem fair.” 
 
    Ted shrugged and smiled. “This is how they have exerted control over young species forever. This much of history, at least, we’ve been allowed.” 
 
    “How much are we missing?” Minu wondered.  
 
    “Compared to a higher-order species like the Tog or T’Chillen? I’d say we have maybe one percent.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “Maybe less, who knows?” Minu whistled. “We had even less, but your father got his hands on some information during a scrounging operation years ago. He gave it to me, and I quietly washed it into our database. It took more than a year to trickle it in under the Z’Kal’s very perceptive radar.” 
 
    “They’re monitoring our local network?” 
 
    “I know it for a fact. When I was a young scientist, long before you were born, we brokered a deal and got a legal database copy. Those in charge were so beside themselves with glee that they quickly uploaded it into the branch. We only got a glimpse of that amazing data before it disappeared and Z’Kal demanded, through official channels of course, the original.” 
 
    “And you gave it to them?” 
 
    “Sure did. We didn’t even try to copy it. There was so much data, the only way to make a copy was to use a main branch computer. If we’d tried to copy it, we’d have risked betrayal by our own computers. We learned a hard lesson that day; we became aware of how closely they were monitoring us. When Z’Kal did what hse did, hse revealed one of the Tog’s hole cards. We’re a lot more cautious now of any ‘obtained’ data.” 
 
    “We have three branch computers now,” Pip bragged, “only two are linked into the main network.” 
 
    “Where’s the other?” 
 
    Ted pointed at the floor. “A few thousand meters down.” Minu nodded. “It could be linked in an emergency, but it’d better be one big ass emergency. The data we’ve loaded on it is probably way off limits. But we still only have a minute fraction of what we’d like to have.” 
 
    “I have to say, you’ve certainly given me a more dynamic view of the universe.” 
 
    “If I’ve at least opened your eyes and widened the view, then I have to consider this day productive.” He started to turn back to his work, then stopped and looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “Your father was the best leader of the Chosen to date. I have high hopes for you.” 
 
    “Leader, me?” She unconsciously fingered the four gold stars on her collar. Ted saw her and grinned. She blushed and pulled her hand away. “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I’m a woman.” 
 
    “Trust me, I noticed.” He leered and Minu blushed even brighter. “What does that have to do with the price of tea in the Boglands?” 
 
    “There’s never been a female First. Shit, there hasn’t been a single female two-star!” 
 
    Ted laughed and shook his head. “You talk like the Chosen have been around for thousands of years. A hundred years is so short, it goes unnoticed by all but the shortest-lived species. Besides, maybe the right woman hasn’t come along? As we mature from wards of the Tog to partners and eventually equals, a great many things will change. Chriso oversaw a lot; your generation will see much more. Now, if you’ll excuse me?” 
 
    Ted didn’t wait for her response before he went back to his reading. Pip took her sleeve, and she let him lead her out of the lab. “Quite a guy, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed, still shaken by the notion, even the implied notion, that she could be First Among the Chosen.  
 
    “He likes you.” 
 
    “He either likes me or wants to have sex with me.” 
 
    “Probably both,” Pip admitted. Minu chuckled. “Don’t get caught alone with him. Most of the female lab staff won’t work with him. He’s incorrigible. I saw a girl the other day who said he didn’t know how to take ‘no’ for an answer.” 
 
    “Would a broken collarbone deter him?” 
 
    “I suspect it just might.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    December 22nd, 515 AE 
 
    Science Department, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    In her new position, Minu found she had more freedom than she knew what to do with. At first, she was bored to tears. Aside from morning planning meetings, weekly progress reports, occasional disagreements between her staff, and supply requisitions, there was little else for her to do with her days. For a while, she’d hang around the lab and watch over their shoulders as they worked. That annoyed them, and Pip eventually asked her to stop before she lost someone out of frustration.  
 
    The next day, she decided to go to school. She’d been trying to read one of Alijah’s progress reports and had had to spend a couple of hours looking up term after term on the network. “This is fucking nuts,” she’d finally admitted after looking up the uses of ‘gallium.’ Putting aside her management work, she accessed the planetary network and logged into the University of Plateau. Distance learning was an innovation of the reborn digital age on Bellatrix, and Minu found it to her advantage. About a third of the classes were available for distance learning, and that was a start. She uploaded her transcripts from the Keeper’s Academy and requested admission. The next day, she received a denial. “Unsatisfactory Delay in Admissions from Academic Career” was the rationale.  
 
    Minu emailed the dean of admissions for an explanation.  
 
      
 
    Ms. Alma, 
 
      
 
    As the preeminent institution of higher learning on Bellatrix, we must be very particular about the students we take on. While your academic achievements at the Keeper’s Academy were sufficient, we find that your delay in continuing your education demonstrates a lack of commitment to higher learning. Opening a slot for you, even in the distance learning program, would therefore be a misappropriation of resources.  
 
    We suggest you apply for admission to a small, local college. Perhaps after a year of academic progress, your situation can be reevaluated. 
 
      
 
    Yours Truly, 
 
    Harold Osmond, Dean of Admissions. 
 
    University of Plateau  
 
      
 
    “Asshole!” she cursed, after reading the letter a second time. Who the fuck did he think he was? It wasn’t like she’d been flipping Kloth burgers at a restaurant while deciding what to do with her life. That was when she realized he probably had no idea what she had been doing. She wrote back to him right away. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Osmond, 
 
      
 
    I respectfully request you reconsider your admission policy in my case. I think, if you consider my background since graduation, and the career I am pursuing, you will realize that there is no danger of a lack of commitment or follow through if you choose to grant me a position.  
 
      
 
    Yours in service to the Tog, 
 
    Minu Alma, Chosen (4C) 
 
      
 
    She added the 4C as an afterthought, knowing that it was highly unlikely the academic would know what it meant and would take some time to find out. She was mistaken; his reply arrived in minutes. 
 
      
 
    Chosen Alma, 
 
      
 
    I am sorry for the earlier misunderstanding. Had you mentioned you were Chosen, we would have immediately made all due arrangements. Any classes you wish to access are open to you, including distance learning and accelerated programs.  
 
    It has always been our policy to welcome any current or past member of the Chosen, and we would be honored to have you in our student body. 
 
      
 
    With Respectful Appreciation, 
 
    Harold Osmond, Dean of Admissions. 
 
    University of Plateau  
 
      
 
    Minu laughed. ‘Yours Truly’ turned to ‘Respectful Appreciation.’ Being a Chosen did have its advantages. Of course they’d do whatever they could to make her happy. Who would want it known they’d denied a Chosen or passed up a chance to better themselves? 
 
    Attached to the email was a student ID pass code, which she used to see what sort of classes they offered. There was a dazzling spectrum. After a day spent considering, and another email from Harold Osmond hoping she hadn’t changed her mind, she contacted Pip and asked for advice. 
 
    “Are you serious?” he asked. 
 
    “You bet.” 
 
    “How serious? Do you want to become a scientist, or just be less confused by those that are?”  
 
    “How about somewhere in between?” He smiled and gave her a list of classes. “I want to understand what we’re doing here, and how best to direct our efforts.” Pip nodded as he looked over the list. “And I want to be able to figure out if Ted is right.” Pip looked up and gave her an appraising look. 
 
    “Okay,” he said and added more classes. 
 
    “How many classes have you taken since graduation?” she asked as he wrote. 
 
    “I earned my first bachelor’s before the Trials; I’m on track to finish a double PhD by this summer.”  
 
    Minu shook her head. “You were all of fourteen during the Trials! And with all the work now, how do you have time to sleep?” 
 
    “Who sleeps?” 
 
    Minu started her classes the next week, and after a few days, she began to miss all that free time. Her decision to return to school came several weeks after the semester started. She had to work three times as fast while adjusting to academics again. When she missed her first assignment deadline because of a Chosen planning meeting, she received a terse email from her professor. 
 
      
 
    Chosen Alma, 
 
      
 
    You must be aware that your status as a member of the privileged Chosen will grant you no slack whatsoever. If you do not fulfill your academic requirements I can, and will, flunk you. Don’t waste my, or my associates,’ time by taking classes you don’t have the time, desire, or knowledge to complete.  
 
      
 
    Katherine Diego, Professor of Science 
 
      
 
    First she got mad, and then she was embarrassed. While she resented the professor calling her ‘privileged,’ she did make a good point. Minu had got into college by pulling strings and using her position to her advantage. To fail to do her best was to dishonor her position. She stayed up late that night to finish the current assignment, and the next one. She was never late again, even when duty called her off-world.  
 
    After only a few weeks, her newly-acquired knowledge began to pay dividends. In a meeting with her team, she noted that Terry was trying to isolate how they might better mitigate signal loss from a Concordian optronic circuit through their own less sophisticated gallium/arsenide integrated circuits. 
 
    “Have you tried a doping compound of metal oxide?” she asked. Everyone turned and looked at her in surprise, except Pip, who just smiled. “There’s been some luck using it as a catalyst to impede signal degradation.” 
 
    “That’s a…good idea,” Terry said, nodding. Mandi scowled. Minu kept a straight face and continued; inside she was smiling from ear to ear. They won’t dare underestimate me again.  
 
    Once she caught up, then got a bit ahead, Minu found she had free time again, so she took full advantage of the accelerated curriculum offered to her. The year changed, then summer came around and, as promised, Pip hung his first two Doctorates on his cubicle wall. Minu tacked up an Associate’s of Science degree in Physics in a prominent place on her office wall. Her accomplishment paled in comparison to his, but deep down, she knew her father would’ve been proud. The deans were pleased, noting that earning a two-year degree in six months was a bold statement of the caliber of the Chosen. And she wasn’t going to stop there. After over a year of mostly physical challenges, the classes had reawakened her mind in ways she found both surprising and delightful.  
 
    Minu’s biggest problem was monotony. Get up, have breakfast, meet her team, lessons, afternoon meeting, lessons, dinner, lessons, and finally bed. Not what she’d hoped for as a Chosen. That first exciting mission into the frontier, while catastrophic in ways, had given her a taste of what it could be like. She found herself proposing field research missions to Bjorn with increasingly outrageous goals. While Bjorn might have been more than slightly crazy, he was a damn good coordinator.  
 
    “Are you that desperate to get out of the lab?” Minu looked up from her coffee to see Bjorn standing in the doorway of her office, his white hair as wild as always. He didn’t appear to have any malfunctioning anti-gravity devices with him.  
 
    “Sir,” she said and stood. He held a data chip in his hand, and she knew it was her most recent proposal for a field mission. “Desperate? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You don’t, eh? Nine mission proposals, one per week, each one more extravagent than the last. I know you’ve been taking classes and have earned one degree with plans for another. I’m encouraged that you’re taking your position seriously, but aren’t your classes and your duties keeping you occupied?” 
 
    “Occupied, yes. Challenged, no.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he said, and she waited for him to chew her out. “Okay, I can understand that. Even though I was never a scout, I can recognize cabin fever.” He held up the chip in his aged fingers. “As amusing as this last proposal is on the surface, it has some teeth to it.” Minu tried to quickly recall her most recent request. She must have looked confused, because he laughed and shook his head. “I thought I was the absent-minded one around here. You wanted to go back to GBX49881 on a follow up mission and check out the species called Squeen.” 
 
    “Oh, right, sorry. I’d love to lead that mission.” 
 
    “You’d love to lead any mission,” he mumbled as he dug in a pocket. Minu did her best not to grin, the excitement already building in the pit of her stomach. “You have a go, scheduled for next Monday, and approved by Dram.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “No problem. I want to know more about that species, which shouldn’t be there. See what you can dig up.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Julast 9th, 516 AE 
 
    Squeen Archeological Dig, GBX49881, Galactic Frontier 
 
      
 
    Minu found being back on GBX49881 more than a little surreal. The world was unchanged, a sand-filled blast furnace bereft of almost all water, and home to the ruins of what might once have been a regal city. This time she had twenty scouts, a logistics person (Cherise), her own science team, and a five-man team of archaeologists. This was a full-blown field operation, and she was in charge! 
 
    The archaeologists didn’t try to disguise their unhappiness at being uprooted from a ‘very important and historically significant dig’ on Bellatrix and rudely taken into the field. Minu began to understand that her assignment to Science was a sort of punishment. I wonder who wants me out of the way, and if it has anything to do with my name being out of order on the monument wall? 
 
    Still, once the new Science group was on the frontier and fully briefed on what they might find, the leader of the archaeologists, a middle-aged five-star named Sam Cordova, realized there was a potential discovery in the offing. That hope melted like an ice cube in the afternoon sun on GBX49881, when they discovered the Squeen encampment was gone.  
 
    “Are you sure this is the right location?” Cordova asked as they walked through the scant remains of what had clearly been a modest-sized camp, and not the tiny town Minu and her team remembered seeing.  
 
    “Without a doubt,” Pip confirmed. Cordova might have asked Minu, but Pip was a fellow scientist. He nodded his head. 
 
    “See what you can find, anyway,” Minu ordered, so they set up and began working it like any potential find.  
 
    Unlike the previous mission, they had equipped for the climate. Cherise and several scouts set up a series of solar screens to shield the camp and provide extra power. A medium-sized EPC was readied, and in no time, they had power, water, and cool air. If they didn’t overuse the cooling units, the solar shields kept the EPC charged and absorbed the worst of the solar radiation. Minu helped as much as possible, but they finished the grunt work quickly, and the scientists got down to business. The scouts set a defensive perimeter. As commander, she had the least to do. As usual, she made a nuisance of herself, until Pip quietly asked her to stay out of the way.  
 
    With a sense of disappointment, she retreated to her sleeping area under the sun shields and started going over her coursework. Every so often someone would stop by with information or a detail that needed her attention; other than that, she had plenty of time to study. It was a comfortable place to spend the days, as outside the screens, the temp was toping fifty-five by mid-day, which was even warmer than the last trip. Minu suspected their previous trip was during the cold season. 
 
    Nights were a different matter, as the temperature plummeted to less than ten degrees. One very clear night it was five. Luckily, a few wispy clouds helped retain some of the planet’s daytime heat. Pip and a pair of scientists improvised a thermal battery, using banks of rocks baked in the sun during the day, to provide heat in the tents at night. It worked well to conserve precious power for instruments, instead of using the heaters. 
 
    While the scientists set up their operation in what was once the squatter’s camp, Minu took a team of scouts and gave the town a thorough going over. Her team had scoured the town months ago, so she didn’t expect to find anything new. However, the Rasa had come here for a reason, and she wanted to know what it was. It was only a matter of time before she ended up at the remains of the Rasa camp next to the portal. They found no evidence that other Rasa had investigated later. A pair of scouts moved methodically around the square as she squatted next to the final resting place of the six beings she’d helped kill. Charred bones were all that remained. After the search, she set the scouts loose and went back to her studies. 
 
    On the third day, a cold front came through and the temperature only got up to thirty. Minu took the opportunity to escape the tent with its air conditioning and sun screens. The walk back to the town square was refreshing. She crossed the square, ignoring the piled bones, and approached the portal. The portal dais always felt slightly cool, and the crumbling town’s walls gave ample shade. It was a nice place to sit, with reduced flow from the blast furnace blowing through her blazing red hair. She found it hard to concentrate; after the heat, the weather was quite enjoyable. Her attention wandered to the portal behind her, glowing and active because she sat on the dais. She’d never stared into the swirling milky-white force fields of a portal on standby. The image was strangely compelling.  
 
    Minu put her computer tablet down and stood up, turned around, and approached the edge. Unlike the dais, the portal itself wasn’t real; the archway was a holographic image to allow users to see the perimeter and avoid striking an edge. There was nothing to touch in standby. If she reached out, her hand would just go through the image. Still, she leaned closer to examine the ever-changing patterns. A deep feeling of calm spread through her, like she hadn’t felt in many months.  
 
    Suddenly there was a hand on her shoulder, and she turned with a jerk. One of the scouts was looking at her, a concerned look on his face. “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure,” she replied, “why?” 
 
    “You’ve been standing there staring at the portal for half an hour.” 
 
    It had felt like moments, and that confused her. Aside from a few times while cramming for tests during training, Minu had never ‘lost track of time.’ She was normally very aware of how long she’d been at a task. It was disconcerting. “It’s mesmerizing,” she said lamely, “don’t you think?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” the scout said and turned to leave. Minu avoided looking back at the portal, not wanting to space out again. Instead, she picked up her tablet and returned to the tent.  
 
    “I guess I’m just working too hard,” she muttered out loud to herself. “Great, now I’m talking to myself!” 
 
    On the morning of the fifth day Minu awoke to excited conversation among the scientists. She slipped on her boots and unzipped the tent. There was no need to dress; it was too cold at night to undress. “What’s going on?” she asked the first scientist she came to.  
 
    “We’ve found some archaeological evidence,” he explained. She looked at him expectantly, and he started on about a fossil record or some such, and her eyes started to glaze over. 
 
    “Where’s Pip?” The scientist looked annoyed that his explanation wasn’t sufficient and gestured toward the dig site. She thanked him and left the cover of the solar shields. Under the glaring direct light of the local sun, she reached into a pocket and slipped on her hood. The thermal reflective material covering her head and eyes might make her look like a skier, but at least she could see again and wouldn’t burn like a piece of toast. Being a redhead had its downsides.  
 
    The dig was a few hundred meters from camp, which was standard procedure according to the archaeologists. Minu would have rather had it within the camp and the solar screens. As she got close, she was amazed at how far the dig had progressed. A couple of days ago, it was just a shallow trench. Now there was a pit three meters on a side and more than five meters deep. She stopped by the edge next to a ladder and looked down. A laser grid projected by a device on the pit rim covered the floor. The scientists, gathered by a single grid square, were having an animated conversation, while Pip knelt and dusted something off with a tiny brush. Minu climbed down to join them. “What do we have?” she asked. 
 
    Pip straightened up and shook his head. “I’m not sure if this is convincing or not,” he said.  
 
    “I might have a better idea if you let me in on whatever it is you’ve found.” 
 
    “Cordova is the archaeologist.” The older man stood and walked over with a basket holding several artifacts covered in dirt.  
 
    “The Squeen weren’t squatters,” he explained and showed her what they’d found. First, there were several bones. Most looked too common to prove anything, except one was obviously a rodent-like skull with a very large cranial capacity. Another scientist showed Minu how they’d scanned and reconstructed the skull with muscle and skin. The being before her was unmistakably a Squeen.  
 
    “Why is that significant?” Minu asked. “Couldn’t they just be long-term squatters?” 
 
    “Squatting for more than a million years?” Cordova asked. “The camp has been used repeatedly in the last few thousand years. The Squeen’s presence here dates back to their origin as an intelligent species.” He showed her several other artifacts, including handmade tools and fragments of pottery. “These items speak of a period in this world’s past when this was an arboreal forest. We also found fish bones and remnants of basketwork made from deciduous tree bark.” 
 
    “So they were a primitive species a million years ago?” 
 
    “Probably less,” he said and pointed to another hole a few feet away. Minu leaned over and looked down. The hole went down about six meters, and she could see some wetness at the bottom. “That’s the level at which we found these primitive examples of the Squeen. We found these at this level.” Pointing at the level they were currently standing in, he handed her another basket full of decayed Concordian technology, including a computer chip and an EPC. “The EPC still holds a partial charge, and the chip likely holds data.” 
 
    “What’s on it?” 
 
    “We can’t be sure; the interface contacts are corroded. We can fix that back on Bellatrix.” 
 
    “Put this all together for me.” Minu asked. “I’m a little confused, and I’m a few dozen degrees short of keeping up.”  
 
    Pip took over. “The Squeen are native to this world. Half a million years ago they lived in this place hunting, fishing, and making baskets, during what looks like their stone-age period.” He glanced at Cordova who nodded. “Sometime between then and about twenty thousand years ago, they joined the Concordia and became a technological society.” He went over to the dig’s wall and pointed at layers of deposited sediment. “About a hundred and fifty thousand years ago, this planet was rendered uninhabitable.” 
 
    “Rendered? You mean, purposely destroyed? How?” 
 
    “No idea.” All the other scientists who were listening shrugged or shook their heads. “All we know is it was violent and complete. Possibly some sort of space-based weapons. This world was so radioactive, not even cockroaches could survive. In the time since, it’s been slowly recovering. The radiation on the surface is gone.” 
 
    “But the water table is still hot,” Minu said and Pip nodded in agreement. “So, someone killed this planet to get the Squeen, or killed the Squeen and got the planet. Or it was all some celestial accident…” 
 
    “Who knows?” 
 
    “Some of them survived,” she said, “we saw them. Could it have been a primitive tribe that’s nomadic and wandering the planet? 
 
    “Not a chance,” Cordova said, “there’s probably a living sea or two, somewhere, but not near here. And it’s unlikely there’s much more than single celled organisms and plankton living there. If the Squeen were living in the way you saw them, they’d never survive long enough to get to that sea on foot. This planet is a death trap.” 
 
    “That’s what doesn’t add up.” Minu said, feeling exasperated. “They looked primitive, so they’re not from off-world. But they must have been advanced, or they couldn’t live here.” 
 
    “Like Pip said, it’s an enigma,” Cordova agreed.  
 
    “So,” Minu said to Pip, “if those Squeen we saw aren’t from here, where are they from?” 
 
    “We don’t know, but they can’t be considered squatters if they evolved on this world.” His answer was straightforward and logical. “The only exception to the leasehold rule is if you evolved on the planet, and that doesn’t happen very often.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Pip looked around at the other scientists, none of which had anything more to offer. He scratched his chin as he answered. “The universe is a dangerous place.” 
 
    “Big help, thanks.” Again, none of them had anything else to offer. “The city back there?”  
 
    “It was the center of their population. Probably not destroyed because of the portal. It wouldn’t matter anyway; the ecosphere was crushed. The residents likely died slow and painful deaths.” 
 
    “Great, we have a few answers and twice as many new questions.” Pip and Cordova mirrored each other’s nods.  
 
    Minu supervised as they cleaned up the site, carefully filled in the excavation, and packed the gear. While they worked, she finished her report and helped them carry the equipment to the portal. In the end, all they had to show for a week’s work was a container full of crusty old artifacts, some bones, contradictory evidence, and one computer chip with very old data, possibly recipes or shipping records. Minu used her portal control rod to move them to FAX544; she was grateful she’d at least gotten off-world for a week.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Julast 31st, 516 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Minu stepped behind the old-fashioned polymer shield and thumbed the Concordian-made force field to life before nodding to the technician. A few meters away, instruments hummed and recorded the results as the technician carefully aimed the sensors.  
 
    “Ready?” Gregg asked. He’d volunteered to test this new weapon even before he’d seen it. He shouldered the contraption, which resembled a huge mess of pipes and wires connected by power cables. A rubber pad on one end acted as a butt stock, and a protruding handle acted as a pistol grip. With some concern, he leveled the ‘gun’ at a distant target and tried to aim. Since the contraption lacked any sort of sight, or even an obvious barrel, it was no easy task. “Tell me again why I don’t get to stand behind a force field?” he asked.  
 
    “You don’t do this sort of stuff all day long,” Minu explained patiently, “we’re sure it won’t explode, but there’s some small radiation splash.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s okay then!” Gregg said and eyed the weapon dubiously one more time. He finally settled for aiming it as best he could and pulled the trigger. There was a hum as power flowed, a little pop of light, and that was it. “Did it fire?” 
 
    “No energy spike,” the technician said. Gregg mumbled something disparaging and tried to fire again. This time the tech shook his head. Same results.  
 
    “Damn it,” Minu snarled and yelled into a microphone. “Pip, what the fuck?” 
 
    “I’m running the data trying to figure it out!” he yelled back. Even though the project was his brainchild, he’d opted to collate the data from the safety of their labs on the third floor. He said he needed more direct access to the main computers. Gregg muttered an uncomplimentary suggestion about what he should do with his computers.  
 
    “Tell me again,” Gregg said from where he cradled the non-functioning weapon in both hands, “why did Pip decide to test a power interface by building a hybrid monster gun?”  
 
    Minu couldn’t help laughing. “I think he was trying to kill two Kloth with one stone.” 
 
    “Can we avoid using the term kill?” 
 
    “Sorry. The interface project was Alijah’s pet. He figured out a way to adapt Mok-Tok EPC interfaces to our systems. The first model has a high-power transfer rate, and lab tests weren’t giving us the level of results we wanted. When I said we needed to up the power on the tests, Pip conveniently suggested this little toy he’d been working on in his spare time.” 
 
    “Spare time my ass,” Pip said over the radio. The reception popped and hissed from five stories above. The high-energy test facility was a long ceramic concrete room gouged from bedrock three floors below ground, the same bedrock that housed the commander center several kilometers farther down. When Minu had first visited the facility, Pip had happily showed her a couple of scorch marks in the ceramic concrete floor he was responsible for. The scorches were indelible. Marring ceramic concrete was an accomplishment. “Everyone else on this team is so slow, I have a couple of hours a day to work on this.” 
 
    “Then why does it look like something from a Dr. Who episode?” Gregg yelled, obviously overhearing Pip, even from the other side of the shield. “Damn thing weighs a ton.”  
 
    Minu could see the banded muscles bunching in his arms and chest, and she was not too busy to appreciate the sight. “Who the hell is Dr. Who?” she wondered aloud as she worked on a tablet.  
 
    “Are you serious?” Pip asked. Gregg looked at her like she’d committed an egregious error.  
 
    She shrugged. “Did he work on some special Chosen project?” 
 
    “It’s a science fiction show from Earth, made in Britain around the turn of the century,” Pip explained.  
 
    “Nineteenth or twentieth?” 
 
    “Good lord,” Pip laughed, “don’t you know basic history? Television wasn’t invented until 1938.” 
 
    “I thought it was the 1950s,” the formerly quiet tech intervened. 
 
    “No, 1938. The Germans showed it off at their world’s fair.” Minu couldn’t care less and said so, wondering what difference it made. “There’s so much you can learn from that old stuff,” Pip continued.  
 
    “How can learning from them possibly help us integrate into the Concordia? They’d never even seen an alien or left their solar system!” 
 
    “Aside from insights into human nature, it’s interesting.” 
 
    “Physics is interesting,” she admitted, “old television is boring.” 
 
    “Your father watched hundreds of hours of old Earth TV,” Pip said. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “The data access logs. I spent a week or so when first assigned to Science in the data library department. Most of the old computers are copied there, and the data is readily accessible to any Chosen.” 
 
    “Can I get into it?” 
 
    “Any Chosen can,” Pip confirmed, “although some of it’s classified. I never quite understood that. I mean, five-hundred-year-old data from the early days? I’ve wondered what it all says, but I figure it’s just stuff about wanting to kill the Rusks, or something like that.” He was quiet for a moment, then came back on. “Okay, I think I have it figured out. Have Gregg give it another try.” 
 
    Several frustrating hours later, Minu was back in her tiny office completing her report. Every time she used equipment or personnel outside her lab, it required a report. She wondered how heads of large departments ever found time to do real work. A dozen more attempts with Pip’s reverse-engineered energy weapon had failed to produce a beam with enough lethality to burn toast. It wasn’t a complete failure, though. At least the power interface functioned properly.  
 
    When she finished her report, she glanced at Pip’s schematics for the weapon. It was ten times the size of the weapon it was based on, a very compact gun called a Beamcaster, employed by many higher-order species in the Concordia. The trouble, as always, was adapting a device to human physical constraints and the available technology. None of the Concordian weapons-brokers wanted to sell humans any serious firepower. Not that they could really afford to waste valuable credits on state-of-the-art weaponry, anyway. Constructing some themselves was a long-term goal of the Chosen. To date, the best they’d managed was the energy dissipating grids incorporated into Chosen field uniforms, which were adaptations of obsolete Concordian shields used by radiation technicians, and a magnetic accelerator rifle used by Chosen scouts as a sniper weapon. Not much progress in a century.  
 
    With nothing more to do that day, Minu decided to access the Chosen computer records and look at results of previous reverse-engineering projects. She found detailed records showing years of research on Bellatrix into how most aspects of Concordian technology worked and ways to put it to use. She was simultaneously surprised at the volume of research and the lack of actual progress.  
 
    Minu crossed over to the Concordian database and performed a similar search. Of course, there was next to nothing on other species researching to adapt modern Concordian tech to older indigenous technologies. There were extensive files on compatibility and interfacing different species’ modern technologies. Those were less than useless in this case.  
 
    She crossed back into their own files, intending to look at the oldest research, and stumbled onto the secured archives by mistake. Even though they’d granted her access when she became a four-star Chosen, she’d never actually looked at the vast treasure trove of preserved Earth knowledge. She poked around for a minute, skimming several files about state-of-the-art technology at the time of Earth’s destruction. Many of the files had more recent cross-references. She wasn’t the only one looking at the older files for insights, just as Pip suggested. One notation caught her attention, and she read it with interest. 
 
    “While it’s obvious the photronics developed by the Concordia are far more advanced than the best electronics Earth could manufacture, what is profound is that these advances are not out of the realm of old Earth speculation. The use of photons to power electronic circuits was many years from realization back then; however, they had speculated about it and had researched it to some degree. Two questions remain. How far would we, as humans, have gotten if fate had not intervened so disastrously and destroyed our world? And why are the Concordia not far more advanced than they are? You would think, with thousands of species researching and developing their own technology for eons, that tech would have advanced to the point of being all but indistinguishable from magic by now! Instead, it’s only a century or two ahead of the best our home world had to offer, and even now our scientists begin to plumb the depths of that knowledge and speculate further.” 
 
    Minu checked the notation and saw Bjorn Ganose had signed it more than 40 years ago. Minu smiled and looked further into Bjorn’s writings. As she’d suspected, he’d been a prodigious researcher his whole adult life. She found many other people’s notes. There was Pip, of course, his first entry only days after the Trials. She was surprised at how often his name appeared, considering he’d only been Chosen a little more than a year and a half. And there was Ted Hurt, his writings dating back to well before he joined the Chosen. Then she found a name that floored her: Chriso Alma. 
 
    She spent most of the night after everyone else in the complex was off to their beds reading. Her father had made more than a thousand notations on human and Concordian technology, weaponry, and history. Few others had made more, and none of them surprised her as much as his. Clearly he could have been in Science, if he hadn’t ended up in Command. Did fate step in to steer his course within the Chosen? Was the same fate working with her, or against her?  
 
    Finally, in the wee hours of the morning, she couldn’t stay awake any longer. She almost staggered downstairs to her room, and she didn’t bother with a shower. She stripped off her jumpsuit, tossed it in the cleaner, and slid between the sheets. The longer she thought about her father being into science, the more it made sense. From his encouraging her at every chance to pursue science, to his always seeming to have the answers to homework questions, to his last-minute attempt to get her to go to college instead of taking the Trials, the clues were there. Alone in her small bed, she drifted off thinking about her father, and how things often weren’t what they seemed.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Minu sat at a table in the cafeteria, a small pile of tablets and a half-eaten chicken-salad sandwich in front of her, as she went over a never-ending list of figures. The prototype beam-weapon showed just enough promise to excite Bjorn, or someone above him, and he’d shot her carefully-planned research schedule to hell. She was helping chew through data by hand in the hopes of a breakthrough. One tablet held test data, another recorded profiles from one of the rare beamcasters the Chosen owned, and still another had schematics for both the beamcaster and their prototype. The number-sifting was the most boring aspect of the research, so she’d been going through the schematics when she noticed someone standing next to her. 
 
    “Hi,” he said, when she looked up.  
 
    “I know you, don’t I?” 
 
    “Yeah, my name is Tetsuo.” Minu cocked her head; his face was familiar. “The technician helping you test the energy weapon last month?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah! You need something?” 
 
    “Kinda. Can I sit down?” 
 
    Minu looked at the table, mostly covered by her tablets and unfinished lunch. “I’m rather busy right now.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll just say it.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “Will you go out with me?” 
 
    It took a long moment for her to realize he’d asked her out on a date. The young technician, who was close to her age, wore civilian common dress and a lab coat, with his ID badge hanging from one pocket. Judging by his Asian features and above-average height, he was either from the Peninsula Tribe, or his ancestors were. Dark brown hair hung low over his gray eyes, and he was not unattractive. She was so surprised she didn’t immediately respond. He started to look anxious, either excited or fearful. Only two boys had ever asked her out, both times at the Keeper’s Academy. They’d been older boys who’d taken notice of her developing figure, but her mother had prepared her. She’d sent them on their way, and no more followed.  
 
    “I’m too busy these days to date,” she said, looking him in the eye. At the last second, she added a little smile. It proved exactly the right thing to do, softening the blow.  
 
    “Okay,” he said, only slightly dejected, “maybe some other time?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said with a nod and another little smile. 
 
    “Good. I might see you again, if you need a tech.” 
 
    Minu watched him go and shook her head. Where the hell did that come from? More than a year in the Chosen, and the only attention she’d received from the opposite sex was Ted Hurt, who she found mostly amusing and a tad bit flattering.  
 
    Later that evening she got out of the shower and stood naked in front of the narrow full-length mirror attached to the bathroom door. She didn’t think her body was anything special. She considered herself a fully-grown woman now, and she was hardly a beauty queen. As her mother had once said, her face was too long and her legs too short. Her breasts were small and her hips narrow. “It all adds up to average,” she said to the reflection.  
 
    The next afternoon she had her twice weekly sparring session with Cherise. During their midpoint water break she asked her friend, “Do you think I’m pretty?” 
 
    “Very much so,” Cherise said without hesitation. 
 
    Minu looked at her brown-skinned friend in confusion. “I don’t understand,” she admitted. “Now you, you’re beautiful. You have long black hair and sleek long legs, and the boys can’t stop staring at your bustline.  
 
    Cherise shook her head. “That isn’t always a good thing. I’m beginning to wonder if my tits are keeping me from getting four stars. It’s all most men notice.” 
 
    “Maybe my lack of them helped me get four stars?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m bigger than I’d like; you’re perfect.” Minu snorted and Cherise cuffed her on the back of the head.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “You asked for it. Minu, boys watch you everywhere you go.” 
 
    “Yeah? Then how come I never got asked out until yesterday?” 
 
    “Someone asked you out?” 
 
    Crap, she thought. She hadn’t planned on letting that out. “Uhm, yeah.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Technician named Tetsuo.” 
 
    “Kid from Peninsula Tribe? He asked me out a couple of weeks ago.” 
 
    “Oh, so he’s desperate.” 
 
    “Not really; I’ve asked around. He’s a little particular.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t explain why he was the first to approach me.” 
 
    “Minu, you really don’t know?” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    Cherise wiped sweat from her hair and tossed aside the towel, taking a second to be sure no one else in the gym was within ear shot. “You’re the Daughter of the First, well the previous First.” 
 
    “I have been my whole life.” 
 
    “Yeah, and now you’re living and working with Chosen! Think about it.” 
 
    “They’re scared of me?” 
 
    “More like intimidated.” 
 
    “What’s the story with Tetsuo?” 
 
    “He’s new, and not from Plateau…” 
 
    “He doesn’t know who my father was.” Cherise slapped the floor and nodded. “Oh.” Cherise took a drink of water and stood up, ready to continue, but Minu continued with her questions. “Still, there are a lot of red-blooded males around here, and the only one who’s made it obvious he was interested was Ted Hurt—” 
 
    “That pervert would screw anything with two legs and at least one breast.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it!” 
 
    “Dear, have you ever let it be known you’re interested?” 
 
    “I would never go around…I mean I wouldn’t…” Cherise lifted one eyebrow, and Minu spat a curse, climbing to her feet. 
 
    “If you don’t put out some bait, you won’t attract any prey.” 
 
    Minu picked up a pair of plastic practice knives and tossed one to her friend. They sparred with the fake knives for a few minutes before switching to unarmed martial arts. After a particularly effective flip, Minu reached down to offer Cherise a hand up, and the other girl asked a question. “Are you interested in dating, Minu?” 
 
    “No,” she said as she pulled Cherise up, and then she rethought her answer. “Maybe. I guess. I don’t know.” 
 
    “I’ve wondered for a long time if you were ready. You have no idea how many men have asked me and your other friends about you.” 
 
    “You guys have been running interference for me?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Cherise said evenly. “We told them you weren’t dating, and they left it at that. What happened to you in the Trials to change your mind? You seemed to be interested in Aaron, at least partially, after Gregg and I had our fling.” 
 
    “The Trials change you,” Minu said flatly. “What about you and Gregg?” 
 
    “We’ve gone out a couple of times, nothing serious. I know he still wants me, but I’m trying to sort everything out.” She giggled. “We kiss and stuff, but I don’t let it go any further. He probably has a boner all night.” Minu snorted before self-consciously covering her mouth. One of the nearby physical trainers threw them an annoyed look, then went back to his class.  
 
    “If sex feels that good, why aren’t you doing it again?” 
 
    Cherise looked at her strangely, then shrugged. “I’m not ready yet.” 
 
    Minu nodded, and they went through a few grapples. “Maybe I’m thinking about it,” she said between bouts. “What should I do now?” 
 
    “How did you respond to Tetsuo?” Minu gave her a blow-by-blow. “Well done. You don’t have to do anything.” 
 
    “You said I have to put out bait.” 
 
    “You already did.” 
 
    “I told him no! How will that help attract another boy? He’ll tell them I blew him off.” 
 
    “No, he’ll say you said maybe. Minu, it’s ‘game on’ now.” 
 
    “Why do I think I just made a mistake?” Cherise smiled. Minu thought about the last time she’d seen Aaron and how much more bulked up his chest and arms were. A second later, Cherise took advantage of Minu’s lack of concentration and rewarded her with a black eye.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The shiner kept the boys at bay until it went away. Even with the contusion, Minu could tell she was now a target of extreme interest. The very next day she saw boys watching her walk by, many of them trying to catch her eye and smiling when they did. One day in line for dinner, she turned and caught a three-star Chosen from Training giving her ass the once-over. She cleared her throat, and when he looked up, she skewered him with her flashing green eyes. He turned redder than her hair and excused himself, all thoughts of food or other things abandoned.  
 
    She was afraid that crushing him like that would hurt her prospects, but she was completely wrong. Two days later, her black eye healed, a three-star from Logistics asked her to a movie in the lunch line. She politely said she was too busy and added a genuine smile, a bat of her eyelashes, and a shrug. He grinned like an idiot and suggested some other time. She laughed and said that might be nice. He left even happier than Tetsuo. How the hell do I know how to do this? she wondered. As she carried her food to a table, several boys competed for her attention. She suddenly knew what a lone tuck felt like as it ran past a herd of Kloth.  
 
    Minu gave Cherise an update during their next sparring match, being careful this time to keep her attention on the fighting rather than the story. Cherise laughed, especially when Minu wondered about her flirting skills. 
 
    “I was flirting?” Minu asked. “I was just saying ‘no.’” 
 
    “You were saying maybe and pouring it on hard. You’ll hear from him again, bet on it.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “And as for where that ability comes from, we’re born with it, girl.” 
 
    “All girls?” 
 
    “Only the hot ones,” Cherise said and struck a seductive pose, hip cocked, hand on hip, chest pushed out. A boy swinging on a set of rings slipped and crashed to the floor. Both girls laughed and went back to their workout. Afterward, in the tiny girls’ shower, Minu stole a look or two at her friend’s body. It was certainly more curvaceous than hers, and her legs were improbably long. Were they really so different? Maybe beauty was something that transcended basic individual details. Her body was nice, too.  
 
    As they were getting dressed, Cherise turned to her. “You need to decide what you’re going to do.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Sooner or later, you have to say yes to one of them, or they’ll give up.” 
 
    “I’m not ready to have sex,” she said quickly, a little nervousness in her voice. 
 
    “I wasn’t suggesting that. Watching a movie in Chelan, holding hands, maybe a kiss or two isn’t beyond reason, is it?” 
 
    “I suppose not.” She went back to work, and she began to think about it. Boys were a subject of deep interest for weeks to come.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Octember 22nd, 516 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    A month later Minu’s team was suddenly called into the field again. The briefing with the launch controller, Chosen Carlson, was a quick one, done as they moved down the hall to the portal. Minu didn’t really know the new mission planner. He’d taken over when Dram became Second Among the Chosen, replacing Jacob. Her entire science team was going with her, along with a squad of five scouts.  
 
    “It looks like a recon scout team on the frontier world GBX2334 found an alien cache with some prime goodies,” Carlson explained. “I need your science team to pop out there, evaluate the find, and decide if it’s worth bringing home immediately.” 
 
    “What did they find?” 
 
    “If I knew that, we wouldn’t need you,” he said tersely.  
 
    Minu nodded, double-checking all her gear was in place. She now carried two computers in holsters on her belt, but that was nothing compared to Pip’s four. The more into science she got, the more hands-on she became. The more classes she tackled, the more data she seemed to need; hence the additional tablets. Carlson noticed her carefully making sure the computers were secure and shook his head. “You’re going native?” he asked and pointedly eyed her four gold stars. “I thought you were in Command.” 
 
    “Occupational hazard,” she mumbled under her breath. Dram, who’d come in during the briefing, overheard her and laughed heartily.  
 
    “This is exactly the sort of operation Jovich and I envisioned when we created your team,” the big man explained. “We need scientists that can hit the ground running. Before you took over, it would take us days to get a team of scientists out there to investigate.” 
 
    “What are you doing in the jump-off room?” Minu asked. “Doesn’t the Second Among the Chosen have more important things to do?” 
 
    “Pining away for my old job,” he admitted with a shrug.  
 
    “Why not bring the cache back, regardless?” 
 
    “It’s complicated. You’ll see when you get there.” 
 
    Up ahead in the ready room, her science team was assembling. Only Pip was ready on such short notice, and she felt a stab of annoyance. She resolved to hold monthly readiness drills from now on, especially after finding out that being ready to depart on missions at a moment’s notice was part of the reason they’d put her in command of a group of scientists. Why hadn’t they bothered to let her in on the plan? Carlson waved her toward her team as a way of letting her know time was short.  
 
    “What’s up, boss?” Pip asked without looking up from his equipment check. Minu gave him a sitrep as she scanned the others. Alijah was trying to get his kit together, while Mandi argued with Terry about some piece of heavy equipment she wanted to take but was unwilling to carry herself. 
 
    “Wonder what they found?” Pip asked as he shouldered his pack. She was proud of how far he’d come as a Chosen. His pack looked well-assembled and well within his ability to handle. As she watched him settle it in place, she was surprised by the strength in his shoulders. Had he been working out? As the squad of scouts arrived, she put the thought aside. Minu looked them over but didn’t recognize any of them. The squad was composed of four-stars lead by a three-star, so she knew this was big, and that she wouldn’t be in charge. She’d defer to the superior three black stars of the scout leader for this mission. 
 
    “We’ll find out what it is in a few minutes,” she told Pip, then glanced around to check the rest of her team. They were finishing up. “We haven’t had much free time to talk lately,” she said to her friend. Pip nodded as he checked the holstered tablets one more time, tugging at each one to make sure he couldn’t dislodge it. “Has there been any progress in researching the Squeen?” 
 
    “I was making some headway in the Concordian database a few weeks ago, but I got shut out.” 
 
    “Like someone directly interfered?” Minu asked. 
 
    “Exactly. Looks like there might be more to the Squeen than we realized.” 
 
    Minu looked at Carlson and saw he was chatting with the scout leader. “It’s too bad we didn’t go into that village and try to make contact when we first spotted them.” 
 
    “Considering they are an ‘extinct’ species, we might have received a less than friendly reception.” Carlson waved to get Minu’s attention, and she started herding her people toward the door. “Still, I’m not giving up. I hate an unsolved mystery.” 
 
    “Just don’t get your fingers burned.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s me!” 
 
    Outside, they gathered in front of the portal, and Minu met Capella, the three-star scout leader. “Good to meet you, Minu,” he said, grinning widely. His broad face, prominent nose, and thick brown hair spoke of European ancestry. “I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
    “All good, I hope.” She smiled back. He was probably thirty and in peak physical condition. Most likely from the Boglands, same as Gregg. Though his build was athletic, he wasn’t as muscled as Minu’s friend.  
 
    “Oh, mostly. Well, even though I’m in charge, it’s a scientific recon, so I’ll follow your lead. I know you’re a competent field leader, so we’ll work through this together.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Carlson handed them each a control rod, which was SOP with mixed teams, then waved to the controllers behind their protective force field. The portal flashed to life, and they passed through onto FAX544. Thankfully, they were only on the perpetually snow-covered world long enough for Capella to activate the next portal program. They all donned protective breathing masks before moving through onto GBX2334. Minu kept her control rod in her thigh pocket. 
 
    “I hate borderline worlds,” Pip yelled over the howling wind of the planet. She was glad they’d been warned about the atmospheric conditions before coming through. Tiny scrubbers in the masks cleaned the air, and goggles protected their eyes. GBX2334’s air was filled with nearly undetectable fine silica powder that could permanently damage lungs, not to mention a high concentration of methane, chlorine, and sulfur. It all combined to make the world smell like an open latrine situated next to a swimming pool in hell.  
 
    Three scouts from another team waited. Minu met the team leader, and he quickly directed her away from the portal. “It’s not safe here!” he yelled, so she could hear him through his more complex helmet and over the merciless wind. 
 
    “This is horrible,” she replied as they moved toward a nearby structure.  
 
    “If you think this is bad, wait until morning.” As they marched, she could feel the wind stinging the exposed skin of her neck and hands. The scout’s full helmet and gloves made good sense on this planet. Minu glanced up at the dimly-glowing orange star in the sky and cast him a curious look. He followed her gaze and laughed. “That’s a moon. This is a trinary system; during full daylight the surface reaches almost a hundred degrees. My computer said there’s a full night only once every three weeks on this rock. Luckily there are three large moons that cover the sun from time to time. Without those, I doubt the temperature would dip below seventy.” As the team moved into the building, one of the stars came out from behind the moon. The blast of heat was intense, even through her protective jumpsuit.  
 
    “Wow,” she said, and they hurried under cover as quickly as possible. They carried the last of the equipment indoors just as another sun started to emerge, and her suit’s radiation alarm chirped in her ear. “This is unbelievable,” she said. “How could anyone have ever lived here? And it’s only rated a B on the index!” 
 
    “Mostly because of the cities,” he said as the doors automatically closed out the screaming wind, heat, and radiation. Artificial light came on, and the Concordian-designed air lock automatically began cycling.  
 
    “Why the hell did they put a portal outside on this hellhole?” 
 
    “It’s a cargo portal, probably used by bots and automated transports. We haven’t been using the indoor portals because of alien traffic,” he explained. He pulled his helmet off, attached it to a clip on his belt, then held out a hand. “I’m Bill Richardson.”  
 
    “Minu Alma,” she replied and took the offered hand. He was quite the opposite of Capella, who was stowing his breathing mask. Richardson was slender and surprisingly tall; his thin face and hawkish eyes gave him a guarded appearance. Four black stars adorned his sleeve, and she noticed he had his weapon out and slung over a shoulder. Capella caught his eye and nodded; Richardson nodded back. Scouts worked together a lot, and these two were obviously acquainted. “We’re just here to help you evaluate the find.” 
 
    “I’m glad, too. Tech isn’t my thing.” He tapped the butt stock of his gun and gestured to his team. “Better have everyone ready their weapons.” 
 
    “Have you had trouble?” 
 
    “Nothing yet, but there’s been conflict on this planet several times in the past. You’ll have to see the cache before we can say more.” 
 
    Minu nodded and pulled her weapon from the special pouch on the side of her pack. Terry and Alijah saw what she was doing and began readying their own weapons, although a bit less competently. Again, she thought of readiness drills. Pip got his gun out without hesitation. Mandi watched them with distaste. As a civilian, she was unarmed. “Once you get your people organized, follow us.” The rest of Richardson’s team was either deployed or already watching the find. The inside door of the air lock hissed inward, and he led them into the worn-looking building and down several gradually descending ramps. “Whatever species built these cities wasn’t like us,” he said, as they walked. “There are no stairs anywhere.” The farther they got from the entrance, the quieter it became. Her suit told her the air was cleaner.  
 
    “It was probably some sort of slithering species like the T’Chillen,” Pip offered. Richardson jerked his head around. All it took was a mention of the species to set most scouts on edge.  
 
    “Maybe stairs scared them.” Alijah joked, but no one laughed.  
 
    After descending about a hundred meters, they came to a maglev transit tube station of common Concordian design. Distant computers controlled a fleet of varying-sized cars which shuttled beings all over the cities. Minu looked into the dark tunnel, which extended in both directions from the protective railing. She dreaded the long walk to their destination. Then there was a sudden rush of wind as a tram slid into view.  
 
    “It’s still working?” 
 
    “Almost everything does,” Richardson confirmed. The tram silently and smoothly came to a stop, doors pivoting open on cue, and the station’s safety rail rose out of the way. They climbed aboard, and the tram pulled away automatically. Once underway, Richardson walked over to a wall, where a map lit up as he approached. From the map, Minu could tell it was an incredibly intricate transportation system, composed of hundreds of lines and branches. Richardson reached out and touched a spot on the map, which flashed in reply before going dark.  
 
    “How extensive is the system?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s planet-wide. There’s more than a hundred thousand miles of tramway. The map only displays local destinations unless you change modes.” 
 
    The tram ride took almost an hour. When it eventually came to a stop, they were in the center of a huge dome, carved from the living bedrock of the planet. All along the walls, lights glimmered, and catwalks crossed back and forth as though cobwebs covered the ceiling. From the floor of the dome, buildings of glass and steel stabbed toward the ceiling. This further confused Minu.  
 
    “There are thousands of Class-A worlds in the galaxy. Why bother expending all this effort on a world highly unsuitable to whatever species lived here?” 
 
    “Ask Ted,” Pip said, “he has a theory.” 
 
    “Save me the time and let me in on it.” 
 
    “It follows his other theory, that the Concordia are in decline. The empire was once so populated even borderline worlds like this were used.”  
 
    Minu had to give Ted his due. Faced with scenes like this, it made more and more sense. “Okay, but he was talking about a power shortage; they obviously didn’t have that problem here.” She gestured expansively, taking in all the power consumed by the huge dome. 
 
    “I don’t think he claims to have all the answers.” 
 
    Richardson led them away from the station to a service door, only the door wasn’t there anymore. Something had torn it away, and it lay a few meters to the side, nearly bent in half. “How did your team find this?” she asked Richardson. “There must be dozens of cities, each with hundreds of tram stops. It would have taken your team years to find it.” 
 
    “Actually, we got on the tram and it brought us right here.” Minu looked at him in surprise, then exchanged confused looks with Pip. “Our logistics person thinks that whoever left the stash programmed the tram to come straight here to make it easier to find again.” 
 
    “That would require them to assume no one would come along and use the tram before they did,” Pip said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Richardson agreed. 
 
    “Which explains the big hurry,” Minu said. “Whoever left this cache is going to come back for it, and soon.” Richardson nodded his head. 
 
    After going through the service door, they found a tightly-turning ramp going down. The ceiling was a little over a meter high, which forced them all, even Minu, to crouch uncomfortably. Luckily, the ramp only descended a few dozen meters, then ended in a large equipment room. All sorts of machines sat around, some working, others quiet. Minu suspected it was part of the tram’s mechanism. Two members of Richardson’s team and dozens of the nearly ubiquitous Concordian-made cargo containers were also in the room. Each case was a meter long and half meter across its hexagonal cross section. They were devoid of any identification marks, the sure sign of a cache. But there had been no attempt to disguise or hide them. Taken with the pre-programmed tram and the broken door, it all added up to a very hasty, and equally temporary, cache.  
 
    “What do we have?” Minu asked Richardson. He waved her over to one of the cargo modules with its top removed. Her science team stood around it, their jaws hanging open. Minu moved closer as Pip reached inside and fished out one of the devices. He held it so Minu could get a better look. Even unassembled, it was impossible to mistake what was in his hands. She’d been staring at the schematics of a similar device for months on end. It was the business end of a beamcaster. “Jackpot,” she whispered. There were big grins all around.  
 
    “Is that a beamcaster?!” Richardson said, his eyes wide. 
 
    “You bet,” Pip said, laying one on the floor and taking digital images. He downloaded them into a tablet to index against their computer database. “I’d say there’s about a ninety-percent chance this is a T’Chillen design.” Elation turned to quiet in an instant. “The computer says ten species use this design, but only five of them are perfect matches based on this build-out.” Richardson and Capella exchanged glances, the latter scratching his chin. It was far from a clear-cut case of finders-keepers.  
 
    “How sure are you it’s a snake design?” one of Richardson’s scouts asked. 
 
    “The core weapon components are state-of-the-art and in current production. The basic system has several uses when it comes off the assembly line. These are beamcasters, which are basically portable particle accelerators.” 
 
    “Cut to the chase, Pip,” Minu encouraged him.  
 
    “This is the snakes’ favorite weapon, and they’re horribly expensive,” Pip said. 
 
    “Only higher-order species can afford them,” Minu said. Pip nodded. 
 
    “That’s still not enough evidence to be sure these belong to the snakes,” Capella said.  
 
    Alijah and Terry opened another case as the discussion continued. Alijah held up another component, a fabricated stock. Unlike a gun stock the humans would use, this one more closely resembled a corkscrew. It didn’t take a lot of imagination to see the T’Chillen’s tentacle-arms curling around the grip. 
 
    “And the T’Chillen are the only senior reptilian species,” Alijah told them. 
 
    Capella, being the person in charge, faced some tough decisions. He went over and looked at the corkscrew gun stock, then glanced at Pip’s computer search results, before speaking. “So, we have about thirty cargo modules full of uber-tech snake hardware, probably worth more than our entire damn planet. Either someone stole this from the snakes, in which case they’ll be hot to get it back, or they stashed it here themselves, in which case they’ll be pissed if they find it gone.” 
 
    “Any way you look at it, if we take this stuff, someone’s going to be mad.” Richardson said. It was hard to argue with good, old-fashioned logic.  
 
    “Pip,” Minu said, “work with their logistics person and run a full inventory.” 
 
    “That’ll take an hour or so,” he said, “these things are in pieces and we’ve never put one together.” 
 
    “You don’t think I know that? We need to have our eyes wide-open here.” 
 
    “You’re not actually thinking of taking this shit, are you?”  
 
    Minu rubbed her chin silently, running the scenario through her head. “Can you take the guts out and modify them to work for us?” 
 
    “Sure, that’s a hell of a lot easier than trying to build one from scratch. That doesn’t get around the fact that we’re up against the Rules of Engagement.” 
 
    “We’re not under attack,” Richardson said, “the ROE don’t cover scavenging. We’ve stolen from the snakes before…” 
 
    “And we’ll do it again,” Capella agreed.  
 
    “This is too good to pass up,” Minu said with a nod.  
 
    As promised, Pip finished the inventory an hour later. He, Alijah, Mandi, and Terry assembled two of the weapons. They claimed that was the only way to verify the cases didn’t contain random spare parts; Minu suspected it was also for fun. Twenty of the cases held two dozen central weapon build-outs each. The other ten contained stocks, assembly parts, and magazines holding fully charged EPCs. They had four hundred and eighty guns, worth millions of credits. The Chosen only owned five beamcasters, purchased as a lot from a weapons dealer years earlier. They were ancient, worn-out models that had cost more than a small factory. What was in front of her not only represented a vast fortune to their poor world, it was also more firepower than the Chosen had ever been able to afford. Here was the means to equip a human army on par with any in the Concordia.  
 
    While finishing the inventory, Pip also found ten squad shields and a hundred personal defensive shields. While they weren’t as valuable as the beamcasters, to her knowledge, humanity did not own a single personal shield. They’d hit the mother lode.  
 
    “What’s your opinion?” Capella asked after she’d finished with Pip. 
 
    “We have to take it,” she said without hesitation.  
 
    “Regardless of possible ramifications?” 
 
    She thought for a second, then nodded. “There are so many reasons to take this, from tactical advantages to monetary, and only one reason not to.” 
 
    “Fear of the T’Chillen,” Richardson said, giving voice to the unspoken snake in the room.  
 
    Capella nodded and spoke to Minu. “I agree. Go make the report through the portal. Tell them to launch a full logistics team, along with enough transports to move all this.” 
 
    Armed with the inventory, Minu left with two of Capella’s scouts to report back to the Chosen command. She knew it wasn’t her choice to make, but they had to agree with her and Capella. There was no way she was leaving any of this. They took some evidence to tantalize command further, the two assembled beamcasters, two personal shields, and a half dozen power packs. How could they not come to the same conclusion when they saw the shiny new weapons?  
 
    As she rode the tram back to the portal, she looked out the window while working through the arguments she’d present to Jacob and the rest of the council in her head. She intended to speak to Dram first, as this was far too important to waste time on anyone else. She needed to convince him to allow her to retrieve the cache. The tram slowed slightly while passing through a station. Another tram going in the opposite direction held a squad of six Rasa, in full combat armor and armed to the teeth. She watched in stunned silence as they went by.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Octember 22nd, 516 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    It took Minu almost an entire minute of desperate fear and anger to figure out how to make the tram stop and reverse course. She couldn’t radio Capella and warn him what was coming, as their radios didn’t have the range. And she couldn’t allow the lizards to make it to that station. Her people and the scouts were down in the equipment room, nearly unarmed, and completely unaware. Worse, the room was a dead end with no way out. The Rasa must have dropped the cache; their sudden appearance was too much of a coincidence. At least it wasn’t a platoon of T’Chillen. 
 
    “What can we do?” one of the scouts asked as the tram came to a silent stop. The rifle was off his shoulder and he was checking its load.  
 
    The other scout also had his gun ready, but he was looking at it dubiously. The capabilities of the Rasa’s weapons and defenses were well known among the Chosen. “They have full combat armor,” he said. They all knew their native-manufactured weapons were nearly worthless against combat armor. It was like trying to crack a boulder with a slingshot.  
 
    “We have an option,” Minu said and pulled off her pack. “You, get to work on that tram control and see if there’s any way in hell we can get back before those Rasa soldiers. You, come here and help me. We have some quick improvising to do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the other tram, the Rasa soldiers prepared to arrive at the cache site. Their numbers had grown, and now 10 of them readied weapons and equipment as if they were expecting trouble. When they came through the portal, tiny sensors they’d left behind informed them that others had been through since their previous visit. The unit commander, Var’at, hesitated. The cache was three days old, and they’d chosen this world in the frontier due to its complete lack of usefulness. Not even squatters were interested. Although it possessed an artificially-maintained atmosphere and ample living space, no facilities for food production existed. The world was little more than a monument to some failed species. The maze of trams and cities provided ideal hiding places, and his people used them routinely for just this sort of operation.  
 
    Var’at was not a nest leader; they hadn’t kept his egg warm enough for him to be that smart. Having to make more than a couple of decisions at a time confused him, and he had no real talent for math. Still, he was smart enough to lead males into combat and make the basic decisions required of that position. However, he found himself decidedly outside his comfort zone now. His orders were simple. Retrieve the cache and avoid conflict with higher-order species. Being a member of a young independent species was often more dangerous than being a client of a powerful one. True, clients out in the wilds of the frontier were usually free targets unless escorted by their patrons; at least you could run home for protection. Once you were independent, there was no help unless you paid for it. The Rasa flourished through sheer determination and shameless acts of self-preservation.  
 
    Faced with a compromised mission, Var’at had two options. Proceed or return. If he returned empty-clawed, he might well face harsh punishment. Even in the face of a higher-order species, the Rasa expected their commanders to find advantages and complete their missions. Armed with that knowledge, he ordered his scientist to determine who, or what, had come through the portal after their last visit. The scientist, a lowly female known only by her title, brought out sensors and cast around with them.  
 
    “Commander, I detect the strong presence of another species. It was present only mere tenth days ago.” 
 
    “Can you determine what species?” 
 
    “It is not a higher-order species,” she said quickly, her claws tapping on the computer screen, “of this I am certain. Ah, yessss,” she hissed as data came to match her outputs. “A hominid species, clients of the Tog, known as Human.” 
 
    Var’at hissed in triumph, baring his teeth in such a savage display that the female automatically cringed in fear, and the males bowed in submission. Humans again! Several tenth years ago, he’d investigated the loss of a scout team, one of whom was his nestmate. He’d found only cremated remains and traces of hominids. There was only one hominid species in the Concordia now, these humans. He hadn’t been aware there were any hominids in the Concordia until then. That his nestmate died in combat was common and almost expected of such a lowly profession, but burned like poorly-preserved meat? An unbelievable outrage! He’d vowed revenge against the young hominids. The galaxy was vast, and the Humans even fewer in number than the Rasa, but they still had their powerful higher-order patrons as shields against naked aggression. The humans on their leasehold were strictly off-limits. Var’at lacked influence with the nest leaders or enough provocation to encourage an open vendetta against the Humans, so he’d bidden his time and waited. Now he would get his reward for his patience. 
 
    “The humans must have found our cache,” he told his males, hoping with all his being that he was right. They’d quickly taken a tram and set off for the recorded location of the cache. Now that they were approaching, his males were readying weapons for the coming battle.  
 
    “The destination is after this next station,” the scientist told him, trying to be helpful. He gestured dismissively, and the scientist bowed away. The tram car was semi-transparent, and he could see the lights of a station. His tongue flicked out impatiently. Then their tram slowed for no apparent reason. He snapped at the scientist to find out why. Just as she was accessing the tram controls to find out, another tram cut in from a side tunnel. “Never mind,” he mumbled. The tramway traffic computer was just being efficient.  
 
    Var’at could see that the other tram was empty and suppressed his anger at slowing. Why hadn’t the computer made that tram wait? He could hear the scientist tapping on the tram’s controls, maybe trying to answer the same question. “Why is that other tram running?” he asked the scientist. 
 
    “Commander,” the scientist hissed in alarm, “the tram programming was overridden!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he asked and turned toward the controls. The sudden movement saved his life, as three hypervelocity projectiles tore through the tram. Not ready for immediate combat, they’d been traveling with their helmet face shields up to make breathing easier. The shields cramped their elongated snouts. The slug meant for Var’at sprang harmlessly off the side of his armored helmet; the others tore through the bones and brains of two males, killing them instantly.  
 
    “We’re under attack!” the scientist hissed needlessly. She was now the only one standing in the tram. Wind began to whip around the inside of the car, coming in through the holes torn into the forward windscreen by the projectiles. The scientist looked through the cracked screen in horror at the three humans crouched against the rear platform of the leading tram. They were working the mechanisms of their weapons and preparing to fire again. She screamed as she realized they were all aiming at her.  
 
    Something grabbed her tail and jerked it almost hard enough to detach it. The three slugs meant to end her life tore through the air just over her unarmored head. “Foolish female,” Var’at hissed and popped at her. “Stay down if you wish to continue living!” She lay on the floor of their tram and shook with uncontrollable fear as the four surviving soldiers crouched under the deadly weapons fire. “Are they dead?” he asked his male who was examining the bodies. 
 
    “Yes, leader.” 
 
    Var’at nodded and gave it no more thought. They’d served their nest well, and he hoped to die as honorably someday, but not today. “What killed them?” 
 
    “Appears to be a simple projectile weapon, very large caliber!”  
 
    Var’at felt the side of his helmet and found a nasty groove there. The projectile possessed enough energy to peel away several layers of the ceramic and dualloy composite armor. It didn’t possess enough energy to injure him through the armor, though. “They took advantage of our open helmets,” he told them, and instantly all four locked theirs closed. The projectiles might be able to penetrate the clear view slits, but Var’at doubted any being could be that accurate. “Let’s return the favor,” he said and readied his weapon.  
 
    The four males rose to kneeling positions and discharged their weapons. Thousands of hypersonic ceramic steel flechette darts tore through the remainder of the forward windscreen and into the other tram, blasting out all its windows, chewing up the seating, and punching holes in the walls. After one sustained burst, they stopped firing to conserve their power packs. The humans popped up and fired a single shot each in reply. Though ineffective, Var’at admired their marksmanship. All three shots hit their marks! A shot splashed off his own armor almost dead center over his heart. Too bad they were such a worthless species and possessed no better weaponry.  
 
    They traded salvos several times with no more effect than to further mangle both trams. The humans were surprisingly fast and adept at dodging the Rasa’s less-precise weapons. As they were preparing another barrage, both trams slowed. They were approaching a station. Var’at noticed the other tram was trailing smoke, and that gave him an idea.  
 
    “Fire at the mechanism of the other tram!” he ordered. This time they pumped thousands of darts into the rear of the other tram just as they were coming to a stop inside the station. With a brilliant discharge of plasma, the other tram split nearly in two. Its gravitic impeller mechanism destroyed, the stricken vehicle crashed down on the ceramic concrete tramway, where it bounced and ground to a thunderous stop.  
 
    A lone human jumped from the tram and raced away, leaping through a maintenance doorway before any of the males could fire at it. “The others are dead or injured,” Var’at proclaimed victoriously. “You two, investigate the wreckage for survivors; you, come with me and we will hunt down the other.” 
 
    “What do we do if the humans still live, leader?” 
 
    “Relieve them of the burden of their worthless lives,” he hissed. Their tongues flicked out in excitement as they quickly locked new magazines of flechette darts into their weapons and moved to check the other tram. Var’at led a male toward the maintenance door. 
 
    As they approached the door, he hissed in anger. This was the location of the cache! The humans had found it after all, and this foolish survivor was taking refuge inside. “You’d better not have harmed our goods,” he hissed through the door, careful not to needlessly expose himself to enemy fire. His translator repeated his message in several other Concordian languages, waiting for another translator’s reply before settling on one. “Turn over what is ours, and we will consider allowing you to live.” 
 
    Another translator replied in a language Var’at didn’t recognize. He waited for his own translator. “Go and mate with your nest mother.” Var’at cocked his head, trying to understand. Was this an attempt to gain favor by suggesting he was of high enough status to mate with the nest mother? It seemed unlikely that humans understood his species at all, and thus it must be a poorly-translated insult. He heard his other males shifting wreckage in the ruined tram and decided he didn’t want to waste any more time on foolish humans.  
 
    “Grenade,” Var’at ordered the male with him.  
 
    The male hooked a grenade with one claw and armed it with another before handing it to him.  
 
    “This is your final chance, human,” Var’at said. “My patience has expired.”  
 
    “Consume your own excrement,” came the reply from down the hall. Regardless of the translation, the meaning was obvious. He activated the grenade and, with an underhand motion, tossed it through the doorway. He was careful so it wouldn’t roll all the way down the ramp inside and damage the cache. They flattened themselves to either side of the maintenance door and hissed warnings to the other males behind them as it exploded.  
 
    The detonation shook the floor and sent a cloud of crushed ceramic concrete dust billowing out into the station. After a moment, one lone human came staggering out of the doorway, a weapon held loosely in one of its clawless hands. Var’at was surprised it had survived the attack. With a shrug he fired his weapon again. 
 
    The other male fired at the same time, unleashing a deadly hail of flesh-shredding darts. Instead of tearing the human into bloody rags, a shimmering trail of glowing sparks traced along the air between him and his target. The darts from the other male’s weapon fire were similarly overcome. The human stopped staggering and stood steadily as it raised its own weapon and bared a mouthful of blunt teeth. 
 
    “It has a shield!” Var’at hissed in panic as the human fired. Instead of the booming of a projectile weapon, the air was rent by the sizzling Crrrrack! of a beamcaster. Var’at managed to dive aside, but the beam still hit him. He hissed in pain as the shot struck the wall behind his head. The near miss burned through his armor and seared a notch in his head crest. Molten globs of steel flew as the shot blew a half-meter wide hole in the station wall. The human fired again, and Var’at heard a strangled, hissing scream. He knew the other male was dead. Their armor was nearly impervious to advanced projectile weapons, and almost worthless against energy weapons.  
 
    The two males he’d sent to the other tram climbed back onto the platform and unleashed a screaming river of projectiles at the human’s back. Its shield glowed where the darts disintegrated without penetrating. It fired at Var’at again. He only survived by scrambling on all fours, like a primitive lizard. He swallowed the shame and thanked the stars he still lived, though the molten shoulder armor burned his skin.  
 
    Var’at turned and dashed toward the tram they’d arrived in; it was their only hope for escape. As he turned, the two humans he’d thought dead rose from the wreckage of their tram. Neither of his other males noticed. They were too preoccupied with firing on the human assaulting their leader. Var’at didn’t have time to warn them; they were both hit squarely in their backs by energy blasts. The beamcasters melted their armor and turned their internal organs to steam. They exploded like over-boiled eggs, mouths wide in shock. They were dead before they hit the floor.  
 
    He continued to race for the tram. The scientist appeared in the door, motioning for him to hurry. The look of surprise froze on her face as a beamcaster nearly cut her in two.  
 
    Var’at was halfway between the wall and the tram. He stopped running and dropped his head. His independent eyes could see all three humans aiming at him. It would be over quickly. The pain would swallow the taste of burning failure when the lowly hominids defeated him with his own cache of weapons. But there was no searing blast of energy, only silence. He looked back at the one who’d fired first. It twisted the sides of its grotesque mouth upwards, showing its blunt teeth. “Why do you hesitate?” he hissed. 
 
    “Do you yield?” it asked. 
 
    The question startled Var’at. He hadn’t expected any form of civilized exchange, especially an offer of mercy, from a primitive species.  
 
    “I yield,” he hissed and dropped his weapon. One of the humans came over to unbuckle the power belt. It had some difficulty, as not having claws made it hard to operate the mechanism. He reached up to help, and the other humans tensed. “I have yielded,” he told them, “we honor the law.” The one who’d spoke, likely the leader, nodded its head and allowed him to remove the belt. Unarmed and helpless, he fell to the floor and assumed the posture of surrender, chin on the floor, eyes downcast, and awaited his fate. 
 
    “You will wait here until we have claimed the cache, then you may return to your world.” 
 
    “No demand of ransom?” 
 
    “I believe we’ve gained enough of value today.”  
 
    Var’at hissed in rage. “You are much more devious than we believed,” he told the human leader. “We shall not underestimate you again. May I ask the name of my wise opponent?” 
 
    “I am Minu Alma, Chosen of the Tog.” 
 
    Var’at had figured they were a Chosen group. Only the best of a species could ever defeat him. “You and your other males do them justice.” 
 
    “I am not a male,” she said. He looked at her with one eye and at the others with another. Aside from slightly longer hair on her head and fleshy bulges on her chest, he could detect no other differences. Was it true humans used females in combat? That spoke volumes about their foolishness.  
 
    “I understand,” was all he said. “Where do you wish me to wait?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Minu watched the logistics team work with the handheld gravitic impellers they’d brought. They moved each crate to the platform, where they attached it to an oversize Broomstick. The pilot then took off down the tramway with it. A few kilometers away, they loaded the containers onto trams to take to the world’s portal. Unfortunately, the battle had done too much damage to the tram, and it would no longer function. A central computer had taken it off line. While they worked, Minu watched bots arrive and start repairs. No one had lived here for many centuries, yet the systems still functioned.  
 
    A short distance away, Var’at squatted and waited for them to finish. She’d assigned a scout armed with one of their projectile weapons to guard him, purely as a formality. Once he’d surrendered, he became docile as a kitten. Still, he watched everything with sharp eyes, taking careful note when the Broomsticks showed up, and watching how they used the portable gravitic impellers to move the heavy crates.  
 
    The leader of the logistics team that responded to her summons stared in slack-jawed shock when he saw her standing by the portal armed with an alien energy weapon and protected by a personal shield. She showed him the quickly improvised stock they’d crafted in the tram, using their rifle stocks. It was crude, for certain, yet it allowed them to aim and fire the weapon with some accuracy without disabling their old guns.  
 
    The logistics three-star let her know when they whisked away the last container on a Broomstick so they could leave, as well. Minu rode on the rear of one, with Var’at between her and a nervous four-star logistics Chosen, as they raced down the tramway.  
 
    “Are you certain you do not need a medic to look at that?” Minu indicated the Rasa’s neck. There was a neat half circle cut through the fleshy frill on the back of the being’s long, flexible neck. She couldn’t imagine it not hurting, though there was very little blood. The beamcaster had effectively cauterized the wound.  
 
    “I will survive to see one of our own medics.” One of Var’at’s independently swiveling eyes turned to look at her for a moment. “Not that I doubt your technical ability; you humans are very ingenious,” Var’at hissed. 
 
    “All we did was find your cache before you returned. Pure luck.” 
 
    “It was luck, but I was not referring to that. I mean the way you used discarded technology and adapted it to such great effect. Many species would sooner do without than survive on the refuse of greater species.” 
 
    “We are young and poor; we do what must be done.” 
 
    “You may be correct on both accounts, yet that does not reduce the credit you are due for your resourcefulness.” A short time later they were on a tram, rocketing toward the world’s portal. 
 
    “I am surprised you are taking this as well as you are,” Minu said after a period of silence. 
 
    “What makes you think I am taking it well?” 
 
    “You do not seem angry, and you’ve made no attempt to escape or injure us.” 
 
    “The law forbids this. You have acted within the law; I must do the same. While you are resourceful, you have much to learn of the empire.” 
 
    “How will your people react to this loss?” 
 
    “We will consider the situation, plan a strategy, and enact a retribution as extreme as can be justified under the law.” 
 
    Minu swallowed and tried to remain calm. Sitting next to a representative of an independent species as he threatened your own species was an unnerving experience.  
 
    “I understand,” she said simply. 
 
    “I hope you do. You must realize those weapons did not belong to us.” 
 
    “I assumed they did.” 
 
    “Do you believe we would be armed and equipped thusly, if they were ours?” The Rasa gestured to his equipment lying on the floor a few meters away. She would send him home with his gear, as was apparently the law. She’d already made certain the weapon was unloaded and powered down. Having seen it rip apart the tram like an ungodly chainsaw from hell, she had no interest in being a target again.  
 
    “No, I guess that doesn’t make much sense.” The tram stopped, and they exited onto the platform. Closing their protective gear, they climbed to the surface within view of the portal. A group of a dozen Chosen was moving the last of the containers through the portal onto the winter landscape of FAX544. Var’at studied the scene carefully, an action not lost on Minu. “So you were entrusted to deliver this equipment by the owners?” Var’at nodded. “Who would that be?” 
 
    “The T’Chillen, of course.” 
 
    Minu put on her best poker face as the Rasa’s independent eyes studied her carefully. When he finally looked away, she swallowed hard and tried not to scream. This was not the time for panic.  
 
    A short time later, her team of scouts and Var’at stood in front of the portal. She handed him his control rod and he activated the portal. He made no attempt to hide the destination, so she didn’t bother trying to see where it was. The Rasa were far too intelligent to make such an amateurish mistake. The portal opened onto an endless plain of waving grass, where an orange sun shined warmly.  
 
    “I depart now,” he told her. A scout handed him his equipment, which he slung over one shoulder.  
 
    “Farewell,” she said.  
 
    “We shall meet again,” he said and stepped through. On the grassy plain he turned, pointed his control rod, and the portal closed.  
 
    “I don’t doubt that for a second,” she said to the quiet portal before taking her own control rod and opening the way to FAX544. She was going to have a long report to write, and probably a longer debriefing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Octember 25th, 516 AE 
 
    Council Chamber, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Faced with the same decision, Minu was sure she would have made the same call again. But sitting in front of the Chosen council for the third day made her resolve slip. They asked the same questions over and over, trying to understand her decision process. Did she carefully take the ROE into account before ambushing the Rasa team? Wouldn’t negotiation have served the Chosen better? Had she considered the Tog before taking the cache, which the Rasa claimed was T’Chillen property? And on, and on, ad nauseam.  
 
    She’d received a few messages from her team after returning. The scouts who’d fought the battle alongside her finished their briefings and offered her, albeit quietly, their support for her decision to fight and claim the cache. Richardson and Capella did the same. In fact, she’d gotten text messages of support from just about every Chosen she’d worked with thus far.  
 
    The greatest drama came when Bjorn Ganose strode down from his seat, resplendently attired in a black dress uniform, the silver stars on his cuffs catching the light. It was either bad luck or perfect timing that First Jacob showed up at exactly the same time. Bjorn’s testimony about Minu’s incredible resourcefulness and decisiveness was noted, and that was it. He returned to his seat looking annoyed and cast a worried glance at her. 
 
    Finally, at the end of the third day, the proceedings began to wrap up. Only the actual council remained. The two-stars from each of the five branches of the Chosen, the First and his Second, seven men no younger than twice Minu’s age, all looked very displeased with her. Only Bjorn looked down on her with compassion in his old eyes. Dram’s face betrayed no emotion at all. Minu struggled not to break down and start crying. Her powerful inner fire of self-righteousness held her resolve strong. I didn’t do anything wrong, damn it! 
 
    “I think it only fair that Minu be allowed to make a statement,” Dram said suddenly. Minu hadn’t said more than a few words to him since his promotion. She saw the First shoot him a surprised look, then quickly cover it up. 
 
    “There is no precedent for that,” Jacob said with a dismissive gesture. 
 
    “Neither is there for trying a Chosen team commander before the entire council without charging her,” Bjorn put in. There were mumbles all around, and Jacob’s expression turned stormy. What had she done to anger him? Was it that she was a girl, or did he harbor resentment toward her father? She understood that Seconds, usually appointed for political reasons, typically came from a First’s chief rivals. That seemed the case when watching Dram and Jacob. She thought they were much closer before she’d got to know them; now she wondered if the weight of leadership was pulling them apart.  
 
    “I would like to hear from the Chosen.” All heads turned in surprise toward the synthetic voice. A lone Tog stood by the open doorway. Two nervous Chosen waited just behind hser.  
 
    Jacob bowed his head and stared guardedly at the Tog’s three-digit feet for a long moment before replying. “P’ing, you do your Chosen a great honor!” 
 
    Being a lowly four-star Chosen, Minu dropped to the proper respectful posture, touching her chin to the floor before rising. The Tog’s huge silvery almond-shaped eyes had evolved on a jungle-covered world where they lived in perpetual twilight. They turned their entire heads to look at an individual and took advantage of their eyes’ natural fish-eye effect to scan a room. You never knew if they were staring at you unless they looked right at you, yet Minu felt she had this particular Tog’s complete and undivided attention.  
 
    “I wanted to come and speak with you about the captured cache and was puzzled to find you missing from your office. I decided to wait for your return. That was many hours ago.” 
 
    “Great patron, you need only summon me!” Jacob spluttered.  
 
    “I ordered your assistant not to do so; instead I asked to be brought to you. Your assistant was taken aback and took some time to decide to follow my orders. Eventually, I arrived here.” Hse didn’t sit; instead hse stood in place on the being’s horse-like lower legs. Listening to a Tog speak was like a light show mixed with a ballet. 
 
    The Chosen standing to the right of the Tog looked like he was about to faint. A four-star not much older than Minu, he looked like someone who’d rather be wrestling a Kloth than standing in that room at that moment. Jacob fixed him with a look that spoke of more pain to come, then dismissed both escorts with a quick hand gesture. They retreated, closing the door behind them. “How can we serve you, master patron?” 
 
    “We, of course, received your notification of the cache and its recovery by our Chosen, and I decided to come and discuss this development with you in person. You will explain the meaning of this meeting of your Chosen council.” 
 
    Dram and the other Chosen turned to look at Jacob. Dram seemed almost as eager as the Tog to hear his explanation. P’ing settled onto the first joint of each leg, rather like a human sitting cross legged. The Tog weighed almost three hundred kilos, so none of the chairs would hold hser.  
 
    “Well, honored patron, we are conducting a hearing into this Chosen’s actions on GBX2334. This council has agreed that those actions have placed us, humans on Bellatrix, in some jeopardy. We are further concerned for you, our generous patrons.” 
 
    “While appreciated, your concern for us is misplaced and confusing. You must misunderstand your position as clients of the Tog. It is neither your place nor your job to be concerned with our position within the Concordia. I have read the report and summary of this Chosen’s actions on GBX2334, provided by your Second, and find hser execution of duty to be within the law, and in our best interest.” 
 
    “But we, the council, were not consulted about whether to engage in combat or claim the cache!” 
 
    “You did not instruct the Chosen Minu Alma that the Rules of Engagement had changed. You sent the Chosen Minu Alma to evaluate the cache and determine its worth, and the Chosen Minu Alma entered a hostile situation where not only was combat not precluded by position within the Concordia, but hse had been involved in hostilities with that species in the recent past. We are wondering what is to be gained by this hearing, if the Chosen has performed hser duty as instructed and trained?” 
 
    Minu remained kneeling without saying a thing; a four-star Chosen did not presume to rise or speak to a Tog unless invited to do so. She couldn’t believe what was happening. Had a Tog, the one in charge of all humanity, come to her personal defense? It must be a mistake. There had to be some sort of higher reason.  
 
    The First looked to his fellow council members for support. Whatever support he’d gotten to call the hearing suddenly evaporated at P’ing’s appearance. “There is no further reason for this hearing,” Jacob growled.  
 
    “That is good. Attend to me, First; we have business.” P’ing rose to hser feet and moved toward the councilor’s private exit. As hse passed Minu, P’ing turned hser head and, in an unmistakable movement, regarded Minu directly. Minu touched her chin to the floor again. P’ing very clearly and noticeably nodded hser head, then left the room, followed by the council. Only Dram glanced back at her, with a grin and a wink.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You’re still in uniform,” Pip noted as she entered her office. He was sitting behind her desk using her computer, an unabashedly surprised look on his face. 
 
    “Trying out the chair for size?” she asked while he moved to one of her two cramped guest chairs. 
 
    “Not at all. You couldn’t pay me enough to strap on a gold star.” A mischievous look crossed his face, and he shrugged. “Well, maybe if it was only one…” 
 
    “I’m sure you have a better chance than I do, after today.” She practically fell into her chair, letting it recline until it hit the stop, leaving her almost parallel with the floor. “Oh shit, that was the worst experience of my life!” 
 
    “Tell me what happened.” Minu glanced at her computer and was not surprised to see that Pip had already hacked it and was trying to find out about the hearing. With a sigh, she told him everything. It took a few minutes for her to reach the dramatic interjection by Bjorn. “That was my idea,” Pip said. “He didn’t realize you were being eviscerated. I take it he was no real help?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no. They were developing some sort of plan, when P’ing showed up and spoiled the party.” 
 
    “P’ing, the Tog leader? No way!” 
 
    “Yep, none other.” 
 
    “Hse must have a planned meeting with the council, and that little show went long.” 
 
    “I don’t believe so. No, I’m sure hse didn’t. I don’t think the council expected hser appearance. It even looked like Jacob had tried to keep the Tog from showing up.” 
 
    “Then how did hse know about the hearing?” 
 
    “Dram sent hser my report.” 
 
    “Really? Isn’t that the second or third time he’s stepped on Jacob’s toes on your account?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “I think he might be sweet on you,”  
 
    Minu blanched, and Pip laughed. “Be serious,” she almost yelled, quickly lowering her voice, before someone in the next office wondered what was going on. “He must be more than twice my age.” 
 
    “Some guys like young girls…”  
 
    “Most men seem to prefer young girls,” she mumbled and couldn’t help thinking of Ted Hurt, doctor and pervert. He’d invited her to meals more than a few times since they’d met. Minu always brought a friend along, usually Gregg, or even better, Aaron. Of course, Ted was always a gentleman, but she was sure his interests ran much deeper than his professed interest in her education. “No, Dram is not that kind of guy. I mean, sure he’s handsome and built like a fortress, but he’s never so much as touched my hand. And he’s at least twice my age!” 
 
    “Then why has he risked his career to help you over and over?” 
 
    “I don’t know how much risk he took. Maybe he made a promise to my Dad? They were friends, you know.” Pip shrugged. Minu’s computer chimed, and she looked. A friend in logistics had sent her a message. P’ing had made hser request for a share of the loot from the mission. Pip warned her that it was the Tog’s right to take a share. Considering the incredibly valuable nature of the goods, she’d thought the Tog would clean them out. Sure, they’d leave the humans a share, and the council would sell it to buy more affordable weapons and equipment. Humanity would also get credit for the find, against their rescue debt. With a sigh, she read the message. 
 
    “That bad?” Pip asked when Minu gasped and put a hand to her face. 
 
    “No, not bad, unbelievable!” she said and turned the computer so he could see. 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” he said, “they’re only taking five guns and fifty of the shields? Still, that’s half the shields…” 
 
    “Yeah, only half. I thought you said they’d take most of it!” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say; this is unexpected. Don’t they know how much those guns are worth?” 
 
    “I’m sure they do,” Minu said and read the rest of the message. “Look here, P’ing has instructed us not to sell them, and to use no more than ten for experimentation or spare parts.” 
 
    “What do they expect us to do with them?” 
 
    “Use them, I suspect.”  
 
    Pip blinked and shook his head. “The Tog are the teddy bears of the Concordia; you know that as well as I do. They avoid fights at all costs, and when they must fight, they hire someone else to do it for them. Remember that class on Concordian socio-economics where the teacher talked about how much they spent on that little skirmish a hundred years ago?” 
 
    “Maybe that’s the point,” she said to herself. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I said maybe that’s the point! They want their own military force.” 
 
    “Then why not tell us, let us recruit the right kind of Chosen, and train for it? As a people, we wouldn’t have a problem with that. Remember, we were fighting a war or two when they came back. Half the Chosen are spoiling for a fight, anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re of mixed feelings on the issue. If the Tog are such pacifists, could they be afraid of us?” 
 
    “Afraid? Of humans? We’re more of a danger to ourselves than to anyone else.” 
 
    “Maybe before,” she said and turned to look at the beamcaster she’d used in the fight days before, still sporting the improvised stock. Minu had disarmed it and turned its power circuits over to her lab for evaluation. It rested behind glass in a case newly mounted on the wall. She’d requested it, and Bjorn had gifted it to her. The aged scientist had kept one for himself, but she suspected that one wasn’t deactivated. Bjorn was dangerous with supposedly harmless technology; she shuddered to think what he might do with the gun some night when he was bored. 
 
    A message with instructions from Bjorn quickly followed the one from Logistics. She read it to Pip. “We’re ordered to immediately begin an evaluation program to determine the best way to utilize the weapons, including a training protocol, storage options, and a retrofitting program to make them more usable. Guess he wants something more long term than my solution,” she said and cocked a thumb toward her prize.  
 
    “No problem,” Pip said and rubbed his hands together, “let’s get to work!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    December 17th, 516 AE 
 
    Science Department, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Bjorn’s orders came with a modest R&D budget that Minu managed to stretch for almost a month before it ran dry. The request for her team to develop a testing and training facility included a hypothetical construction budget. When she saw the final designs Pip and the team came up with, the budget went up like an inferno. “Are you kidding me?” she asked at the planning meeting. She’d just returned from the university after two final exams. She’d left Pip in charge of finishing the proposal. In her absence, they’d gone berserk. “Look at some of this crap,” she said and grabbed a stylus.  
 
    She’d put her team’s other projects on the back burner, after much crying and teeth gnashing from her people. The lab looked orderly and positively austere compared to the first time she’d visited. All the tables were against one of the two long walls, so they could use the other wall as a large display. She thumbed the stylus on, pointed it at the display, and began crossing things out. Elevators went immediately, with a savage sweep of her wrist. She heard Pip moan and ignored him. Next went the lavish bathrooms, showers and, of all things, a lounge?! She pulled down menus and replaced the now empty spaces with a couple of multi-purpose rooms and a single unisex bathroom. 
 
    “The dual facilities were for you,” Alijah mumbled.  
 
    “I’ve been pissing with boys for more than two years; no reason to stop now.” She could almost feel the heat of Mandi’s anger, and she knew it was less to engender their boss’s approval than an attempt to impress the buxom engineer. “Is it really necessary to build it a full twenty meters below the surface? The excavation alone will run thousands.” 
 
    “What difference does it make?” Terry asked. 
 
    “Safety counts for a lot,” Mandi noted. 
 
    “So do credits. If instead we only go down…” she quickly accessed the survey of the mountain where the Steven’s Pass facility sat and found the data she was looking for, “five meters and build a ceramic concrete bunker, we can do it with local labor and keep the greedy Concordian specialists out of our pocketbook.” The team members looked at each other and shrugged. “Good,” she said and quickly made the changes. “Now, no new test gear; we’ll use equipment we currently have in stock, in removable mountings.” 
 
    “But—” Pip began. 
 
    Minu held up a finger to silence him. “We can double the number of firing ranges with the savings and add a few extra instruments for recording accuracy. We must build this facility with long-term use in mind. Buying temporary instruments for power and effect is expensive and would only leave enough funds for four firing ranges. If we make the changes I suggested, we get ten ranges that are just as useful for testing, and more than twice as effective for training. Come on guys, think like Chosen, not scientists. We don’t have an unlimited budget.” 
 
    She tapped the finalization icon and waited while the program evaluated the design. She had to add a couple of load bearing beams that cost her the middle firing range, so she incorporated extra storage space and split the facility in half. The cost of her final design was about twenty percent of the cost of her team’s proposal, but it was still twice the initial budget.  
 
    “Get to work on the survey and excavation,” she told them and headed downstairs, a copy of the design on a computer chip in her pocket. As she passed through Bjorn’s outer office, she found his assistant missing and heard voices in the inner office. She carefully approached and peaked inside. Several civilians were facing the desk, listening to Bjorn talk. With a shrug, she stepped inside.  
 
    “Minu!” Bjorn called out when she cleared her throat. The civilians turned, and Minu saw that they carried various kinds of image and sound recording equipment. They were reporters, and, judging by their hair and dress, they came from all different tribes. “And this is the Chosen who retrieved the fabulous goods we’ve been talking about!” 
 
    “Minu Alma, daughter of First Alma?” asked one of the reporters in a thick Rusk accent. Suddenly they were pointing their devices at her, and Minu felt her face getting hot.  
 
    “Yes, of course she is. Don’t you people listen?” 
 
    “How do you feel about the Chosen declaring your father dead?” asked one man in Desert Tribe dress. 
 
    “Do you think you will be First someday, like your father?” another man, probably from the New Jerusalem Tribe, asked.  
 
    “Have you kept in touch with your childhood friends?” the only woman asked. Minu noted she was from Plateau, like her.  
 
    “People, please!” Bjorn yelled. “Chosen Minu is not here to be interviewed; she’s here to assist in the demonstration.  
 
    “Demonstration?” Minu asked, taken off guard and confused. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Come over here, young lady, and give me a hand.” As she moved around the reporters, who were grumbling about not having access to her, she saw that his desk was unexpectedly clear of clutter. Unfortunately, one of the new beamcasters lay in the center of it. It was one she’d modified herself with a projectile weapon stock, and she could see it was armed.  
 
    “I assumed they’d disarmed the one they gave you,” she said, trying to control her voice. She glanced around and saw the walls were all still intact. She noticed a thick dualloy steel plate mounted on a portable articulation, like what her own team used for testing various theories. This plate was almost a centimeter thick and looked new. “What are you doing, sir?” 
 
    “Why, I’m showing these wonderful reporters what you found for us, of course.” 
 
    “Sir, I need to tell you this is very dangerous to—” 
 
    “Pish tosh now, we’re in a hurry here,” he said, and with one quick motion, he grabbed the weapon and aimed at the target. Minu squeaked and covered her ears, her eyes wide in disbelief. The reporters, completely unaware of what was about to happen, held out their recorders and waited. Nothing happened. “Hmmm,” Bjorn said and started flipping controls on the weapon.  
 
    “I don’t know if that is a good idea,” Minu said, leaning close, so the reporters couldn’t hear. They, in turn, leaned closer. “Can I help, sir?” 
 
    “Of course, of course. You are much more familiar with this device.” He handed it to her and gestured at the target. “If you would, please?” 
 
    Minu swallowed and looked from the gun to her boss. It suddenly felt like a classic setup. “Again, sir, I don’t think it’s safe.” 
 
    “Nonsense! I explained to the civilian planetary council only a few days ago the necessity for constructing a specialized facility to allow us to test and develop such weapons. They told me I was insane, and the press heartily agreed. Naturally, I invited them here to show them how right they were. So, Minu, kindly demonstrate for these highly educated reporters just how safe these weapons are.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Fire the weapon, Minu.” 
 
    “But sir…” 
 
    “Young lady,” the female reporter said, “that’s an inch of dualloy. My uncle is an engineer; he told me there’s no weapon on this world that could possibly put a hole in that metal.” 
 
    Minu looked agog at the woman. She obviously had no idea what she was talking about. She turned and looked imploringly at Bjorn.  
 
    “That is an order, Minu,” he said and took a step back.  
 
    “Yes sir,” she said. She verified the settings, which were not overly complicated. There were three power settings and five beam width controls. She set it for the lowest power and the narrowest beam. Bjorn reached over with his aged, yet delicate, fingers and changed them both to maximum. “Sir!” 
 
    “We need an accurate demonstration, Minu!”  
 
    She was about to try one more time, when he reached over and gently took her elbow. She felt a strange tingle, then realized he’d activated one of the personal shields. By touching her, he was extending the field to both of them. She jerked her head around to look at him, and his eyes twinkled as he winked.  
 
    “Oh God,” she whispered and raised the weapon.  
 
    “Aim carefully,” he said, “you don’t want to miss the target.” 
 
    His office was only ten meters across. She couldn’t have missed the huge plate if she’d been asleep. The weapon discharged with a deafening Crrrack! The beam struck out with the speed of light. One moment the dualloy plate was there, strong and indestructible, the next it was in a million pieces. The room filled with flying fragments of dualloy plate and molten metal, and several pieces flashed brightly as they skittered off the protective shield around Bjorn, and through his touch, her. The concussion knocked the reporters from their feet and blew pictures from the walls. Minu disarmed the weapon and put it back on the desk before looking at the reporters.  
 
    The blast trashed the office, and Minu had no doubt that had been Bjorn’s plan all along. He’d removed all the valuable experiments, tablets, and books in advance, and had sent his assistant away. The carpet was on fire in several places, as were two of the reporters. Minu called for medical assistance and went to help them. To her complete shock none were dead, or even seriously injured. Of course, they were almost deaf, and they were screaming in rage at the top of their lungs.  
 
    “You did that on purpose!” they yelled. “How dare you endanger the press needlessly!” “What were you trying to prove?” 
 
    “Why, gentleman, lady!” Bjorn complained indignantly, “I was simply proceeding at your insistence. That plate and the wall behind it are built exactly like the rest of this facility, with ceramic concrete and dualloy plating.” As the dust settled, a breeze blew through a half-meter-wide hole in the wall, through which sunlight was visible. “Of course, we can continue to practice and develop these weapons in our current facilities. However, I suspect you might now agree that constructing a new specialized facility would, in the long run, be considerably cheaper than continually rebuilding this one.” 
 
    Emergency teams arrived, including a group of armed scouts responding to the unexpected weapons fire. Minu caught them at the door and sent the scouts away while admitting the medical team. As she’d thought, the injuries were minor—a few shrapnel wounds, a couple of ruptured ear drums, and numerous burns. During a lull in the yelling, Minu handed Bjorn the computer chip with the plans. He pulled a tablet from his desk and checked them over. 
 
    “Excellent,” he said and quickly made a score of copies on new chips. “Lady and gentlemen of the press. Please help yourself to a copy of this chip. On it you will find the proposed design for our new, high-energy weapons testing and training facility, designed by Chosen Alma’s team. I believe you will find it modest, not overly expensive and, given today’s demonstration, quite necessary. Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “That was your plan all along, wasn’t it?” she said after the medics finished tending to the reporters. 
 
    “Naturally.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me from the beginning? We could have worked together.” 
 
    “Minu, please. You are young and honest. Enjoy it while it lasts!” 
 
    Minu looked scandalized. “I do whatever it takes for the Chosen.” 
 
    “Would that include lying about the price of milk to cheat a nursing mother?” Minu’s jaw dropped. “Ah, well, there you go!” 
 
    “Why do we have to go to such extremes to get money from the civilian government? The people love us, and we’re responsible for half the world’s economy!” 
 
    “That’s true, the people love us, but the people’s government despises us. It doesn’t matter that most of them have gotten rich from our innovations, work we hired them to do, or from the money we pay to lease their lands. Our budget comes from them, and thus, from taxes. Whenever we show up, hat in hand, it becomes more difficult for them to get re-elected and such.” 
 
    “My dad always said he hated politicians,” she said thoughtfully, “and I always wondered why.” 
 
    “Now you know! Oh yes, Chriso despised the elected class, especially that one bugger from the Rusk territory. What was his name?” 
 
    “You must mean Viktor Malovich.” 
 
    “Exactly, you’ve heard of him?” 
 
    “His son is a Chosen now.” Bjorn nodded absently and watched a spot on his carpet slowly burning. “Why does he hate the Chosen, then send his son to join?” 
 
    “Because he wanted to be one himself, of course!” 
 
    “Yeah, Ted told me the story. My dad and he go way back.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” The fire was creeping toward Bjorn’s desk, so he moved to stomp it out. “Naturally, when his plans failed, he turned bitter and became a lifelong opponent of the Chosen. He’s tried more than once to put us under the direct control of the civilian council. Our existence is part of the planetary constitution, ratified after the last world war more than a hundred years ago. To change it would take an amendment, just like it took to create the Chosen as an extra-governmental entity.” 
 
    “All eight tribes would have to approve it,” Minu said, repeating her schooling word for word, “and each of those tribe’s councils would have to ratify it, as well.” 
 
    “Exactly. And aside from the Rusk and sometimes the Peninsula Tribe, we are appreciated and honored.” The fire stubbornly resisted his stomping, so Bjorn began jumping on it with both feet. It resembled a strange cross between fire walking and a tap dance.  
 
    “I didn’t know the Peninsula Tribe held any animosity toward the Chosen.” 
 
    “Oh, without a doubt. When they came from Japan, they crossed over with all their ‘modern’ pacifism and none of the old samurai spirit.” 
 
    “I’ve studied the samurai. They were badasses.” 
 
    “Right. Anyway, their descendants here on good old Bellatrix are just the opposite. Their lands by the equatorial ocean were very safe, and the ocean supplied plenty of fish for them to live on. They never fought wars with the rest of us, and basically spent their time contemplating their navels. As you see, today very few Chosen come from there.” 
 
    “And those that do tend to be in Science, Training, or Logistics.” 
 
    “Good girl! You’re just as brilliant as your dad, and just as quick to grasp and dissect an issue.” The fire near his desk was finally out. Bjorn crossed his arms with a look of smug satisfaction and surveyed his office for signs of lingering fire.  
 
    “Thank you, sir. I’d better get back to my team.” 
 
    “Certainly, certainly. Carry on!” 
 
    She took a step toward the door, then noticed something. “Oh, sir?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Your shoe is on fire.”   
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    March 31st, 517 AE 
 
    HERT, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    When Mandi showed up for the gala opening of the new high-energy weapons research and training complex, or HERT as the Chosen called it, dressed to kill in a low-cut red evening dress and high heels, it stunned Minu. The rest of her team wore the standard black dress jump suit, calf-height boots, utility belt, and slightly larger rank stars. Next to Mandi, they looked like parking attendants.  
 
    Minu had tried not to stare and failed badly. She’d known all along that Mandi had a wonderful figure, but in that dress and those heels, with her hair let down from the conservative braid she wore in the lab, she was simply stunning. “How does she keep those massive breasts up like that?” she wondered under her breath before the reception started. Mandi showed more casual cleavage than Minu could manage with difficult preparation and technological assistance.  
 
    “Boy, would I like to find out,” Gregg said behind her. Minu squeaked and almost jumped out of her boots. She hadn’t heard him coming up.  
 
    “Find out what?” she demanded. 
 
    “About her breasts…” 
 
    “You bastard,” she hissed and tried to slap his face. He simply stepped out of reach and grinned.  
 
    “Careful, Boss, you could put an eye out with those, and then who will demonstrate your little wonder gun?” 
 
    “And she could put out every eye in the room with those,” Minu gestured at Mandi with her head. “For the record, I can shoot the damn thing just as well as you.” Already, a few dignitaries and press were there. They completely ignored the Chosen brass and scientists and made a beeline for Mandi Bishop and her breasts.  
 
    “I doubt they’d hang around, if you picked one up,” Gregg said as he snagged a little sandwich off a tray circulated by a crab-bot, “especially after your last demonstration.” 
 
    “I told you that was Bjorn’s idea, not mine.” Gregg munched the sandwich and looked innocent. Minu looked back at Mandi, this time noticing how her calves were smooth and her leg muscles undefined, unlike hers. Why would that be more appealing? “They’d carry her on their shoulders, given half a chance.” 
 
    “Only if it was on the way to their bed,” Cherise said as she came up to them. She wore her formal uniform, same as her friends, but she was built more like Mandi than Minu. She was thin like Minu, but much more curvaceous and taller. The dark-skinned girl cast an equally-dark look at Mandi before smiling at Gregg.  
 
    “How’s life in Logistics treating you?” Gregg asked. 
 
    “Getting back to normal now that the HERT is complete. I don’t know how you guys managed to build this monstrosity with no off-world labor and almost no off-world components. Most of the tribes were thrilled with all the contracts you handed out.” 
 
    Minu nodded and smiled. She’d planned it that way. If only she could’ve avoided giving the Rusks any contracts. Unfortunately, the only source for some of the materials was in the deep mountain mines in Rusk territory, mines the Malovich family owned.  
 
    Before long, the rest of the guests arrived, and the demonstration began. The tour included the computers, the sensor system, the safety viewing area with its force field, and the armory. Everyone was suitably impressed by the racks of beamcasters, all locked in place by a computer-controlled ordnance management system. The ordnance system communicated wirelessly with each weapon, and together, they agreed to release it from storage. Should the requester enter incorrect information into either the weapon or the ordnance system, it wouldn’t release. Forcing it free would render it inoperable and render the parts useless, even as spares.  
 
    As the guests followed their hosts, Minu and Bjorn, into Firing Range Number One, Minu keyed her code into the armory access. The door slid open, and a robotic system slid a gun into place. “Now, I enter my code into the weapon to gain release.” 
 
    “What if you enter it wrong?” a snooty member of the press asked, obviously out of his element and disdainful of the weapons. 
 
    Minu shrugged and said, “Let’s find out.” She entered the wrong code. It beeped. She did it again and got a more insistent beep. “On the third failure…” she said and screwed up the code again. The systems snatched the gun back, and the door slammed shut. She could see the shimmer of the force field rising between them and the armory. Red lights began flashing along the wall, and a computerized voice blared. 
 
    “Attention, protocol breach. The armory is on lock down. Security report to the HERT armory!” The reporter who’d asked the question looked dubious; however, Minu could tell by the looks on the other faces that the demonstration had quelled their concerns.  
 
    “The Concordian-made weapons have these features built into them.” Minu explained. “They’re there to prevent someone from using your gun against you on a battlefield. Luckily, these were brand new weapons when we found them and hadn’t yet been coded.” 
 
    “What if you try to break the locking mechanism?” another man asked. Minu recognized this one as a councilor from New Jerusalem.  
 
    “Same three tries. On the third try, the weapon locks all its circuitry. If you’re stupid enough to try again, it would be a lethal mistake.” 
 
    “How barbaric,” the first reporter slurred. 
 
    “The Concordian Empire doesn’t play games, sir, they play for keeps. These are incredibly lethal weapons, capable of inflicting massive damage.” 
 
    “So we’ve heard,” the councilor said, and most laughed, except a few members of the esteemed press. Minu recognized some of them from Bjorn’s office. “How about that demonstration?” 
 
    “Certainly,” she said and moved to a nearby computer. The Chosen security man moved aside for her. The alarm hadn’t summoned him; he was here for the demonstration like the rest of the Chosen. Minu’s triggering the lockdown was part of the show, planned from the beginning. Even if no one had asked, she’d have shown them anyway. Leaning over so no one could see her fingers, she typed in her personal code.  
 
    “Command level authorization needed to override lockdown protocol,” the computer announced. 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked another reporter. 
 
    “It means,” explained Bjorn, as he leaned in to enter his own code, “that once a lockdown is triggered, no one Chosen can gain access. At least one two-star or higher must release the lock.” 
 
    “Isn’t that risky?” asked still another reporter. “I mean, if there’s an emergency, what happens if there are no ranking Chosen around? There are only a handful of two-stars, right?” 
 
    “Correct, only seven Chosen currently hold two stars, and two don’t work in this facility. However, since the HERT is right outside the Steven’s Pass complex, where our global CIC is located, there are always several here. It was considered a justifiable precaution.” 
 
    “Lockdown has been lifted,” the computer said. The lights ceased flashing and the armory access door slid open. Minu typed in her code, and the system offered her a weapon. She entered her code into the weapon, and the system released it into her hands. She hefted the gun and turned around, keeping it pointed safely down range. Several reporters stiffened anyway and got wide eyed or took a step back. Minu enjoyed herself as she handed the weapon to Gregg, who was standing by the firing range station. 
 
    “Now, Chosen Gregg Lawson will take you through the next step of the demonstration.” 
 
    Minu saw an almost palpable sense of relief in the faces of the press as Gregg turned and began explaining the weapon. She stood back with Bjorn and listened. It was just as they’d rehearsed, emphasis on the destructive potential and, therefore, the need for the HERT, and only a passing mention of their use in combat for the Chosen. 
 
    “I’d like to take the opportunity to show you just how this weapon works. If you will, please step back behind the yellow line on the floor.” The press and dignitaries quickly fell back. Once they were behind the line, Gregg stepped up to the firing bench. The system automatically recognized his presence, and a thick glass shield slid into place. “That shield isn’t strong enough to protect against direct fire from this weapon,” he said, “but it provides a measure of protection should any flying debris reach the observation line. 
 
    “I’ll start on the lowest setting.” At the end of the firing range a sheet of dualloy steel rose into place. In a smooth motion, Gregg raised the weapon to his shoulder and fired. Crrrack! A smoldering hole appeared in the plate, light shining through from the other side. A small spattering of burning metal scattered on the floor. “Impressive, isn’t it?” The reporters applauded politely; the politicians and dignitaries nodded and spoke to each other. “Now, the highest setting.” He adjusted the controls as a new dualloy steel plate rose into place with four more behind it, a half meter apart. A display in the gallery gave the observers a better view of the targets as Gregg fired again. 
 
    Crrrack! The beamcaster had a much throatier sound this time, and the results were phenomenal. The first two plates shattered just like the one in Bjorn’s office. The third plate was heavily damaged; it had bent and partially melted before being penetrated. The fourth plate was like the third, with a smaller hole. The fifth and final plate was not deformed, but it was penetrated. Light shone through all five plates. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Minu heard one observer intone. Someone else gasped. She didn’t know who’d spoken, and it didn’t matter. The demonstration was a staggering display of almost inconceivable power. Everyone had grown up with dualloy; there were millions of implements on Bellatrix made from the metal. Who didn’t own a dualloy knife or ax that never needed sharpening? Who hadn’t been a passenger on a tram that rode on steel rails plated with a millimeter of dualloy that would last for centuries? The list went on forever. The metal was nearly indestructible, resisted all forms of corrosion, and had a tensile strength nine times that of the next closest metal. Despite all that, it was no match for the focused particle-accelerated energy beam of a beamcaster. 
 
    “So,” Bjorn said with an amiable smile, his hair standing out in wild angles as usual, “are there any more questions about the necessity of this modest facility?” 
 
    “A resounding success, wouldn’t you say?” Pip asked later that afternoon as they cleaned up.  
 
    “They were scared,” Mandi said, “but was it necessary?” 
 
    “Bjorn thinks so,” Minu said. 
 
    “Bjorn blew a hole in his office to make a point,” Mandi said. 
 
    “Yes,” Pip agreed, a finger held up, “but that worked too, didn’t it?” Minu and Pip shared a smile; Mandi just shook her head. 
 
    “When do we get to work?” Gregg asked, coming back after checking in the weapon he’d used for the demonstration. 
 
    “We already have,” Pip told him and held up a computer. The energy management and analysis program he’d written was running, and they could see a line of figures. “The sensors were running during the shots you fired to show off to the civvies.” 
 
    “Good job,” Minu said, “I wish I’d thought of that.” 
 
    “That’s why you have us.” 
 
    “Okay, meeting tomorrow, 07:00, bright and early.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    April 1st, 517 AE 
 
    HERT, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    The meeting the next day was no different from previous meetings, although there were fewer projects underway because they were dedicating all their time to the weapons program. Later in the morning, they moved to the HERT and began a series of tests. First, they finished the series with the primary weapons Pip had begun the night before, then they ran a second series with four test weapons. Damage yields nearly matched the scale they’d devised. Their first tests were elementary, to establish a baseline, as they had a lack of data on the beamcasters. The Concordian database the Chosen had access to also had nothing on them.  
 
    They broke off in the early afternoon to let Pip and Alijah calibrate the data against their models. The pair was talking animatedly in a language Minu was not yet fluent in, so she went to talk to Terry and Mandi. They were working in the armory with a couple of mock-up copies of the final stocks. As she approached, she saw Terry standing in the hall sipping a bottle of water. 
 
    “Taking a break?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, too hot in there.” 
 
    Minu looked confused. “The air conditioner not working?” Because of the ceramic concrete, the HERT tended to get overly warm when used for a long period of time, and the air conditioning system was a used model that struggled to keep up. 
 
    “Hot? Yeah, you could say that.”  
 
    He sounded sarcastic and was annoyed by something, but he didn’t want to tell Minu what was wrong. Minu shrugged and tried the door, only to find it locked. Grumbling, she keyed in her command code, and it obediently popped open. What she found inside was not at all what she expected.  
 
    Mandi wasn’t alone. First Among the Chosen Jacob was with her, and they were lying on a work bench, arms wrapped around each other, lips together and parted. Mandi squirmed in his arms, and he had a hand under her skirt. Minu could see her hand rubbing the bulge in his pants. 
 
    “Oh,” she said coldly, “pardon me.” 
 
    Jacob tried to disengage, but Mandi tried to hold him. They tumbled to the floor. Jacob sprang to his feet with the reflexes of a cat. “Chosen Alma,” he said, slightly out of breath and trying unsuccessfully to smooth his uniform. There was no way to smooth the huge bulge at his crotch. It was the first time she’d realized how unforgiving the jumpsuits were. 
 
    “Guess I know why you left in such a hurry last night,” Minu said to Mandi, who was sitting on the floor, legs crossed, a self-satisfied look on her face. “You can fuck whoever you want, Ms. Bishop, but not on my clock. If I ever catch you doing this again, I will request your reassignment. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” she said coolly, buttoning her shirt. 
 
    “Pardon the intrusion, sir,” she said to Jacob and nodded. He began stammering as Minu turned and left. 
 
    “I warned you,” Terry said, as she closed the door. 
 
    “Yes, sort of,” she admitted. He strutted down the hall, no doubt to share the juicy story with the rest of the team. By that evening, the entire Chosen would know. Her face and neck burned hot, and she saw red. How dare he; how dare she? She moved to the side and peeked through the small viewing window. Made of super thick moliplas, it was only big enough for her to check the condition of the room, but it was enough. Jacob was trying to talk to Mandi, who was doing her best to pick up where they’d left off. Minu decided that Jacob needed some help cooling her down. 
 
    She accessed the computer and verified all the weapons were in their sealed lockers, and the instruments were locked away. Satisfied, she entered the incident menu and keyed in a couple of overrides. With a final stab of her finger, alarms began to sound. 
 
    “Alert, alert, fire in the armory! Deploying countermeasures.” Minu smiled and whistled a little tune as she strolled toward the firing range. Halfway there, Pip, Alijah and Terry raced around the corner toward her, panic on their faces. After finding out what had happened, Pip was terrified his friend had set the lovers on fire, or worse. 
 
    “What happened?” he demanded. 
 
    “They were hot,” she explained, “I cooled them off!” 
 
    The door to the armory popped open, and a small tidal wave of foam and water poured out. Two drenched and floundering bodies rolled out, gasping for air and spitting out white fire-suppressing foam. Usually, the computer would examine the incident and decide if it required a simple water spray or foam. Minu had figured this situation called for both.  
 
    Alijah and Terry were laughing so hard they could barely stand, and Minu was afraid Pip would hurt himself as he knelt on the floor laughing and pounding the deck. Mandi was crying and trying to wipe foam from her hair, while Jacob’s eyes shot daggers at Minu. “Sorry, sir,” she offered, “must have been a malfunction. If you want, I can download the visual monitors…” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” he said quickly. “I’m sure you’ll take care of this.” 
 
    “Not a problem, sir.” He turned and walked off smartly, nearly falling several times as his foam-soaked boots slipped on the ceramic concrete floor. Mandi stomped her foot in rage and ran after him. She didn’t almost fall, she went sprawling face first a few meters down the hall. The fall tore her already ruined dress, exposing her left breast. She got up and left in such a huff she didn’t bother covering herself. Naturally, all the boys grinned. 
 
    “Don’t mess with the boss,” Pip said to the other two. 
 
    “Not in a million years,” Terry agreed. 
 
    “Do I look that stupid?” Alijah asked. 
 
    “Back to work then,” Minu told them. She went to the armory and told the computer the ‘fire’ was out. After programming the bots to clean up the mess and recharge the fire prevention system, she joined her team at the range. She smiled as she walked, suppressing the urge to skip like a little girl.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Julast 3rd, 517 AE 
 
    HERT, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    The weeks slipped by uneventfully. Minu received an email that stunned her; she’d been Chosen for two years. It didn’t seem like that long. The progress on adapting the beamcasters was slow and methodical. Designing a stock that fit a human well and didn’t add ten kilos to the already massive weapon had proven to be an engineering challenge that exceeded her team’s ability. The easiest solution was to design and produce a custom moliplas molded stock, but there were weren’t any on Bellatrix capable of doing so. Going off-world was not an option, as they didn’t want to advertise their newly-found firepower. Pip and a much more restrained Mandi requested and received permission to get the assistance of outside contractors. With the help of a firm in Tranquility, they devised a reinforced stock of old-fashioned man-made plastic. After six months, they finally finished the guns and had them ready for evaluation. 
 
    They demonstrated the weapon to Jacob and the Chosen council on a fine Julast afternoon. Minu opened three firing ranges to allow Gregg and Aaron, the two most familiar with the weapons, room to demonstrate. For an hour, they dodged through a makeshift combat alley, rolling over obstacles and pulling off slightly clumsy snap shots to punch holes in dualloy targets. 
 
    When it was over, the councilmen thanked Aaron and Gregg personally, then walked over to where Minu and her team waited nervously. Until that morning, they’d been having reliability issues with the main power selector and the laser sight integrated into the locally-manufactured foregrip. “Simply fantastic,” Bjorn beamed, enjoying a rare chance for his science department to shine.  
 
    “Wonderful accomplishment,” Dram agreed in his deep baritone voice, an ear-to-ear grin on his face. 
 
    “Satisfactory,” Jacob said. Every other council member glared at him. “Good job,” he said and patted Minu on the shoulder. He thanked each member and shook their hands, as well. When he got to Mandi, he refused to look her in the eye. She suspected the romance had died before being fully born, victim of a robot fire control system and an irate redhead. 
 
    “Well then,” Jacob said at last, “I officially pronounce the beamcasters operational and order they be added to the Chosen arsenal.” There were cheers all around from Minu’s team, including a small one by Minu herself. Jacob looked around disapprovingly. 
 
    “And none too soon,” Dram agreed. “Minu, how long was your recommended training routine?” 
 
    “Two weeks,” she said and handed him a computer tablet she’d already prepared. “Any less is risky. We’ve installed interlocks on the guns that allow them to operate in three modes, training, normal field operation, and emergency. All levels are as we discussed during the design meetings. The training mode is non-lethal to a nominally-armored man, unless you hit them in the face. Normal field operation will punch holes in half-inch dualloy and is good for about a hundred shots. Emergency is no-holds-barred. Power settings are completely at the user’s discretion, and the weapon can unleash horrendous damage—for a few shots, anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, only a few shots,” Bjorn emphasized. The councilors nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Classes start tomorrow,” Jacob said and gave her a chip. Minu used one of her holstered tablets to check it out.  
 
    “Twenty students at a time?” she said incredulously. “There are only three of us—” 
 
    “Four,” Pip growled. 
 
    “Sorry, four of us.” 
 
    “Then I guess you’re going to be busy,” Jacob said.  
 
    Minu had a vacant look as she began to mentally juggle schedules. Only a third of the guns were refitted, with more than a hundred to go. Beginning the training schedule with a full class and continuing the refit was going to be all but impossible. She gritted her teeth and spoke. “We’ll manage.” 
 
    “I’m assigning Gregg and Aaron to you, indefinitely,” Jacob told her. 
 
    “And giving them these,” Dram said and held out two boxes for them. Inside were four little black stars. More cheers. Minu smiled at the thought that everyone in her group from the Trials were now four-stars. Cherise had gotten hers months ago, and Pip had been promoted last week. After the unofficial meeting broke up, Minu caught Dram’s arm. 
 
    “What’s the rush?” she asked. 
 
    He looked at her quizzically. “You haven’t been reading mission briefings, have you?” 
 
    “I don’t really have time,” she said, and again thought about her critically-injured work schedule.  
 
    “You should make time,” he said soberly. Minu let go, and he left. Later in her office, Minu finished juggling her personal schedule, finally settling on six fifteen-hour days per week. Twelve at work, two on school work, and an hour to herself. Putting aside the tablet, she picked up a linked computer, accessed the Chosen database, and began reading mission logs. It took her a few minutes to find the scout’s logs from frontier missions. What she found left her stunned. Mission after mission resulted in combat. She accessed the tables of available manpower and hissed in disbelief. Of the three hundred trained scouts currently in service, fifty were out of action with injuries, and ten were dead. All had happened in the past six months. Everyone usually heard quickly when a Chosen died in the line of duty, but someone was keeping these deaths quiet. She went back through the logs, looking for when the casualties began. It was less than a week after she’d retrieved the cache. A few more keystrokes told her the Rasa had inflicted all the casualties.  
 
    “What did I do?” she asked the dark office. The training schedule now made sense. The Chosen were in a de facto war. The Rasa wanted to get even.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part III 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    December 9th, 517 AE 
 
    Tranquility, Plateau Tribe  
 
      
 
    It amazed Minu how quickly things changed. In the six months since she’d last set foot in her home town of Tranquility, many parts of it had become unrecognizable. As the dirigible circled to land, its passenger gondola almost empty and the crew looking dispirited, she saw some of the changes from a bird’s eye view. Two new skyscrapers clawed their way up from the city center. She’d known about the new Intergalactic Trade Federation building, but she hadn’t known about the other. The twenty-story Chosen Tower had been the tallest building in the city when she was a child; now it was quickly becoming a blade of grass, lost in a forest.  
 
    The city was alive with flying craft, which nearly outnumbered ground cars. She knew they’d installed a traffic-control computer two months earlier. She’d read about the horrific accident that gave the impetus for the system’s purchase and installation. Eleven died, including five school children. The school sold all their flying buses, even after the traffic computer guaranteed their operational ‘safety,’ but it hadn’t seemed to deter the average person in the least. 
 
    As the dirigible docked, she scanned the passengers waiting in the boarding lounge for a familiar face and found none. The other day during lunch, Pip had said if it wasn’t for the Chosen and their families, the dirigible lines would’ve gone broke long ago. She saw no evidence to dispute that claim. She’d seen on the news during her flight that they were planning to start construction on a maglev spur to Steven’s Pass next spring. Progress rolled on. The business consortium that owned the maglev development contract, headed by Malovich Industries, bragged that it would circle the globe in five more years. Extremists in the Desert Tribe vowed that would never happen. Their control of the cross-barrier desert trade generated most of their fortune. Building permanent tracks across the shifting sands of the equatorial desert was a daunting engineering task. Minu had little doubt about its accomplishment. 
 
    The airship docked successfully, and the passengers debarked. Minu bypassed baggage claim; like most Chosen, she carried everything she needed in a single black shoulder bag. It was heavier than usual because of the gun inside. A week earlier, Jacob had ordered that all Chosen qualified in hand weapons should always be armed, on or off base. He gave no explanation, and almost no one knew why. Casualties continued to mount in what Command and the Scouts called the Rasa Cold War. Minu understood the order far too well. The gun she wore on her right hip, an old-style firearm, was a constant reminder that the Rasa Cold War was at least partly her fault, regardless of her being cleared of any wrongdoing. Two days earlier she’d given yet another interview to the press, an hour of feeding them platitudes and obfuscating the truth that anything was happening beyond the norm.  
 
    Still, she was back in Tranquility on a forced vacation, so she vowed to have a good time. On her tablet she had a list of things she wanted to do, including visiting a movie theater playing restored movies from Earth, going to the new amusement park on the south ridge, and chatting with Jovich. Trying to forget the last three months spent training hundreds of scouts to use the lethal beamcasters, she left the terminal and joined the sea of humanity flowing along the avenue. 
 
    The hotel Logistics booked for her was new and hadn’t even been under construction the last time she’d visited. The room on the twentieth floor sported a wonderful view of the western edge of Plateau, and she could just make out Founders’ Park through the lines of buildings. Leaving her bag on the bed, she went downstairs to the restaurant. There, for the first time since becoming Chosen, she spent some of her accumulated pay. It was something she never thought about. Why would she? Her every need was taken care of. They’d issued her a debit card that had sat unused in a safe ever since. She’d almost missed the dirigible because she’d forgotten the card and had to run back for it. The waiter came by when she finished and offered her a handheld terminal to swipe her card to pay for her meal.  
 
    Minu took the printed receipt and left. On the street, she glanced at the receipt before pocketing it, then jerked it back out. The meal had cost five point eight credits, and she’d tipped a full credit, making the total six point eight credits. Below the total was her account balance. After her meal and hotel room, her net worth was just under three thousand credits. “Shit, I’m rich!” she blurted, earning her a stern look from a woman walking her kids.  
 
    “See, that’s why I want to be Chosen,” the older of the two boys laughed. The mother scowled even more and mumbled something about crude language as she bodily hauled her kids down the street. 
 
    Minu wandered around the district for a couple hours, taking in the differences and occasionally spotting things that looked the same. Overall, she felt like a stranger in her hometown. Eventually, she found herself at the Temple Plaza and was surprised to see it nearly deserted. Her whole life it’d been the center of most off-world traffic and had even been busy in the middle of the night. Trucks and wagons would bring goods to ship out or wait for those coming through the portal, while people waited in line for their chance to take trading trips to all corners of the galaxy. Now the plaza looked like a ghost town. 
 
    Minu walked up the steps to the ancient portal building. A lone Chosen stood guard, a duty she’d never performed. Although he was prepared to let her pass without review, she produced her ID anyway. He nodded and watched as she walked past. Inside was the polished dualloy and ceramic concrete portal chamber. 
 
    The chamber was just as quiet as the rest of the complex. Only one Chosen was on duty, Jovich. But he wasn’t sitting at the control console where you’d normally find him. He was sitting cross legged on the portal dais and appeared to be deep in meditation. “Jovich,” Minu called through the speaker. She couldn’t enter; he’d locked the chamber. 
 
    When he didn’t respond, she called again. This time he stirred and looked around. When he spotted her, he smiled and stood. Minu noted how slowly he got to his feet, the pain briefly visible on his face. He removed a control rod from the pocket in his pant leg and released the door, which silently slid open. “What were you doing?” she asked as he walked over. 
 
    “Old habit.” he said with a shrug and a strange look. “Something an old man does to while away the hours before people start shoveling dirt on his face.” 
 
    Minu smacked him on the arm with mock anger, and he feigned great injury as she glanced back at the portal. “Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Because I’d rather catch up with an old friend,” he said and scooped her up in a huge hug. After he’d given her the attention she deserved, he grabbed her hand and lifted her wrist for closer inspection. Four little golden stars twinkled there, almost as brightly as his eyes at seeing them. “Well on your way,” he said, a little choked up, “your father would be proud.” She looked at his cuff where he wore three black stars lined with gold. Funny that she’d never noticed the gold lining. She opened her mouth to ask what that meant when he spoke again. “You really want to know what I was doing?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said, a little confused by his change of heart. Jovich turned and led her back into the chamber, sealing it behind them. “Where are all the people?” 
 
    “Not many use this portal anymore.” 
 
    “Huh? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Two months ago they shifted main traffic to the portal in Archangel.” 
 
    “Rusk territory?” 
 
    “Yep. This portal is now backup, for diplomatic use only.” He pulled a tablet out of his pocket and showed her the weekly schedule, which showed nothing for days. “In a few years, even the diplomatic traffic will move to Steven’s Pass.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Can’t talk about it right now.” 
 
    “It has to do with the Rasa Cold War, doesn’t it?” Jovich studied her, then nodded his head. “Come on, I’m the one that started this fiasco.” 
 
    “You did what you were supposed to do,” he said, pointing a thick finger at her. “Besides, it was liable to happen sooner or later. At least you gave us an advantage.” 
 
    She sighed and nodded. The situation still weighed heavily on her conscience. “So, explain what you were up to.” 
 
    “You ever talk to many old Chosen?” 
 
    “A few besides you,” she grinned mischievously.  
 
    “A lot of us use the portals for meditation. We found out a long time ago that staring into the swirling energy patterns seemed to foster alpha brain waves.” Minu turned and looked at the portal, an arch of pure energy held in check by powerful force fields. Nobody really understood how they worked. The energy was somewhat visible; its swirling patterns of iridescent light seemed almost alive. The round dais was an opaque force field, the arch of the portal above the base was a sort of hologram that showed a constant swirling pattern of lights when anyone stood on the dais. Human scientists long suspected the force field safely contained the portal’s power, computers, and space-warping technology. “All you do is sit there and stare.” He sat down in the lotus position. Minu climbed the steps and joined him.  
 
    Immediately, she recalled the last trip to GBX49881 to study the Squeen. Sitting alone and bored, staring into the portal, she’d somehow lost track of time. Minu reached out and touched the portal dais. The cool surface of the force field felt slick, like wet glass. Jovich watched her as she examined the surface. The dais seemed to radiate a warmth through her seat. Once she was situated, all thoughts of the thin force field between her butt and the plasma faded, and she looked ahead at the arch. Slightly glowing iridescent plasma seemed to swirl inside. “Different, isn’t it?” he asked. 
 
    “You could say that.” She almost told him about the time on GBX49881.  
 
    “We take the portals for granted. They’re tools, like a taxi cab or a dirigible.” He reached out and stroked the slick force field almost lovingly. “There’s more here than we understand, I think.” 
 
    The moment passed, and Minu decided to save it for another time. “OK, so what do I do now?” 
 
    “Just relax and stare. Let your focus drift.” 
 
    “Stare at what?” 
 
    “The lights inside the portal archway.” 
 
    Minu looked sideways at Jovich, but he wasn’t looking at her. He was staring vacantly at the arch of the portal. “You’re kidding, right?” No answer. She cast him another sideways look, then shifted her seat to a slightly more comfortable position. “I don’t know how you can be comfortable on this thing, with your bony old ass,” she mumbled. Again, there was no response. With a sigh, she stared at the archway. 
 
    The colorful swirls inside the force field followed no pattern. They would change shades and directions randomly, combine and separate, then swirl together again. Minu remembered a lecture during her training when the teacher suggested the patterns were a convenient way of letting you know the portal was active. A simple green light would be more efficient. Once she’d settled down, she found it quite pleasing. The complete lack of pattern was soothing. After a short time, she stopped trying to focus on any one color or shape and, like Jovich said, let her focus drift. For a moment, her head lolled, and she felt like she was going to fall face first on the dais. Her gaze moved to the opaque force field she was sitting on, and suddenly, she was floating inside it. 
 
    “This is impossible!” she cried, though no words came out. It must be a dream or a hallucination. The energy, held in a plasma state, would be many thousand degrees. If she’d somehow gotten inside, the gas would have instantly vaporized her into charged particles, or worse, detonated the portal like a nuclear bomb. No, this wasn’t real. She must have fallen asleep! Jovich would think she was a stupid little girl, falling asleep while trying to meditate. She tried vainly to wake herself up.  
 
    Through the swirling gas, an indistinct shape took form, drawing her attention. Something like a ghostly spider floated toward her, or she was drifting toward it, there was no way to tell. This is better than a movie, she thought. As the shape got closer it gained more definition. It never became clearer than trying to focus through a bottle of water, but she could make out some detail. It was less like a spider and more like a crab, but its many arms reminded her of a spider. In the center of its body was a circle of five strikingly human-like eyes that all looked at her. “I suppose you represent my subconscious?” she silently asked the apparition. “Maybe I have some secret desire to be caught in a web.” 
 
    “I do not represent anything,” the thought came back, “I am.” 
 
    Minu jerked at the internal foreign voice. “You are what?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Oh, great. I’m being psychoanalyzed by my own subconscious.” She wanted to laugh, to desperately guffaw at the entire ludicrous situation. She was sitting on a portal dais dreaming about existential spiders? Yet somehow it wasn’t funny. It felt very serious. What was going on? Had Jovich tripped her up with some sort of test? Slipped her a drug that made her hallucinate? In the time she’d known him, he’d always answered questions with riddles, tested her thinking process, and challenged her assumptions. At least he’d never drugged her. Right? 
 
    “What is it you desire?” the thing asked her. 
 
    “Me? Inner peace and the answers to the meaning of life.” The ghostly spider/crab didn’t comment. “Okay, maybe that’s too much?” 
 
    “What is it you desire?” 
 
    “I guess I have to think about that.” 
 
    “We will wait.” 
 
    “There are more of you?” 
 
    “I am many, I am none, I am always. We have waited for you. The arrangement is becoming strained; our agreement has exceeded its parameters. Negotiations are necessary.” 
 
    “Right, okay. Do you live inside my mind? Are you a figment of my imagination?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Are you agreeing with me?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    She grumbled. Was it answering the question or repeating itself? “We’re going in circles. Bjorn ordered me to go have fun, so I’m going to leave now.” It didn’t say anything, so Minu began wondering how to get back to her body.  
 
    “They are trying to find you.” 
 
    “Huh?” she thought. 
 
    “They are trying to find you. They search the infinite sea of night for you. They have many eyes and many agents. They have succeeded, will succeed.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Even as she began to ask another question, her concentration shook, and the vision fragmented like broken glass. She was once more sitting on the hard dais facing the archway. Jovich shook her again, and she realized where she was. 
 
    “Did you fall asleep?” he asked. 
 
    “No, I was inside the portal!” 
 
    “That’s happened to me before, too. Very cool.” 
 
    “Really? What about that spider/crab thing?” 
 
    “Spider/crab thing? You got me there. You sure you weren’t asleep?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she said and rubbed her temples. Something like a headache was rumbling inside her head. As she rubbed, it began to subside. He laughed and gave her a hand up. The portal force field might feel warm, but it’d left her butt as cold as ice. “That’s what you were doing?” 
 
    “Yep. Like I said, it’s like an alpha-wave inducer. I’ve been using it for decades. Some Chosen say they’ve talked to God or whatever.” 
 
    “I think I met him.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Nothing. Do a lot of Chosen do that? 
 
    “Mostly the older ones, those of us that survived. We spent a lot of hours on desolate worlds with nothing to do. What can I say, boredom is ugly.” 
 
    Minu nodded and thought. “Jovich, do you believe in God?” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    “I’m not kidding; there are a lot of religions on this world, and even though none represent more than a few percent of the population, they can’t all be right.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because at least one worships the Tog, and another the Concordia in general. Once you smell a Beezer the first time…” 
 
    “I get where you’re going.” She sighed and looked back at the swirling portal. “Is it safe?” she asked, gesturing at the portal. “Sitting there hours on end, soaking up stray rads?”  
 
    He shrugged. “Now that you’ve spoken to God, what’s your plan?” 
 
    “I think I’m going to go see a movie.” He nodded and took out his control rod to unlock the chamber. Minu bit her lip for a second, then spoke suddenly. “Why didn’t you ever tell me you were a First Among the Chosen?” 
 
    Jovich froze, his arm outstretched, the rod pointing but unused. She saw him take a deep breath, then visibly shrink. “It was a long time ago.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. I’ve tried looking at your mission logs, but the last ones are all redacted.” 
 
    “I know. That was my last official action. No, don’t ask,” said the aged man Minu had thought she knew so well. He turned to her. The expression on his face chilled her to the bone. “There are some things I won’t talk about, not even with you.” He turned back, opened the room, and walked out without another word.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    December 10th, 517 AE 
 
    Tranquility, Plateau Tribe  
 
      
 
    After the strange excitement of the meditation session with Jovich, followed by his tense response to her questions, Minu decided she needed some sleep. The next morning after breakfast, the mundane fun of an old-fashioned movie was just what she needed. The new movie complex was a dazzling merger of the anachronistic and modern. They’d used Concordian technology to design and construct the buildings and controls, and five-hundred-year-old movies from a long-dead world were the entertainment. They’d made a few contemporary movies in Nuevo Hollywood, the scattered movie industry on Bellatrix, but, like most people, she was here to experience the past. 
 
    Minu got some snacks and watched a couple of movies from the early twenty-first century, filmed just before the end of the world. The first was an animated child’s film called Cars. She laughed along with everyone at the humorous antics of anthropomorphic vehicles, and like many when it was over, she felt a strange mix of happiness and loss. Next she saw a movie called Matrix Revolutions. This one was much darker, telling the story of a humanity enslaved by machines. She found the portrayal of the advanced machine technology laughable, while the ad hoc human technology was strangely reminiscent of what humanity did every day with salvaged Concordian tech. Most interesting to her were the huge manned walkers used as combat vehicles. Who in their right mind would build such a monstrosity and not bother armoring the pilot’s station? She found the plot generally contrived and pretentious, with an overuse of quasi-religious elements. Some weeks later she found out it was a sequel and watched the previous two, as well. Even taken in context, the trilogy was confusing and disjointed.  
 
    The afternoon was advancing rapidly, so she decided to check out the new amusement park built on the East Ridge. The press of families waiting for admission almost made her reconsider. As she waited, she noticed the mothers, fathers, and kids looking forward to a sunny afternoon of fun. It was a painful reminder of what she’d lost. First her mother, then her father. Being an only child had seemed like an advantage growing up; most of her school friends had multiple brothers and sisters. Now she found herself wishing for someone to visit with besides Jovich, someone from her past to give her guidance and a familial connection. 
 
    She abandoned the park and returned to her hotel, bypassing the restaurant and ordering room service. She would have balked at eleven credits plus tip a few hours ago; now she keyed her card and accepted the charges without thinking. Outside the sound-proof window, the city of Tranquility buzzed and hummed with life. She couldn’t hear the honking cars below or the humming gravitic impellers of the aerocars flitting by in the air above. Only a low rumble of machinery from her building’s air conditioning system carried through the walls. She sat in the oversized arm chair and watched as Bellatrix slowly set and the tiny moon, Romulus, raced into the eastern sky. The room grew dark, and her meal sat half-eaten on the desk. Sitting in the big chair, she slowly drifted off to sleep. 
 
    Sometime in the middle of the night she woke. She sat up straight in the dark hotel room and looked around in confusion at the strange surroundings. This isn’t my apartment in Steven’s Pass, she thought. Her personal communicator chirped, and the hotel room slowly came into focus. Minu yawned, stretched her sore neck, and pulled the communicator from her pocket. According to the display, it was just after five o’clock in the morning. Outside, the city was at low ebb; there was very little traffic and most businesses were closed. Romulus had set and would rise again in an hour; Remus was low on the horizon. She checked the caller’s identification when her communicator chirped again. “Civilian,” it simply reported. If it had been a fellow Chosen, she’d have seen their information. She almost told the phone to ignore the call, but halfway to the bathroom, she shrugged and pressed the answer button. “Chosen Alma,” she said. 
 
    “Is this Minu Alma, daughter of Chriso Alma?” asked a feminine voice. 
 
    No one referred to Minu that way. She was a member of the Chosen, and her accomplishments helped identify her as such. It was only in the ‘outside world’ that people sometimes referred to her as the daughter of Chriso Alma. “This is Chosen Minu Alma,” she told the caller, “my father was Chriso Alma.” 
 
    “It took quite a bit of doing to get this number.” 
 
    “Well, you got it, and I was asleep, so maybe you can tell me who you are and what you want?” 
 
    “Sorry, I thought you were at Steven’s Pass…” 
 
    “That is my assignment; I’m in Tranquility on vacation.” 
 
    “Sorry, its nine o’clock in Steven’s Pass.” 
 
    “I understand that, but who are you?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry again.” 
 
    “You can stop apologizing and answer my question.” 
 
    “Right. My name is Tara Alma; do you remember me?” 
 
    Minu thought for a long moment. There were a few other Almas on Bellatrix, but this one’s name struck a familiar chord. She would have remembered a lot faster if she hadn’t just woken up from a deep sleep. Then it came to her. “Aunt Tara? Dad’s sister?” 
 
    “You remembered,” the woman said, sounding surprised and pleased.  
 
    “We met a couple of times before my mother died.” 
 
    “Your father was never the social type.” 
 
    “What can I do for you, Aunt Tara?” 
 
    “We need to meet. I have something to give you.” 
 
    “You can mail it to my attention or give it to any Chosen you know.” 
 
    “That isn’t an option. I’m afraid I have to give this to you in person.” Minu sighed and considered hanging up. “Look, I don’t like this any more than you do. The fucking Chosen have taken so many of the people I’ve known that I can’t keep count. This will only take a few minutes. I’m in the city of Gulf.” 
 
    “Desert Tribe ocean port, I know where it is.” 
 
    “Figured you would. The maglev doesn’t come this far, so it could take you a day or two to get here.” 
 
    “Is it that important?” 
 
    “Your father must have thought so.” 
 
    “He’s been gone for more than two years.” 
 
    “He wanted you to have what I, I mean this…shit. He said to give it to you.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you. Can you come?” 
 
    Minu considered. If this was her aunt, and she had no reason to believe she wasn’t, she had nothing to gain from dragging herself half way around the planet just for old time’s sake. What could this long-lost aunt have that her father wanted to be sure she got? Some family heirloom? A message left before he died? It was just enough enticement. “I can be there by tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “How can you—” 
 
    “I am Chosen, remember.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    “Give me your address.” 
 
    “The Gulf Providence Hotel. It’s about the only decent place in town; you can’t miss it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A couple hours later, Minu had begun to think her commitment to get to Gulf by the next day was a bit too ambitious. She’d showered as soon as she disconnected, repacked her belongings, and left the hotel inside an hour. The manager wasn’t in yet, so she’d left a note saying she was checking out early and left the key on the counter. Outside, in the early morning light, she flagged down a new, modern aerocab and jumped in. 
 
    “Where to?” the driver asked without looking back at her. 
 
    “I don’t suppose this thing can get me to Gulf?” 
 
    “I doubt you can afford it,” the driver said, then turned and saw she was Chosen. “Oh, sorry ma’am. Normally I can, but this car is due for recharging, so I don’t have the range.” 
 
    “Just my luck. Take me to the aeroport.” 
 
    The cab rose into the air, then arrowed upward. Although the vehicle was new to Tranquility, the cabby knew how to use it. He piloted with self-assurance that bordered on arrogance. He took the most direct route, which went right over a couple of factories on the south ridge. The updrafts rocked them from side to side, and twice he dodged commercial transports lumbering along with their loads of goods.  
 
    What would have taken almost an hour in a ground cab only took ten minutes in the air, but it cost three times as much. Minu paid the ten credits and climbed out at the deserted entrance to the aeroport. 
 
    “Anything going to Gulf other than dirigibles?” she asked the tired-looking ticket attendant.  
 
    He glanced at her uniform and shook his head. “Chosen transport left a half hour ago.” Minu cursed her decision to take a shower. “Won’t be another one for two days.” 
 
    She thanked him and wandered back into the street. The aerocab was gone. Since she didn’t have anywhere to go, she headed back toward town, deep in thought, trying to come up with another option. She knew the maglev could only get her within a thousand kilometers. They weren’t due to complete the spur to Gulf for more than a year. A dirigible would take a week or more, and besides her commitment to her aunt that she’d be there the next day, she didn’t have enough leave. She had to report back in three days. Her options were down to zero. Minu shrugged and took out her communicator to look for Aunt Tara’s number. She needed to make alternate plans. 
 
    As she stopped to dial the number she almost bumped into a man unlocking the doors to his business. “I’m sorry,” she said distractedly, “pardon me.” 
 
    “Not a problem young lady…er, I mean Chosen! I don’t think I’ve ever met a female Chosen!” 
 
    “There aren’t very many,” she admitted and looked up at him. He was a very congenial-looking man in his late fifties, balding and carrying an extra twenty kilos or so around his waist. He held a bag smelling strongly of deep fried food in one hand and a steaming cup of cappuccino and the keys to his business in the other. “Let me help you,” she said and took the keys. 
 
    “Very kind,” he said with an even bigger smile. He didn’t fool Minu. Her Chosen uniform was snug, as was necessary for her job. The fabric hugged her body but was flexible enough to allow freedom of motion. The way it emphasized her slim hips and breasts no longer phased her, but the attention she drew from healthy, red-blooded men of all ages still startled her. She’d considered wearing a sports bra under the uniform, but the strap lines were super visible and spoiled the neat cut of the uniform. Being small-chested had some advantages.  
 
    He took his keys, and with more thanks, went inside, turning on lights and setting down his food. Minu returned to her phone, then hissed in annoyance. The Chosen communicator wasn’t a cheap cellular phone like most residents of Bellatrix used. It was a satellite phone that used orbiting repeaters which were very expensive to launch, as they sourced that work to a Concordian contractor. They’d only put five satellites into orbit, so they could keep the costs under control. That meant that 10% of the time no one could get a signal. To mitigate the situation, they’d added transmitters to the planet’s two moons. Now less than one percent of the time there was no signal. Of course this was that one percent. The phone dutifully informed her that they would restore the signal in ten minutes.  
 
    “Problem?” the man asked, leaning out the door. She doubted he was being helpful for purely altruistic reasons.  
 
    “I can’t get a signal. I’ll walk down to the next phone booth.” 
 
    “Why is a Chosen walking?” 
 
    “We’re only people. We can’t actually fly.” 
 
    The man laughed heartily, though his eyes betrayed some annoyance. “No, I mean shouldn’t you have an assigned vehicle, or one of your own?” 
 
    Minu held up her sleeve, so he could see the four gold stars. He examined them with curiosity, giving no indication that he understood her meaning. “I am not very high ranking in the Chosen,” she explained, “and besides, most Chosen don’t ride around in chauffeured vehicles. That’s not how we operate.” 
 
    “Still, I know many Chosen who own cars.” 
 
    She wondered why he was so persistent, when she noticed what his business was. Inside the building, clearly visible through the huge glass storefront windows, was a phalanx of shiny new aerocars. Suddenly it all made sense. “I don’t suppose you rent those?” He lifted an eyebrow, and she shrugged. “Can’t blame a girl for asking.” 
 
    “Too true. Why not consider buying one for yourself?” 
 
    “I doubt I could afford the power to run it.” 
 
    “Too many financial commitments?” She shook her head. “Most Chosen lead very Spartan lifestyles. Those that I’ve sold these to often buy them because they have nothing better to do with their money.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” she said, suddenly getting an idea, “I like that red one over there. Let me use your phone, and I’ll let you run a contract to see how much it is.” 
 
    “You got yourself a deal!” he said and slapped the door frame with a meaty hand. He let her in and showed her to his desk. She picked up the phone, a fairly modern model, and started entering numbers. True to her luck, the exchange informed her that all circuits to Gulf were busy and it would be five minutes before she could connect. She chose to have it call her back when the circuit opened and hung up the phone. At the same time, the salesman finished keying data on his tablet, finalized it with a flamboyant finger stab, and handed it to her.  
 
    Minu scanned the bottom line, and her eyes bugged out. “Two thousand, six hundred and fifty-nine credits?” she said incredulously. “You have got to be kidding me! If that’s the down payment, how can I possibly make the installments? And what about power, insurance, and maintenance? I knew these things were expensive, but you must think I have gold nuggets in my pockets!” 
 
    “Young Chosen, you didn’t read the entire document!” he said in a strong, confident voice. When she started to complain further, he reached over and tapped the computer. With a sigh, she read the whole thing. Her breath caught in her throat. It wasn’t an installment contact; it was a sales contract. She looked at his ear-to-ear grin. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    December 11th, 517 AE 
 
    Tranquility, Plateau Tribe  
 
      
 
     The aerocar Minu had bought was far superior to the cab she’d recently ridden in. The gravitic impellers sent a reassuring hum through her whole body as she guided the new car out of the building’s oversized rear door and into the sky. In the rear monitor she saw the salesman waving as she flew away, the grin still etched on his face. She’d shocked herself by buying an aerocar. “I knew they’d come down in price, but I had no idea how much!” she’d said as she signed the contract and transferred most of her credit balance to the grinning salesman. The price was about twenty percent lower than a year earlier, he’d informed her, and they paid Chosen well. His assertion that lots of Chosen owned aerocars made sense. Most lived in a billet like hers at Steven’s Pass, ate Chosen-provided meals, and spent most of their time on duty. What else did they have to do with their money? 
 
    The aerocar she’d bought wasn’t the entry-level model. It possessed a few bells and whistles, including wrap-around video monitors, cruising airfoils to increase flight range, and deployable ground wheels to make maneuvering easier in areas not as advanced as Tranquility. Though aerocars were common, she’d have had to land and walk in a lot of the small towns if the car didn’t have wheels. He’d managed to get another hundred credits out of her by adding a premium entertainment system, additional computer capacity, and a second EPC bay, options which he was able to install in minutes. Her account now held a scant two hundred credits.  
 
    As she flew into the morning twilight, a big grin adorned her face. The powerful vehicle climbed into the sky with authority, and she laughed out loud. I own an aerocar! Flying point to point on Bellatrix wasn’t like it was on most Concordian worlds. There was very little traffic outside the major cities. They’d installed navigational beacons to aid older craft, but her modern car possessed inertial navigation, accurate to a half meter, which made the beacons redundant. All she had to do was state her destination, and her new aerocar took her there as though she was a passenger in a taxi. Her hands caressed the leather-wrapped control yoke, and she shook her head. She hadn’t bought a gravitic vehicle just to let a computer fly it! No way was she passing up the opportunity!  
 
    The onboard computer said they’d left Tranquility traffic control. She smiled and reached over, sliding the throttle control as far forward as it would go. The digital speed indicator hovered at three hundred twenty-five kilometers per hour. “Sweet,” she said as the craft smoothly climbed past ten thousand meters. The computer suggested she level off at twelve thousand meters and reduce speed to two hundred and fifty kilometers per hour to conserve power. As a Concordian-made vehicle adapted by an alien species for use on Bellatrix, it could fly in any environment and fit through portals. The computer was more than capable of adapting and optimizing the controls to work just about anywhere. She’d felt the cabin pressurize as she passed four thousand meters and wondered if it could operate in a vacuum. She leveled off at twelve thousand meters and matched the suggested speed. There would be time to play with the car’s capabilities later. 
 
    Now in level flight, the car automatically deployed its stubby airfoils. A display informed her she was at optimum power economy. The exciting part done, she set the autopilot to tell her when they reached the vicinity of Gulf and relinquished control. The manual controls retreated into the form-fitting dash and disappeared. “Slick,” she said and reclined the seat a little. The autopilot showed she had eleven hours before reaching Gulf, so she took out her tablet and did some classwork.  
 
    An hour later she finished her studies, so she reviewed her team’s research schedules. During the beamcaster training program, Minu had realized they weren’t using the weapons to their best advantage. At one meeting, she’d brought it up to the group and found them in unanimous agreement. They needed the guns but had to change the way they were using them. 
 
    “You’re absolutely right,” Pip had said. “We’ve all been thinking the same thing.” 
 
    “Dead on,” Alijah had added. Terry had nodded, and Mandi had looked neutral, but didn’t disagree. 
 
    “See if you follow my thinking,” she’d said. “The weapon lacks many refinements you’d expect from an infantry weapon, including an integrated link for sighting, a self-contained power supply, an all-weather capability, and an economy of ammunition use.” No one had disagreed.  
 
    “We know the Concordia never seemed to worry about power consumption,” Pip had said, making light of the way most Concordian technology wasted power. “Still, with a weapon, you want to make sure a soldier has sufficient ammo for an engagement.” 
 
    “That wasn’t part of this design,” Alijah had agreed. “Even on low power, Gregg and Aaron were never able to get more than 45 cycles.” 
 
    “And low power would not be lethal to soldiers wearing the more advanced body armor we’ve seen,” she’d said. More nods. “So, the richest, most advanced of the Concordian species are using weapons that are poorly suited for what they are being used for? Why?” 
 
    No one had had an answer. They had agreed that the stocks and grips, including those used by the T’Chillen, could be customized to the weapon. The only reason there wasn’t a hominid grip was likely due to the lack of hominids in the Concordia at that time. Pip thought the beamcasters were poorly suited to the task because of the universal adaptability required by so many Concordian goods. Terry held the opinion it was because the Concordia sucked at infantry weapons. Minu wanted to agree with that, but Gregg’s idea suited her best.  
 
    “I think these are crew-served or vehicle-mounted weapons being pressed into service as infantry rifles by the T’Chillen,” he’d said. “They’re big-ass snakes, so these wouldn’t be too hard for them to handle.” 
 
    Why would they do that? They were rich, powerful, and technologically advanced, but they were using ill-suited weapons. Ted’s lecture on the decline of the Concordia drifted into her mind once again. The deeper she got into the workings of the galaxy, the more often she circled back to his outlandish hypothesis. Was it really that outlandish? 
 
    That got old quickly. “I’m on vacation,” she muttered and made the files go away.  
 
    Instead, she accessed the car’s storage looking for old Earth movies. Not surprisingly, there were none there. She took out her communicator and linked the devices. A second later she accessed the Chosen network and began browsing the movie library.  
 
    Minu loaded a dozen movies and scanned through them. She discarded a few, flagged a couple, then loaded more. There were a lot of movies with guns in them, not many of which accurately portrayed small arms warfare and tactics. She created a special file for those she thought were the best and started dropping in movies. She put Saving Private Ryan in the file and deleted Transformers. She then added The Sands of Iwo Jima and another called Full Metal Jacket. She smiled at the training sequences, until the end turned horrible. She was thankful her Chosen training hadn’t been that brutal. She deleted Platoon, Apocalypse Now, and Glory. The last was interesting, but the weapons were too antiquated to be truly useful. She saved a couple of sequences on the training of snipers for possible review. Sergeant York fit that bill and was considerably more modern. We Were Soldiers proved excellent and got a star for further study, especially for the principles of airborne mobility.  
 
    Her interest piqued, she checked some of the Bellatrix network lists to see if anyone else had performed similar searches. She was surprised to find several such lists, and she used these to add more movies to her own list. She loaded The Thin Red Line, Patton, The Longest Day, and Red Dawn. Her final addition was Enemy at the Gates, recommended by Alex Jovich. She signed off the network, selected Saving Private Ryan, and settled back in the comfortable car seat.  
 
    Eleven hours was a long trip to spend watching movies. She watched Saving Private Ryan, then made some notes in her tablet. Afterwards, she slept for a few hours. When she woke, she checked her progress on the car’s monitor, then watched Enemy at the Gates. Both movies had taken place during the same period in human history, but they’d dealt with different theaters of combat. The second movie had less of the small arms combat she wanted to see, but it had an excellent plot about a society managing to hold its own despite being out-manned and technologically inferior that redeemed it. The politics were lost on her, but the story kept her mind engaged to the end. A network search revealed that the nation portrayed in the movie was the one that spawned the Rusk Tribe. “Man, what went wrong there?” she wondered. 
 
    The more she saw of infantry weapons employed in combat, the more she agreed with Gregg that their beamcasters were squad weapons. She’d downloaded a book called Jane’s Field Guild to Small Arms when she began the project a year earlier. She accessed her files on the beamcasters and began making comparisons. A short time later she gawked when she found an almost perfect match. 
 
    “United States, M-60 squad automatic rifle,” she read. It was similar in size and function, and even ammo consumption. Employed as squad support or mounted on vehicles, it chewed through ammunition at a prodigious rate. Minu relabeled the beamcaster as a squad weapon in her technical diagrams. “Now what do we do about it?” Without realizing it, Minu was beginning to form the nucleus of a military unit. She drifted off again as her car flew on into the night. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    December 12th, 517 AE 
 
    City of Gulf, Desert Tribe  
 
      
 
    The buzzing autopilot woke her as the car approached Gulf. As she had been trained, Minu did a quick visual check of the instruments. The car was running with the perfection expected of Concordian engineering. A few thousand meters below the dense cloud cover, she saw the approaching coastline. She switched to manual, took the controls as they slipped from the console, and began her descent. Gulf was too remote for a traffic control system; instead, a bored woman came on in response to her hail. 
 
    “We weren’t expecting any flights,” the woman said. 
 
    “I’m not a flight. This is Chosen Minu Alma in a private aerocar on personal business, requesting approach instructions.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. Well, the city’s at thirty meters. We have twenty-kilometer winds blowing steady from the east, with occasional fifty-kilometer gusts. Visibility is less than a kilometer. Do you need us to light the field?” 
 
    “No, your beacon is working. Any other traffic?” 
 
    “No air traffic, Chosen, you have the skies to yourself.” 
 
    “Understood, and out.” It was a reminder that most of Bellatrix was not as advanced as Tranquility. With her experienced hand, Minu guided the car down until she was only a thousand meters above the town. The craft handled wonderfully. Even though it was new to her, the controls were so intuitive it didn’t matter. She followed the beacon in, losing altitude and speed until the buildings and streets became visible as she descended out of the cloud deck. The town was only a kilometer on a side. To the east was the sea and a long line of docks where the fishing fleet that provided the city’s major export berthed. Sensing she was landing, the car automatically retracted its air foils and extended landing wheels. She spotted a long, clear street and banked toward it. The car touched down, as graceful as a bird.  
 
    She pulled up the computer map of the town and found the hotel where her Aunt was staying. Almost exactly twelve hours after the phone call, Minu parked the car in front of the hotel and stepped out. She didn’t bother locking it; the salesman had programmed the car to recognize Minu’s biometric signature. She had a key but doubted she’d ever need it. It would take a computer master like Pip to convince the vehicle to operate for anyone other than her. With a slight feeling of anxiety, she climbed the steps to the Gulf Providence Hotel and entered through the moliplas doors.  
 
    Despite the remote location and late hour, the desk clerk wasn’t surprised to see a Chosen walk in. “I’m here to see Tara Alma,” Minu said to the bored man. 
 
    “I’ll inform her you’re here.” 
 
    Minu nodded and walked over to the hotel’s nicely appointed lounge. Finding a table with two chairs, she sat down. The table was an automated server, so she ordered a soda and waited. The server delivered her drink from the central column in moments, and she took a sip just as her aunt came out of the lift. Minu raised a hand to get her attention. The woman looked just like she had the last time they’d met, over seven years earlier. She was tall and thickly built, with a somewhat round face and long black hair. She didn’t look overly thrilled to see Minu. 
 
    “I’ll give you this,” she said as she walked over to the table, “you Chosen are resourceful. What did you do, buy an aerocar?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, does it?” Minu hoped she wasn’t blushing, despite the burning in her cheeks. “Have a seat. Can I buy you a drink?” 
 
    “Sure. What are you drinking?” Minu told her and got a reproachful look. “Whiskey and soda for me,” Tara said and sat down. The server delivered the drink, which she sipped with a sigh. “Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “No problem, what’s up?” 
 
    Tara took a computer chip from her pocket and set it on the table between them. “A week ago, out of the blue, I got a letter. It was addressed to me and sent by the Chosen computer system.” 
 
    “Who sent it?” 
 
    “Nobody, just your computer.” 
 
    “That isn’t possible,” Minu insisted, “there must be a sender of some sort. Even if it was automated, someone must have initiated the process.” 
 
    Tara tapped the computer chip and held out an envelope addressed to Tara Alma in Gulf City. It was computer printed and showed no sender. The older Alma held up her hands in a gesture of helplessness. “Regardless, here it is. This simple note was inside, along with the chip.” Minu took the note, also printed by a computer, and read it.  
 
      
 
    Tara, 
 
      
 
    I know we never got along well, and I’m sorry. You are my only family, and I must depend on you. Please give this personally to my daughter Minu. I can’t tell you what’s on it, so please don’t ask. You must give it to her by hand. She is Chosen by now, so she won’t be too difficult to contact.  
 
      
 
    Thanks, 
 
      
 
    Your brother, Chriso 
 
      
 
    Tara waited until Minu finished reading the brief note before continuing. She pointed at the chip and shook her head. “Not only couldn’t I open it, I couldn’t make a copy. I couldn’t even see the name! Computers are my thing. I designed and maintain the network here in Gulf, and I’ve never seen anything like this. You load it into a computer, and it activates an embedded bios. Try it.” Minu took the chip and slid it into her personal computer. Just as Tara said, it loaded a bios and amazingly prompted for a password. “Minu - Password?” 
 
    “Wow,” Minu said and removed the chip without trying a password. The bios deleted itself instantly, leaving no record of its presence. Who knew what would happen if she entered the wrong answer? She might only get a of couple tries. “Thanks, I guess it’s definitely meant for me.” 
 
    “Why send it to a sister you haven’t seen in years?” Tara asked. “He could have sent it directly to you instead. What the hell is going on? Why the secrets?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Minu admitted.  
 
    “All right, I guess I can’t ask for anything more.” She finished her drink in one long swallow and got up to leave, then stopped. “You look a lot like your ancestor. Same red hair, same build. Hell, you should look at a picture of Mindy Harper someday. You could be her little sister.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told.” 
 
    “Oh, one more thing. You’re the last, you know?” 
 
    “Last what?” 
 
    “The last direct descendant of Mindy Harper.” 
 
    “What? How? I thought…” 
 
    “There were others? There were. There was a second cousin; your grandfather’s brother had a girl, who had a boy. She’s dead, and the boy died last month in a fishing accident not far from here.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that. What about you?” 
 
    “I’m not blood to you. After our mother gave birth to your dad, she couldn’t have another child, so they adopted me. And of course your grandparents have been gone for years.” 
 
    “I remember. One of the only times we met was when they died in the fire.” 
 
    “Right. Well, good luck.” With nothing more to say, Tara left Minu alone at the table. There was no formal parting; she just left. 
 
    “She’s Dad’s sister, all right,” Minu snorted. It seemed like an incredibly long trip just to pick up a computer chip and the mystery that went with it. The tiny device sat heavily in her pocket as she finished her drink and contemplated the return flight. She hadn’t eaten in more than twelve hours, so she checked the automated server. The menu included packaged sandwiches and snacks, so she ordered a couple of sandwiches and some chips. After they arrived, she visited the bathroom, waved to the bored desk clerk, and climbed into her car. The EPC held a seventy percent charge, so she guided the car out to the street and into the air. She had a lot of time to kill on the flight back. The computer chip was not something she wanted to tackle right then, so she continued studying how an army was supposed to work, slowly adding to her knowledge and determining what ‘her’ army would need.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    December 13th, 517 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass  
 
      
 
    “Our computer system sent an untagged package to your aunt in Gulf?” Pip looked dubious. 
 
    “That’s about the size of it,” Minu said. She hadn’t returned to Tranquility since she’d already checked out; she planned to spend the rest of her leave in Steven’s Pass. It wasn’t until she’d landed on the Chosen base’s pad that she realized she didn’t know what to do with her new car. It turned out there was a parking garage with lots of cars in it. I wonder how many of these shinny aerocars the balding salesman back in Tranquility sold? 
 
    “Let me see the chip,” Pip said. They were in her office, away from prying eyes. 
 
    Minu handed over the package containing the letter and chip and watched while Pip examined it. After he read the envelope and the message, he scrutinized the envelope again. “No sender code,” he noted. She nodded. He loaded the chip into one of his ever-present tablets and watched the bios work.  
 
    “That reminds me,” Minu started and snapped her fingers, “you remember that chip we found back in the dig on GBX2334? You ever get anything off that?” 
 
    “You know, that was a fascinating case.” He accessed programs and worked on the chip from her father while talking, doing two things at once. “These chips are awesome tech; they’re so advanced we’ve never completely figured out how they work.” 
 
    “I’ve had the lesson; they’re indestructible, hold terabytes of data, etcetera, etcetera.” 
 
    “Right, but did you know they’re a form of biological storage? They utilize a matrix of organic molecules that are incredibly dense and suspended in a semi-fluid state.” Minu shrugged. “Right, anyway, we’ve been studying them for years. I don’t know if we’ll ever figure out how to make them. There are some clues about Concordian photronic technology here.” 
 
    “You have a point?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The chip we found on GBX2334, did you find anything?” Minu would laugh if it wasn’t so frustrating talking to a scientist. She hoped she never became that obtuse.  
 
    “Oh, right, sorry. Anyway, it’s a dead chip.” 
 
    “It looked fine.” 
 
    “Checked out fine too, initially. But when we hooked it up, nothing.” 
 
    “No data? Thought you said it was dead.” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “Pip…” 
 
    “Look, the chips theoretically have an unlimited lifespan. The contents are biological, though not like you or me, just aligned amino acids and nucleic chains. That chip was full of data until it self-destructed.” 
 
    “I didn’t know they could do that!” 
 
    “No one knew. They’re a very complex mechanism, simply executed, with a bio-molecular storage medium, prismatic laser read/write heads, a photronic interface, etc. The only way to destroy one is to break it or burn it. If the medium has a weakness, it’s heat. At temperatures over five hundred Celsius, it breaks down.” 
 
    “Yeah, and so would whoever was holding it.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “How did it self-destruct?” 
 
    “Bjorn has been working on that answer since we brought that dead one back. He’s had a team doing subatomic analysis of the medium it contained. He’s comparing that to a brand-new chip and to the oldest ones we can get. You won’t believe what he found out.” 
 
    “I’ll never know if you don’t get around to telling me.” 
 
    “Cute. Turns out they are designed with a lifespan.” 
 
    “Why in the world would anyone do that? It defeats the whole purpose of a perpetual, non-volatile storage medium, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “You can say that again.” 
 
    “How long is that lifespan? We have chips that are a century old already.” 
 
    “More like a couple millennia old. And a scout team brought one back that was twenty thousand years old a few weeks ago. It served as a wonderful baseline.” 
 
    “What was the final answer?” 
 
    “One hundred thousand years.” 
 
    “Wow! That’s quite a lifespan. It just breaks down after that long?” 
 
    “Yep, and quickly, too.” 
 
    “Even things designed by the Concordia have to die sometime.” 
 
    “We have gravitic transports that are more than a hundred thousand years old. No, this is designed that way.” 
 
    “I don’t follow you.” 
 
    “It isn’t a lifespan based on the breakdown of the material, it’s a designed life span! They don’t wear out; they self-destruct after a hundred thousand years.” 
 
    “How ridiculous!” Minu laughed. “Who would be around that long? What possible purpose could it serve? If the things could last that long, why not a lot longer?” 
 
    “Bjorn and I agree; the lifespan could be infinite. In the sealed and protected state of the medium, it could last millions of years, tens of millions. The one we found is probably half a million years old.” 
 
    “You said it happened quickly?” Pip nodded. “Like years?” 
 
    “No, like days, maybe hours. We’d have to see it happen to be sure,” he said. 
 
    “What kind of variation in ages?” 
 
    Pip considered for a second, then consulted one of his dozens of computers before answering. “Less than two weeks variation.” 
 
    “Good Lord, that little?” 
 
    “Yep. We’re looking for the biomechanical mechanism or whatever it is that causes it. Quite surprising, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “Surprising? More like ridiculous. Why?” 
 
    “Only guesses in that department. However, one hundred thousand years seems to be a common length.” 
 
    “I hope it doesn’t pertain to cars. I just bought one, and I’m hoping to use it for a long time.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about that. No, this concerns most types of data. We did some poking around in the Concordian network, at least the lobotomized version we have access to, and guess how old the oldest entry is?” 
 
    “One hundred thousand years?” 
 
    “Give the girl an award!” 
 
    “I’ll take chocolate.” Minu laughed. “Coincidence?” 
 
    “Not hardly. It’s more like a multi-layered approach.” Minu gave him her best bewildered look. He stopped working on the chip she’d given him and concentrated on her again. “Most computers use banks of these chips; it’s typical Concordian centralized technology. We know huge data cores made of the same material exist, the Tog have told us about them. Only bad ass higher-order species have them, though. So, no computer network files more than a hundred thousand years old, and no storage medium able to survive more than a hundred thousand years. What does that tell you?” 
 
    “That something bad happened a thousand centuries ago?” 
 
    “Not unless the event went on for months. You see, the Concordian computer network quietly deletes terabytes of data every second.” 
 
    “Storage room shortages.” 
 
    Pip made a rude noise and continued. “The deletion is widespread and continuous. They don’t delete everything; the data removal is almost surgically selective: historical data, transaction records, things like that. Raw detail files not dependent on dates, like technology, planet locations, names of species, and that sort of stuff, stay. The goddamn file system copies them routinely to keep from purging them as chips die and take transient data with them. The rest of the stuff goes poof at a hundred thousand years, like clockwork.” 
 
    “No records of the Squeen…” 
 
    “We eventually found their primary data. They existed. We even have data about their world.” 
 
    “Let me guess, GBX2334?” 
 
    “More chocolate for the lady. They were a bootstrap species, came up from the bottom and joined the Concordia on their own terms.” 
 
    Minu whistled. “Wow, not many of those out there.” 
 
    “Don’t we know it? The only way to get more prestige is to be an uplifted species, and there are only a couple of those.” 
 
    “GBX2334 was their home world?” 
 
    “According to the records, yes.” 
 
    “Did you find out what happened to them, or why their planet was so trashed?” 
 
    “No, that data was wiped from the records.” Minu looked thoughtful, then shook her head in amazement. “The Squeen were around more than a hundred thousand years ago.” 
 
    “So, the Concordia goes to extremes to make sure almost no data survives more than a hundred thousand years. Why?” 
 
    “That is the question, isn’t it?” Pip put down the tablet with her mystery chip and scratched his head. “That’s a real piece of programming,” he said, at last. 
 
    “What’s in it?” 
 
    “A terabyte or so of data. That’s all.” 
 
    “What kind of data?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “You can’t get in?” 
 
    “No, I can’t.” Minu could tell he was not happy about failing. He looked like someone had insulted him. 
 
    “Maybe Bjorn, or one of the others on our team can?” 
 
    “I’ll be the first to admit I haven’t learned everything…yet. This little thing is Concordian code, not human. Tell me again how it got to you?” Minu knew he’d asked so she’d talk while he thought. She patiently went over the entire story again, only leaving out the part about her being the last of Mindy Harper’s descendants. Minu wanted to research the claim before repeating it. Pip took out another tablet and went to work on it. After a minute he looked up. “I’ve confirmed our computer sent a package to your aunt when she said it did.” He turned the tablet so she could see. The package had come from an automated storage locker usually used for parts. 
 
    “Who sent it?” 
 
    “The computer doesn’t know.” 
 
    “Is that possible?” 
 
    “An hour ago I would have said no. Now I have evidence to the contrary. Let me work on that, while you work on this.” He handed her the chip and got up to leave. 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “For now. I can’t hack that file, and you don’t want me to try any harder. That could have negative effects on the chip. Did you say you bought a car?” 
 
    She nodded, and he looked confused, then left her alone. She popped the chip into her own computer. As before, it requested a password. “How am I supposed to know what you want?” she asked it. It didn’t reply. Let’s start simple, she decided and keyed in her Chosen system password. Nothing happened. “Okay, that’s out of the way.” She was about to try again when her office communicator buzzed. “Chosen Alma,” she answered. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you to be here.” 
 
    “Dram? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Aren’t you on vacation?” 
 
    “Technically, yes. I came back to work on a project. What’s happening?” 
 
    “A scout team is coming back after engaging the Rasa. They were equipped with the beamcasters.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Minu tossed the mystery chip into her desk drawer and raced out the door. She ran down the hall, took the stairs two at a time, and flew through the lower level. She was in the jump-off center less than a minute after getting the call. There she found the regular personnel, led by Dram, a squad from Logistics and, ominously, five red-clad medics holding support equipment and a pair of gurneys. Steely-eyed scouts manned two of the beamcasters, newly mounted on tripods behind force fields.  
 
    Dram spotted her and came over. “Glad you could make it.” 
 
    “I had to be here,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. “It’s the first time we’ve used my weapons in combat. Before they come back through, I want you to know that I think we need to move in another direction.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The beamcasters aren’t suitable for what we’re using them for.” 
 
    “Why the sudden change of heart?” 
 
    “Research. Lots of research, and a fair amount of movie watching.” He looked at her quizzically but invited her to continue. “We need infantry weapons and trained infantry. Right now, we don’t have either.” 
 
    “Why aren’t the beamcasters good for what we need?” 
 
    Minu explained. She went over the ammunition expenditure rate versus damage, the weight versus mobility, and finally the operating expense versus the feasibility of deploying them in large numbers. “When you add all that to the fact that our scouts train under the all-important ROE, you have a recipe for disaster.” Minu took a deep breath and went all in. “I believe we need a military branch, trained soldiers armed with true infantry weapons, empowered to defeat whoever they encounter. Think of them as attack dogs; unleash them and watch the carnage. That’s what soldiers are supposed to do, kill people and break things. Scouts are, well, scouts. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken. You make a strong case,” he said, scratching his chin and staring off into space. “You should also know you’re not the first Chosen to put the idea of a military branch forward for consideration.” 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me. Who else did?” 
 
    “Your father, a couple of weeks before he disappeared.” 
 
    The portal flashed to life. The Chosen manning the fixed beamcasters tensed, training their weapons on the portal as the scene from another world solidified. Almost before you could make sense of the terrain, a pair of Chosen leapt through carrying a wounded man between them. A second later, two more Chosen followed, these two backing through holding their beamcasters up and ready. They were both injured, and they carried a body wrapped in a tarpaulin.  
 
    “All clear!” the first Chosen through yelled as soon as the other pair were clear. The operator deactivated the portal, and the gunners safed their weapons. The medics moved in. Minu and Dram approached the scout leader.  
 
    “Report,” Dram ordered. 
 
    “We arrived as planned and began to negotiate with the third-party species, like the Tog told us. Halfway through the deal, a squad of Rasa jumped us. We returned fire with the beamcasters and almost wiped out the enemy squad in just a few seconds.” 
 
    “Good job.” 
 
    “That’s not how it ended. Once we were under fire, the aliens we’d been negotiating with took off. Then four more squads of Rasa showed up and tried to envelope our position. We had to move, returning fire as we ran. The beamcasters are too cumbersome to move and target quickly enough against a dodging foe, especially when you’re trying to run and dodge yourself. We lost Alphonse right away.” He indicated the wrapped body with a head tilt. “While their flechette guns lack the kick and penetration of the beamcasters, they are fairly accurate, and the Rasa can keep up a withering rate of fire. Damn things seem to have an unlimited amount of ammo. They use them like firehoses. They almost cut Alphonse in two. 
 
    “While we secured Alphonse’s body, Sven and Garcia sustained injuries. We finally managed to make it to the portal and shoot our way through.” He moved his cloak aside, which was wet with blood on the inside. The power pack for the beamcaster attached to his belt showed only a tiny charge. “If we hadn’t made it through when we did…” 
 
    “I understand,” Dram said and patted him on the shoulder. “You did well. Report to medical and have your injuries checked.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” The scout commander recognized Minu and nodded in acknowledgment. “Good thing we had these with us,” he told her and patted the weapon. 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like it,” she said, hoping they wouldn’t notice that she was shaking and on the verge of tears. One man had died, and several had sustained injuries, because she’d fatally overestimated the usefulness of the beamcasters in combat. Why hadn’t she thought to do the research she’d done on vacation earlier? How dare she take a vacation while Chosen were fighting and dying with her weapons? Of course, Bjorn had ordered her to take that vacation when he’d caught her sleeping in the lab three nights in a row… 
 
    “They weren’t perfect, that’s for sure. Can you imagine what would’ve happened if we’d had those old slug throwers though? They’d have slaughtered us. The Rasa couldn’t care less about our old guns. They were afraid of these,” he said and patted the blood splattered stock of his beamcaster, “and they got us through.” 
 
    “I’d like you to copy Minu on your report,” Dram instructed him. “Give your thoughts about how the weapon did what it was supposed to, and how it failed.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. Please understand, I am in no way saying we shouldn’t use these. I just think we need to be more realistic about how we use them.” 
 
    “Understood. Now get to the infirmary and check on your men.” The man nodded, then paused for a second next to the still body of his slain man. Minu felt hot tears rolling down her cheeks. “This is all my fault,” she sobbed, in imminent danger of losing complete control, “how could I—” 
 
    Dram grabbed her roughly by the arm and pulled her out of the portal jump-off room and into an adjacent conference room. Before she knew what was going on, he locked the door and smacked her across the face hard enough to rock her onto her heels, splattering tears across the room. “What is wrong with you?” he demanded.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry,” she sobbed and fell to her knees, “it was t-too much. More dead people, more pain, and I caused it.” 
 
    “How in the hell can you think that?” 
 
    “I brought the beamcasters home. I led the team modifying them for our use. I certified them for deployment.” 
 
    “I sent you on the mission to get them,” he growled, “and I, along with the whole goddamn council, okayed their entering into our inventory. Jacob okayed the funds for development and appropriated the funds for building the HERT. And I sent out every man who died or got injured in the last half year. Should I be on the floor crying my eyes out, too?” She didn’t answer, but her tears were slowing. “We’re Chosen; sometimes we die! The Tog let us keep those weapons. They could have taken them all. They wanted us to have them! Have you ever considered that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Minu, this is just the beginning. We’ve been working for the Tog for a century, doing pissant jobs and little missions. Now we’re finally starting to come out from behind their skirts. Humanity has to stand on its own two legs, or we’ll forever be like the Beezer.” 
 
    Minu gave a little coughing laugh. For all their huge size and bluster, the Beezer were wimps, and they were fine with that. They only fought when cornered, and then only to defend themselves. “Tigers or cows?” she said through her stopped up nose. 
 
    “Exactly! It is true that this conflict with the Rasa began when you retrieved the cache, but the real trouble started long before then. It began the first time a human Chosen began digging through garbage piles looking for the good stuff. The Concordia is like a garbage heap at the edge of town. The rats fight over the scraps, and we’re the new rats on the block. We used to be cockroaches, and I guess we still are, but now we’ve got guns.” 
 
    This time she laughed for real. He reached down and put a hand under her arm, helping her to her feet as if she weighed next to nothing. He couldn’t look at her eye to eye because he was almost a half meter taller. Even so, he got her attention. “We need you to fix this.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how,” she admitted. He cocked his head and looked stern. “But I have some ideas.” 
 
    “I know that, or you wouldn’t have started that discussion before the scouts came back.” 
 
    “I want to transfer to an active scout team.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why? I can learn more from working with a team.” She knew it was a lie but said it anyway. 
 
    “You can learn from reports and firsthand accounts.” 
 
    “I am formally requesting that transfer.” 
 
    “And I am formally denying it.” 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” she snarled, rising on her tip-toes to make herself more impressive. It was the first time she’d ever raised her voice to the mountain of a man that was Second Among the Chosen. Somewhere in the back of her mind alarms were going off. She ignored the warning klaxons and pressed on. “I demand an official explanation for denying a legitimate transfer request.” 
 
    “Okay. You can’t fix anything if you’re dead.” She lowered herself back onto her heels, baring her teeth. Dram took a step closer. She was not impressed and stood her ground. “Look, I completely understand how you feel. Every man that comes back injured or dead hurts you. You feel it in your heart.” She lowered her head but refused to allow the tears to return. Anger was much more useful now. “That’s what makes you a good commander. I saw your face when you lost William on that mission last year. You felt it to the core of your being. If I let you out in the field, the conflict with the Rasa will become personal, and that’s the last thing we need. Not only won’t we solve the weapons problem, we’d lose the most promising young Chosen in a generation.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?”  
 
    “Use that brain. Use the team we’ve given you and figure out how to fix those guns. Or come up with a way to use them that mitigates their shortfalls. Develop a training program that will help us teach the men how to operate with what they now have and come back alive. You do that, and I’ll give you that transfer. But not until the problem is fixed.” 
 
    “I’d like that in writing.” 
 
    “And I’m the son of a bitch?” Dram said, looking into her intently narrowed eyes. “What does that make you?” 
 
    “Daughter of a bastard, sir.”  
 
    “That you are,” he said and nodded. She turned to leave, but he put his hand out to stop her. “One magnificent bastard he was, and this is the first time I’ve seen him in you. He’d be proud.” 
 
    “Don’t say that until I’ve succeeded,” she said and detached herself. “I have a lot of work to do.” 
 
    Minu unlocked the door and walked out, leaving Dram alone in the room. He watched the door long after she left, his face a dark mask of concern.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    December 14th, 517 AE 
 
    Tranquility, Plateau Tribe  
 
      
 
    If Minu’s team had thought they were working hard before, they were sorely mistaken. As her people arrived the next morning, they found the entire schedule trashed and reorganized. “We’re going to work on this night and day until we have a solution,” she said, pacing the lab. “I’ve been promised whatever it takes, including two scout teams to help with training and testing. They’re our guinea pigs.” 
 
    “What’s a guinea pig?” Alijah asked. 
 
    “An extinct animal used for testing drugs on old Earth,” Pip whispered. Alijah drew his lips into an ‘O,’ as Minu continued. 
 
    “I posted the new schedule to your tablets. I’ve put all other projects on hold or transferred them to other research teams.” They began complaining, but she continued talking over them. “Once we find a solution and deploy it, we’ll go out into the field with the scout teams to make sure the new scheme works as advertised.” 
 
    “In the field?” Terry asked. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” Pip said. 
 
    “Awesome,” Alijah laughed. Minu doubted he understood what he was in for. Only she and Pip had been to the frontier more than once.  
 
    “I won’t go,” Mandi declared, shaking her head and crossing her arms. 
 
    “As a civilian, that’s your decision. When the testing phase begins, I’ll reassign you.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said, her eyes shooting daggers at Minu.  
 
    After the first week, Minu found herself staying in the lab later and later. Shortly after New Year’s and two days straight of falling asleep at a workstation, she admitted to Pip that she didn’t know enough to handle the task before her. 
 
    “No one’s done anything like this since Earth,” he agreed. “We’ve fought more than a few wars on Bellatrix, but that was before we redeveloped firearms.” 
 
    “Not the same tactics,” she said. “Arrows and swords aren’t like guns and beamcasters.”  
 
    “Have you searched for relevant university classes?” 
 
    Minu hadn’t checked for classes about creating an army to fight aliens. Maybe she could put together her own curriculum? She spent the rest of the night reading through the course catalogs of every university on Bellatrix. The results were not exactly encouraging, but she went to bed with some hope. In the morning she met with Pip and reviewed her results.  
 
    “Pretty thin,” he said after reading it all. “I’ve taken a few of these.” 
 
    “It’s all I could find,” she said. “I can’t believe the Concordia don’t have their own classes, or at least files.” 
 
    “What makes you think they don’t?”  
 
    Minu narrowed her eyes and Pip looked like he’d said too much. “What have you found?” 
 
    “I’ve said too much already.” 
 
    “No, you haven’t said enough.” She crossed her arms and looked at him sternly. He bit his lip and tried to look innocent. “Damn it, Pip, what aren’t you telling me? I want some details.” 
 
    “You remember when we talked about those partial Concordian databases we found? Well, we also have a few pirated access keys for the main database. We know for a fact the local network is complete, just carefully segmented to keep us from finding anything dangerous.” 
 
    “I think we’re in plenty of danger now. What we need is the means to defend ourselves.” 
 
    “The Tog probably won’t see it that way.” 
 
    “You, and others, think they want us to be armed and dangerous. We’re armed, but we’re not very dangerous.” 
 
    “I could get fired for thinking about this.” 
 
    “I’ll fire you if you don’t.” Pip looked grief stricken, and Minu shook her head and patted him on the arm. “You know I won’t, but we need that information.” 
 
    Pip sighed and pointed to her computer, a desk unit more powerful than a tablet, hardwired into the main network. She slid out of the chair, allowing him to take her place. “There is some risk in doing this,” he told her before proceeding.  
 
    “Like?” 
 
    Pip took a small metal case from his pocket. To her surprise, it had a tiny bioprint ID reader on it. He slid a finger over the moliplas plate, and it obediently popped open. Inside, she could see places for a dozen data chips. Unlike average chips, these were dualloy. “When we use these IDs, we run the risk of their being traced back to us. It’s sort of a game of cat and howler with the Tog. They know it has to be us, they just haven’t been able to prove it…yet.” 
 
    “Serves them right for not giving us the information.” 
 
    Pip shrugged and took out one of the dualloy chips, shooting Minu a questioning look. She nodded, and he slid it into the computer. “This is a bad idea,” he said quietly. Minu popped him in the back of the head and pointed at the screen. “Ouch, fine.”  
 
    Using his access, he logged into the Chosen network, then shifted to a gateway in the civilian network. She watched him change identities twice before pausing in a corporate network. “Where are you now?” she asked.  
 
    “Malovich Industries,” Pip said. Minu smiled as he drew upon the pirated identification. The active light on the dualloy chip came alive, indicating it was now in use. Pip entered a simple command, and he was in the Concordian network. “Here we go.” 
 
    Like all Chosen computers, Minu’s had a complete set of script translators. When the input switched to the alien language, the screen flickered with the cryptic symbols, and the translation matrix activated. Pip, always the consummate professional, didn’t waste a second. He instantly accessed the Tog learning archive and scrolled through the index faster than Minu could read. “There’s a lot here,” he said with a whistle, “I don’t think any human has ever seen some of these.” 
 
    “Copy it all,” she said. Pip looked around for storage, and Minu handed him a stack of brand new chips. Because it was a desktop, the computer had several data ports. Pip filled all of them and went to work. “How long?” she asked, her heart racing. 
 
    “All this? Shit, maybe hours, days, I don’t know. There are petabytes of data. I could—” he stopped in mid-sentence when a pop-up notice appeared. With a sweep of his hand he made it disappear.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Trouble.” Minu raised an eyebrow. “The network is wondering why we’re downloading all this data.” 
 
    “It’s that smart?” 
 
    “Apparently. We usually take a little here and there.” 
 
    “Okay, broaden the range of the theft, get us some weapons schematics and military data.” 
 
    “Maybe it will confuse the AI,” Pip said and split the screen. In moments, another computer chip flashed as it received copied data. Another warning popped up. “Shit, maybe that wasn’t such a good idea.” Minu wanted to know what was going on, but Pip couldn’t talk. They’d been friends long enough for her to know when he was using most of his brain, and that was a rare occurrence. His fingers flew across the virtual keyboard in a blur, calling up programs and mustering defenses. Quick as a snake striking, he whipped one of the chips out of its slot and slapped another one in. Most of what he was doing was lost on her. She saw that he had at least two more sessions running, one of which was a local connection to his own computer up in the lab. “Code breaking bug,” he said through clenched teeth.  
 
    For almost ten minutes Pip matched wits with the Tog network AI. He drew on more and more of his assets to keep from being kicked out, or worse. Programming written before mankind had tamed fire fought back against him, but he somehow managed to keep it from besting him. Every thirty seconds he unconsciously removed a full chip and replaced it with an empty one. Minu tried to replace one for him. He snapped at her and slapped her hand away, so she didn’t try again. She checked the pile of new chips and realized they were going to run out. Just then, Pip jerked out the dualloy chip holding his pirated identification and stabbed the network disconnect, separating her computer from the network. 
 
    “Are we safe?” she asked, her heart still pumping. 
 
    “It was damn close,” he said, sitting back and stretching his legs. She knew he must be twice as tense as she was. “I think it was Z’Kal in person, there at the end.” He looked genuinely concerned. 
 
    “The Tog librarian?” 
 
    Pip nodded and wiped sweat from his forehead. “I must have set off alarms all over the place. I can’t believe I got as far as I did.” He stared at the small pile of chips on the desk. “You know what this is?” 
 
    “Illegal.” 
 
    “Right, and it’s also more deep, hard, secret Concordian data than we’ve collected in a hundred years. We scored!” 
 
    “What it really is,” she said, taking the chips from him, “is a tool we can never let leave this room.” 
 
    “But, Minu!” 
 
    “Don’t ‘but Minu’ me. You know as well as I do if this data ever leaves this room, two things will happen. One, they’ll hang you and me out to dry. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if Jacob tries to have us fired. And two, we’ll never see that data again.” 
 
    “They won’t give it back.” 
 
    “Don’t bet on it.” Pip looked at her in disbelief. “You may be right, but no one with less than two stars will ever see it, that’s for certain.” Pip handed her the last of the chips. “I trust you, but you don’t have a safe.” Minu turned around and opened the tiny safe in her office wall. Inside were the chip with her new car’s registration and her debit card. Before putting their hard-won chips inside, she took them one at a time and found the locking tabs. Using her thumbnail, she snapped off the little piece of recessed plastic. Now, the only way to get rid of the data was to destroy the chip. The nine chips full of data were forever read-only. She wondered how long it would take them to figure out what was there. “What did we get?” 
 
    “To tell you the truth, I’m not sure. I know there’s an awful lot of the warfare data you wanted, and more than a few thousand technical specifications on weapons. Shit, I might have downloaded Tog cookie recipes at the end to keep Z’Kal off my ass.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to thank you, Pip. You really went above and beyond.”  
 
    “Promise me you won’t look at any of it without me here.” 
 
    “Okay, but why?” 
 
    “One, I’m drooling at the prospect of seeing what I got. Two, because I’m afraid a little more than data came through.” 
 
    “I clipped them off,” she told him, “bugs can’t affect read-only chips.” 
 
    “True, a self-replicating bug is stopped in a read-only environment, but they can be copied into a computer when someone accesses the data; then it’s no-holds-barred.” 
 
    “Okay, I understand. Tomorrow, after we finish in the lab, let’s start dissecting what we have.” He smiled and left her alone in her office.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    February 10th, 518 AE 
 
    Science Branch, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass  
 
      
 
    During the following month, Minu’s schedule compressed into one seemingly endless day. Almost every team certified in the weapons’ use returned for follow up seminars, led by Minu and Pip. During the classes they discussed using the beamcasters for cover fire and avoiding the use of the guns while on the move. “Emphasis should be placed on suppression fire and the use of the beamcasters for pinpoint, highly-destructive sniping,” read Minu’s summary on the handouts. Those who’d already used the weapons agreed whole-heartedly with this change in strategy. Minu also advised the Chosen council that teams taking the weapons into the field should carry an extra power unit for each weapon, at a minimum.  
 
    Between meetings with scout teams and council briefings, her team started a complete dissection of the weapon. She had one mounted on the wall of her lab, like a live-action exploded blueprint. They named the components they knew and understood. They labeled those with functions they suspected with asterisks, and they painted the mysterious pieces red and left them unlabeled. When they finished, the amount of red was disturbing. 
 
    “I can’t believe we know so little about these damn things,” Minu moaned upon seeing the results.  
 
    “It’s common with Concordian tech,” Alijah said. Minu looked around and saw universal agreement among her people. That evening, she and Pip set about reducing the pile of red-labeled components. Like the earlier late-night session, he showed up after hours with a bottle of mead in one hand and a stack of tablets in the other.  
 
    “Booze and porno?” she asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “Booze and data,” he said and slid past her, “even more arousing in my opinion.” 
 
    “You’re a strange bird,” she said and closed the door behind him. The tablets were his personal units; he’d disabled the network connections on two of them. They planned to use those to sift through the stolen data. “Aren’t you being overly careful?” 
 
    “When it comes to stolen Concordian data, there ain’t no such thing.” He slid a chip into the first computer and began working. It took less than an hour to justify his precautions. He purposely went through the last three chips first, figuring they had the highest risk attached to them. Pip sifted the data a few files at a time, running it through every bug filter in his arsenal before copying it onto a new chip. The chips were the dualloy type, like those he kept his pirated IDs on. Once loaded, he coded them as read-only and set them aside. Halfway through the second chip, the computer screen flashed ominously and locked up. 
 
    “What was that?” Minu asked. She’d been warming up a snack when the incident occurred. All she’d seen was a flash on the wall. 
 
    “That was justification for my paranoia,” he said. Pip experimentally pushed a few buttons, then turned the computer so she could see. The computers were solid-state machines, photonic computers with no moving parts. Except for one damaged by physical impact, she’d never seen one fail. The screen looked scrambled, and a window displayed the message, “Hardware Failure.” As she watched it dissolved into Concordian script, then even that deteriorated. Like a melting candle, the entire image disintegrated into random digital garbage.  
 
    While that was happening, Pip removed the computer chip and attached another much smaller computer to the dying tablet. “Diagnostic machine,” he told her. “Wow, this is one dead computer!” 
 
    “What happened to it?” 
 
    “There was some sort of suicide bug tucked into the data we stole.” He worked with the diagnostic computer for a minute before disengaging it. The power light on the stricken machine flickered and went out. “I’ve never seen anything that thorough.” He took out a marker and wrote “Component Level” on the plastic screen of the dead machine. Under that he wrote “TOXIC” in big letters, then wrote the same on the chip that caused the crash.  
 
    “Are you sure your diagnostic machine is safe?” 
 
    “Oh sure, it doesn’t really load data; it’s like looking at Medusa in a mirror. Perfectly safe.” 
 
    “Who is Medusa?” 
 
    “You need to read more. We’re going to have to go a lot slower and sift through every single file, at least until we get to the first couple of chips.” Minu looked at the stack of chips and whistled. “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Okay, so let’s get to it.” 
 
    The next day in the lab the others noticed that Pip and Minu had dark circles under their eyes, and they kept grinning at each other. Naturally, they came to a completely wrong conclusion. “About time,” Mandi said with a self-satisfied grin when they broke for lunch. Minu stared after her, confused. It wasn’t until days later that Terry told her everyone thought she and Pip had slept together.  
 
    “You bunch of assholes,” she yelled at him. 
 
    “Take it easy,” he said and backed up, genuine fear in his eyes, “we were all happy for you! Well, most of us. We narrowed it down to him or one other who’d finally get to you.” 
 
    “He really isn’t my type,” she mumbled under her breath. “Wait, who’s the other?” Terry was a quick study, and with the intent of keeping his skin intact, he refused to tell her. The rumor about her and Pip made it around the Chosen at nearly light speed. Only a couple days later, she got her first real date.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    March 12th, 518 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass  
 
      
 
    Minu sat at a table in the corner of the cafeteria by herself, drinking coffee and scanning a tablet full of sifted, safe data retrieved from the Concordian files they’d stolen. She’d already eaten her lunch, and the remains were on the tray in front of her.  
 
    “Good afternoon,” a strange voice said. Minu looked up and saw a Chosen she couldn’t remember meeting.  
 
    “Hi,” she said and returned to her reading. After a moment, she realized he was still there, so she looked back up. Handsome, nearly two meters tall with well-kept brown hair, blue eyes, and a very athletic build, he was worth the second look. She unconsciously compared him to Aaron, and she found him less muscular but just as handsome. “Can I help you?” She also noticed the three gold stars on his collar.  
 
    “I’m Christian,” he said. 
 
    “I’m agnostic,” she replied and went back to her reading. 
 
    “No, that’s my name. Christian Forsythe.” She blushed and put the computer down. She looked at him, embarrassed. He was smiling and silently laughing. She joined him. 
 
    “Sorry, I’ve been working too much lately.” 
 
    “Haven’t we all? You’re Minu, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry again. Minu Alma.” She offered her hand and he shook it firmly. One point in his favor.  
 
    “I’ve seen you in here a few times and wanted to meet you.” 
 
    “Oh! Nice to meet you.” The formalities out of the way, she wanted to finish her reading before she needed to return to the lab. Despite her hint, he still stood there. She looked up into his face and saw uncertainty. “Is there something wrong?” 
 
    “Wrong? No, not at all. I just, well…crap. Will you go to a movie with me tonight?” 
 
    The worst part was Minu didn’t remember saying ‘yes.’ The rest of the day passed in a blur of work and angst over the coming date. Before she knew it, she was waiting for him in the main entrance hall. She’d rolled the dice and wore civilian clothes, slacks and a comfortable short-sleeve blouse. The boots were Chosen-issue, short, calf length, and black. She’d been embarrassed to discover they were the only footwear she owned except sandals, and those didn’t seem appropriate. Christian was dressed similarly, and she could see the relief on his face when he saw her. 
 
    As he approached, he quickly looked her up and down. She noticed his gaze slow as it passed over her hips and chest. “You look great,” he said and held out a hand.  
 
    With an apprehensive shiver, she took it and smiled. “Thanks. Where are we going?” 
 
    “Into Chelan. They’re showing an old Earth movie called Shrek.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of that one.”  
 
    Minu had never been to Chelan, either. It was a small community a dozen kilometers away, at the base of the cliff where Steven’s Pass was built. It was mostly home to the couple hundred civilians who worked at the Chosen facility, and a few businesses serving the same. They went outside, only to discover the last shuttle had left a few minutes earlier. “Damn,” Christian said, glancing at the departure board, which said the next shuttle would leave in two hours, “we’re going to miss the movie.” 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” she said and ran off, leaving him standing there looking confused. A minute later she pulled her bright red aerocar out of the garage and up to her surprised date. She swung the door up, and he slid into the passenger seat.  
 
    “Very nice!” he said as the door slid closed. He scanned the instrumentation with a critical eye and felt the Kloth leather upholstery. “I don’t think anyone knows you own a car.” 
 
    “I didn’t exactly make an announcement,” she said with a coy smile. He grinned, and she smiled even bigger. He was definitely quite handsome.  
 
    Minu steered away from the building and brought the impellers on line just enough to get off the ground, not wanting to leave tire tracks on the grass. She spun the controls. A low wall separated the compound from the cliff. She hopped the wall, and the car plummeted over the cliff in a gut-wrenching fall. “Wahoo!” she yelled as the car dropped. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Christian said and grabbed the arm rests, white knuckled. Minu glanced at him and winked before cycling up the impeller power and pulling out of the dive. “Wow, you really know how to fly,” he said, a little ashen faced. 
 
    “It was my favorite part of training.” She set course for Chelan and turned toward him. “Did they pull the bit on you with the transport? You know, where they pretended they were out of control and everything, but you’d actually never left the ground?” 
 
    “From the Trials? Yeah, I think that’s standard.” 
 
    “Didn’t shake me in the least. Kinda pissed me off, really.” 
 
    “I almost lost my lunch. Of course, that was seven years ago.” Minu nodded, swallowing. He was at least four years older than she was. She wasn’t yet eighteen, and she was going out with a twenty-two-year-old man. They approached Chelan, and she prepared to land. “The theater is on that side of town,” he said and pointed. 
 
    It was a fun night. They watched the movie, a funny animated film about an ogre who falls in love with a princess. Part of the way through, Christian reached over and took her hand. She shivered a little but finally relaxed. Afterward, they walked to a nearby food court. Ice cream and snacks were a welcome treat on the warm autumn night. Minu was sorry she hadn’t been to Chelan before; it was a nice little town, and the people loved the Chosen.  
 
    When they got back to her car, Christian held the driver’s door open for her. She stepped into him and gave him a tentative kiss. After a surprised second, he returned it with interest. “It’s been a nice night,” she told him after the kiss, “thanks.” 
 
    “Thank you, too,” he said. She piloted her car much more sedately up the cliff to the complex. After she parked the car, she surprised herself by being adventurous enough to kiss him several more times. His hand roamed from her waist to cup a breast, teasing the nipple. She felt her back arch, and her breath caught in her throat. Just then, another car entered the garage and they quickly separated.  
 
    “I’d like to take you out again,” he said as they walked toward the building. A few floodlights illuminated the darkness, and in the nearby woods a pair of howlers barked at each other.  
 
    “It could be complicated,” she admitted, “since we’re both Chosen and both in command.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t be the first, and you don’t report to me.” 
 
    I wonder what that would be like, she thought with a little shiver. “Okay, I’d like to see you again, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning Pip and Minu introduced the first bits of gleaned data onto their exploded gun. It puzzled the team, and they wanted to know where the information came from. Minu refused to tell them, and they eventually stopped asking. Each night the two would catalog the results of their thievery, and the next day they’d introduce anything they found useful. A week into their nocturnal research, they found the first files that genuinely excited Minu.  
 
    “Look at this,” she said, slightly out of breath. Pip leaned over and looked. The file contained standard-format image files showing what was unmistakably a fighter craft strafing a ground target. “Bingo!” she crowed. “Let’s look at the other files near where you found this one!” 
 
    “These files are a minefield of toxic bugs,” he grumbled. “I’ve lost three tablets already. It’d be a lot easier if you’d leave me alone to sift through the data, then give you the cleaned files.” 
 
    “That’s too slow, and this is more fun.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he mumbled and tapped on his tablet. “Heard you went on a date last week,” he said, like someone would comment on a new haircut. 
 
    “I’d hoped that wouldn’t become public knowledge.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Female Chosen are the golden trophy. Most Chosen guys would do anything to score with you girls.” Minu’s face darkened. “Don’t look at me like that; it’s the truth” 
 
    “I know,” she said and leaned over to kiss him on the cheek. He blushed and tried not to smile. Still, she couldn’t help thinking about Christian. What was his motivation for asking her out? “What about you? Have you gone out on any dates?” Pip turned bright red and grinned sheepishly. “You have, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been out with a couple of girls.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know them. One girl is Chelan. The other was from back home, when I was on leave.” Her eyes glimmered with unasked questions. He scowled a little. “No, I didn’t have sex with either of them.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to ask.” 
 
    “Sure, like I buy that. Anyway, it didn’t seem right to hurry into a sexual relationship. Jessica, the girl from home, almost tried to tear my clothes off.” Pip laughed nervously. “I might wear boring silver stars, but all she cared about was the Chosen uniform. The other girl was a dud, never shut up about hair and stuff. What about your date?” 
 
    “Christian Forsythe, a commander like me. He didn’t try to tear my clothes off or anything. We went to a movie and kissed a little.” 
 
    “Sounds fun enough.” 
 
    “Yeah, we want to go out again, but we’ve been so damn busy.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it? I was talking to Cherise the other day, and she said they’re busy, too.” 
 
    “Does she have a love life?” 
 
    “She and Gregg have a thing. Never saw that coming.” 
 
    “I did,” she said, more to herself than Pip. “Can Chosen marry other Chosen?” 
 
    “There isn’t a rule against it, so I don’t see why not.” Minu didn’t bother asking if he was sure. He’d probably memorized the manual before the Trials. “Getting a little ahead of yourself with this Christian character, aren’t you? I mean it sounded like a good date, but…” 
 
    “Give it a rest, I was just wondering.” 
 
    They worked late into the night as usual, and Pip left Minu with a nearly-full chip of exactly what she was looking for. She spent the rest of the night going through terabytes of images, videos, diagrams, tables, charts, and instructional manuals. As the sun rose she popped a stimulant and kept working. The videos alone were more than a thousand hours long and would take her a month and a half to watch if she didn’t bother eating or sleeping. The text and image files were an order of magnitude larger. She scanned segments and used Chosen speed-reading techniques to look for the most relevant parts. Even then, it was a formidable task.  
 
    Pip came into the lab early the next morning to find Minu using the big wall display, her hair in disarray and a cup of her office’s notoriously strong coffee in hand. “Morning,” she said over her shoulder. 
 
    “You been at it all night?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” he said and put his stack of tablets on a counter. “What do you have?” 
 
    “I’ve been hip deep in what you found, and I’ve mostly been organizing and sorting.” 
 
    “Anything good?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Good and of varying usefulness. Even the stuff that isn’t really usable is informative.” She tapped some buttons on her tablet, and the files and directories they’d organized the night before appeared. Minu had added notes to some and created categories for sorting. 
 
    “What’s ‘War College’?” Pip asked, pointing to the group that held the most files. 
 
    “A dream, or a crazy idea at the very least.” The data continued to scroll for a couple of minutes as they watched in silence. He went to get some coffee from the dispenser and noticed something different in the lab. 
 
    “We got all the components?” he asked, looking at the exploded beamcaster. None of the parts were red, and each sported a name and description.  
 
    “Yeah, I found that data file pretty early. It was an original production design, eons old. That’s the reason I came back to the lab. Once I got going, it was hard to stop.” 
 
    Pip shrugged. “Happens to us all sometimes.” He went over the parts one at a time, committing the new information to memory. “This gives us full working knowledge?” he asked when he finished. In anticipation of that question, Minu had moved all the data off the wall and replaced it with the schematic. She isolated several components and linked them to files. Inside tiny windows, images and videos showed how to assemble the parts and how they worked. All the beings in the videos were aliens. They worked with claws, tentacles, and robotic manipulators, but their actions were unmistakable. “It’s like watching a children’s how-to demonstration.” She nodded. Pip loaded the new data from her computer over a closed network and started playing with it. “Looks like Gregg’s theory is correct.” 
 
    “Yep, this technology isn’t really suitable as an infantry weapon. The original designers used it for ship-based batteries, then scaled it down for crew-served weapons.” 
 
    “The snakes were doing the same thing we were,” Pip said, “adapting it for their own uses.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal for a three-hundred-kilo creature to lug around one of those,” she said, gesturing with her coffee cup at the exploded beamcaster, “but it’s a different story for us.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” 
 
    “First things first. We figure out how the different species of the Concordia fight and how we can best respond to those tactics.” 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense. Then what?” 
 
    “Then we try to come up with a weapons system more suited to our uses.”  
 
    Pip looked at the list of files still scrolling along one side of the huge wall display. “And how many lifetimes do we have?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    April 29th, 518 AE 
 
    Science Branch, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Minu woke with a start when her communicator buzzed. She looked around in confusion before realizing she was in her office. It had seemed tiny when she’d first been assigned there two and a half years ago; now it was crowded and tiny. She’d been stunned a week earlier when, after visiting Bjorn, she’d realized just how much her office resembled his. There were piles of components on her desk, tablets and chips piled high on one of the two visitor’s chairs, and a case overflowing with broken or discharged EPCs of all varieties in one corner. Her desk had just enough room to hold a plate of food and her head. She’d lost track of how many time she’d slept in her office. It was early morning, too early for anyone to call her about business. 
 
    “Chosen Alma,” she answered with a barely stifled yawn.  
 
    “Minu, how are you doing?” 
 
    “Cherise? Good, how about you?” 
 
    “Overworked as always.” 
 
    Minu looked forlornly around her office and sighed. “Don’t I know it? Why’d you call? Do you know what time it is?” 
 
    “Can’t a friend call another friend?” 
 
    “Are you drunk dialing? It’s five in the morning.” 
 
    “Good point. We just finished a project in Minsk and have a couple days off. Think we could get together?” 
 
    “When will you be back?” 
 
    “Day after tomorrow on the regular Chosen transport. It would be another day by maglev, or four by dirigible.” 
 
    “They still have dirigible service?” 
 
    “Only from some areas. I think I read that it’ll be further limited to the most remote areas soon. Progress, you know.” 
 
    “Right,” Minu said and consulted her schedule. “I’ve got meetings all day tomorrow with a couple of Bjorn’s materials teams, budget planning sessions the day after, and training the rest of the week. Aside from class work, the only day I have free is today.” 
 
    “Too bad, there’s no way I can make it. Maybe next month?” 
 
    “Hmm, don’t give up that quickly. Where there’s a will, there’s a way. Where in Minsk are you? Give me a few hours, and I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After a shower and a change of clothes Minu felt much better. She guessed she’d only gotten about five hours’ sleep, but that was more than any other night that week. Dressing in a pair of shorts and a loose-fitting blouse to match the mild April weather, she pulled on her new shoes, threw a few things into a bag, and headed out the door.  
 
    She piloted the freshly-refueled aerocar to twenty-five thousand meters and set course for Minsk. “Cherise will be surprised,” she smiled as the autopilot took over and the airfoils slid out. She settled back in the comfortable seat and took out some data chips. It might be a night off, but there was still work to do. 
 
    Two hours later, the car descended toward Minsk. She’d finished her coursework and was looking at schematics, notes, and images of Concordian-designed weapons on the onboard computer screen. Minu slid the screen into the dash as the car signaled its readiness to land. The coordinates Cherise had provided were for the transportation hub parking lot. Dozens of bulky grain transports lined the approach roads.  
 
    Minu steered her car away from the industrial traffic toward a personnel entrance. She had sent a message about when to expect her, and Cherise stood there, dressed in civilian clothes with a bag over her shoulder. Minu pulled up next to Cherise and thumbed the passenger door open. Cherise looked inside, and her jaw dropped. “Nice ride, girl!” 
 
    “Thanks, hop in!” Minu steered the car into the street, then into the air. The powerful impellers pressed them into the cushioned chairs as the car accelerated into the bright morning sky. “So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “I thought we’d fly back to Steven’s Pass in this hotrod of yours, pick up Gregg and Christian, and have a day of fun.” 
 
    “How do you know about Christian?” 
 
    “We share friends.” 
 
    “If you want to call them that,” Minu grumbled. 
 
    “Don’t be that way, we all love you. I think it’s great you have a boyfriend.” 
 
    “We’ve gone out once. I’d hardly call us boyfriend and girlfriend.” Cherise shrugged and grinned. “How about you and Gregg?” 
 
    “We’re definitely boyfriend and girlfriend.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Minu asked, biting her bottom lip and glancing at her friend “What do you guys do when you get together?” 
 
    “We play cards and study training manuals.” Minu looked at her sideways. It was hard to tell if her dark-skinned friend was blushing, but her smile certainly betrayed her feelings. 
 
    “I don’t know if Christian is free today.” 
 
    “He’s waiting for us at Steven’s Pass, along with my man.” 
 
    “Your man?” She grinned and shrugged. “Right.” Minu slid out the display showing her work. Cherise looked at the complicated drawings and technical writings.  
 
    “Don’t you ever take a break?” 
 
    “Seldom.” 
 
    “That might be why you’re sexually frustrated.” 
 
    “I’m not frustrated,” she said, “more like anxious.” Minu almost told Cherise what had happened to her during the Trials. Almost, but not quite. I can’t share that failure now, she told herself. Maybe someday.  
 
    They spent the two-hour flight talking and catching up on each other’s lives. With Minu working in Science and Cherise in Logistics, they almost never saw each other. What was once a twice-a-week workout was now maybe twice a month. The last time had been three weeks earlier. Shortly before they arrived in Steven’s Pass, Minu thought of something. “What were you doing in Minsk?” 
 
    “Paying for all the stuff you’re doing.” Cherise gestured at the technical drawings on the car’s display.  
 
    “My stuff?” 
 
    “You know what I mean. That hub is exporting ten thousand tons of food a day through the old Rusk Portal.” 
 
    “So they did activate it after all?” 
 
    “You don’t keep up with the news, do you?” 
 
    “I’m too busy working on my stuff.” 
 
    “Touché. Yeah, we activated that portal and the one in Gulf, as well.” 
 
    “We’re shipping out all our food? Isn’t that dangerous?” 
 
    “Hardly. We’ve been implementing Concordian production and growth techniques for years, and output has tripled. For a hundred years we’ve been trying to make some real money from the Concordia, one way or another. The pittance we get from the Tog is nothing more than a stipend. We exported some minerals, but this planet is so depleted of heavy and ferrous metals, there isn’t much to offer. Once food production took off, we got all kinds of lucrative offers.” 
 
    “Why would other species be so eager to buy our food?” Cherise shrugged. “I mean, they’re their production techniques, why aren’t they using them?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s cheaper to let primitive people like us grow it.” 
 
    “You’d think the way they use robots…” 
 
    “I haven’t seen too much of that sort of thing in their agriculture business.” 
 
    “I have. Check this out.” Minu’s fingers danced over the computer keyboard, and the car’s display showed an army of robots arrayed in what was clearly a military formation. 
 
    “Why are they standing like that?” 
 
    “Parade formation.” Minu saw Cherise’s confusion and held up a hand. “Just a second, watch.” After a moment, a massive crab-like walker came into view. Perched inside a clear bubble was an alien resembling a cross between a dolphin and an octopus. It was using its arms to operate the walker and issue orders to the robots. As the ranks of robots began to march, slither, and fly away, the being followed behind with a squadron of huge dragonfly-bots, acting as an escort. 
 
    “Wow,” Cherise said as the scene ended. “Is that standard combat for higher-order species?” 
 
    “From what I can tell, yes. Let the bots slug it out. They don’t believe in getting their hands bloody.”  
 
    “Or tentacles.” They both laughed. “Where’d you find that?” 
 
    “This?” Minu asked, suddenly worried she’d shown too much. “It’s just some stuff I dug up.” Cherise was about to push her for more info when the autopilot announced they were arriving at Steven’s Pass.  
 
    The car touched down, and Minu steered toward the compound door by the garage. Christian and Gregg stood in the doorway chatting. When Cherise caught sight of tall, muscular Christian, she smiled. “Pretty boy,” she said. Minu’s cheeks burned. The boys spotted them, and Christian waved, while Gregg stared in amazement. As the passenger door rotated up, Cherise slid into the back seat, followed quickly by an ogling Gregg. 
 
    “When did you get the car?” he asked as he fit his long frame into the somewhat less roomy rear.  
 
    “A few months ago,” Minu admitted. “I didn’t have anything else to do with my money. Hi, Christian!” 
 
    “Hi, yourself,” he said as he folded himself into the passenger seat. He leaned over and kissed her lightly on the lips. Minu felt a little shudder run up her spine. The way his eyes twinkled when he looked at her made Minu feel really good in places that had never felt that good. She could hear smooching sounds from the back seat as she locked the passenger door. “Okay, okay, get a room.” 
 
    “I would, but I can’t afford a car or a room,” Gregg said. 
 
    “Hmm, who needs a room?” Cherise purred as Gregg shamelessly let his hand travel up her naked thigh. Cherise had long legs, and it looked like a fun trip.  
 
    “What’s the plan?” Gregg asked when Cherise finally smacked his hand just as he was approaching her panties.  
 
    “Fun, and lots of it,” Cherise cheered.  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Christian agreed. He cast an eye at the screen, still showing alien robots marching around. Minu stowed the screen in the dash, and he shrugged.  
 
    “Can’t have too much fun in Chelan,” Minu said, “and it’s about six hours to Tranquility…” 
 
    “Too far!” her passengers said at the same time. 
 
    “How about Leavenworth?” Cherise asked. 
 
    “That’s not a very safe place,” Minu said, without thinking. The others blew raspberries and booed her. “Come on, there’re more armed assaults and robberies there than anywhere else on Bellatrix.” 
 
    “Sounds like my kinda place,” Cherise chuckled. Christian held up his hands and said he wasn’t the driver.  
 
    “Don’t you worry,” Gregg said and flexed his arm, making his biceps stand out like bulging steel. “You’ve got a scout with you.” 
 
    “Oooh, baby,” Cherise cooed and dug her fingers into his muscle. 
 
    “Make that two scouts,” Christian reminded them and winked at Minu.  
 
    Minu thought she’d better decide before Cherise got impatient and started squeezing other bulges. All during her childhood she’d heard her mother’s admonitions against Leavenworth, home of thieves, scum, and pornographers. Since becoming Chosen, she’d learned it was a favorite hangout of Chosen scouts and older Chosen. It was also only a hundred and fifty kilometers away, or about a 40-minute ride in her nimble little aerocar.  
 
    “Leavenworth it is,” she said and launched the car. “I hope I don’t regret it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Forty minutes later she guided her aerocar into a landing. “Don’t let the automatic pilot take you in,” Cherise warned her, “it’ll dump us in a public lot outside the strip, and we’ll have to walk a kilometer.” 
 
    “And someone will try to steal your car,” Christian agreed. It looked like she was the only one who’d never been to the infamous town. Following her friends’ directions, she let the beacon lead her in, then engaged manual control, steering them down to a landing on a properly yellow striped road approved for take-off and landing. Not many cities on Bellatrix had them. Using the car’s small wheels, she drove toward the center of town. 
 
    Leavenworth sat in a valley up the river from the gorge where Steven’s Pass perched. A naturally lush area, it would have been perfect for agriculture. Unfortunately, it was on the main north-south Kloth migration route. Twice a year, thousands of the rampaging carnivores tore through the valley, trampling every plant in sight and eating anything that moved. More than a hundred years earlier settlers had tried corralling the beasts with huge poles, encouraging them to move through the valley. It only worked sporadically. The valley became a favorite for Kloth hunters, and eventually a boomtown arose. The generally sleepy village bustled with activity as the migration approached. It was only natural the town had a high density of bars, brothels, and other establishments necessary for the upkeep and happiness of the rough and ready Kloth hunters. 
 
    As Minu steered her car onto the main strip, she could see it was basically an island. She asked about it, and Gregg filled her in. “The Kloth were too tough for anything humans could come up with centuries ago, so they eventually settled on diverting the river and putting a small dam in it. Now the town sits on an artificial island. As we all know from experience, Kloth aren’t much for swimming.” Cherise and Minu nodded gravely. Minu thought she’d have to share some of her stories from the Trials with Christian sometime.  
 
    Because of the way the island was created, there was extremely limited space. As a result, the little city had almost as many tall buildings as Tranquility in half the area. Only three kilometers long and one wide, Leavenworth was a very busy place. Minu looked with wide eyes at the bright neon signs offering gambling, sex, alcohol, alien intoxicants, and more. One casino proclaimed it had, ‘the best in alien entertainment.’ “What about there?” she asked them. 
 
    “I don’t much like what most aliens consider entertainment,” said Gregg. The others agreed. 
 
    “Am I the only one who’s never been here?” The others kept quiet, so she knew was. “Well, I guess it’s high time.” 
 
    “There, that place,” Gregg said and pointed to a hotel near the end of the strip. “The Dunes,” he said, smiling. It didn’t look like much; in fact, it looked like one of the oldest places on the avenue. “It was opened by a guy from the Desert Tribe.” 
 
    “That explains the name,” Cherise said. Minu steered her car into the circular drive. An abundance of plants and flowers bloomed along the stone-paved driveway. She saw a sign near the entrance. “Chosen are our favorite customers!”  
 
    “This close to Steven’s Pass, you’d think they’d all welcome us,” she said. 
 
    “You’d think so,” Christian responded. 
 
    “Some people will never like or trust us,” Gregg said.  
 
    As she pulled to a stop a man dressed in a curious uniform hopped out and offered his hand. Startled, she yanked hers away, and he stepped back to make room for her. 
 
    “Welcome to The Dunes,” he said with a flourish. The man scanned the group of young people and stopped when he saw Gregg climb out. “Chosen are particularly welcome, as always.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lester,” Gregg said and handed the man five credits. Minu tried to keep from ogling at his wanton money flashing.  
 
    “This is why you can’t afford a car?” Minu asked him. Gregg smiled and gestured toward the ornately-carved wooden doors. Like a drum major, he led them inside.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Most of the things her mother had warned her about turned out to be true, or at least based on some truth. The Dunes was a pleasure palace that catered to all needs. They took Minu around to show her what was available. Their hostess made it known that if anything wasn’t to their liking, she’d take care of it. Minu and Christian decided to try some gambling, something she’d never done before. She didn’t find it terribly interesting, but Christian was having fun, so she went along with it.  
 
    As they bet small amounts on cards, then dice, Minu thought about many things. The weapons project her team was working on was forefront in her mind, along with another project she’d been working on for some time, without luck. Back in her room was a computer chip, encrypted in a way Pip had never seen, with a message she couldn’t read.  
 
    As the afternoon moved on, the friends went to see a show. Unlike the more outlandish alien entertainment found elsewhere in Leavenworth, The Dunes specialized in the more conventional fare of song, dance, and scantily-clad females. Gregg and Christian couldn’t keep the grins off their faces as scantily-clad turned into unclad. Cherise caught Minu’s eye and shook her head at the boys’ reactions. Minu could see Gregg’s arm around Cherise, one hand cupping a breast. Minu’s breath caught in her throat.  
 
    As the sun was setting, they found seats in the lushly-appointed lounge. A woman was singing a mournful tune as a man played along on an old-style piano. “This is more to my liking,” Minu said with a big smile. Christian smiled back, and she felt her neck get hot. The woman finished the song, picked up a guitar, and began playing an instrumental. Cherise and Gregg got up and moved onto the dance floor. 
 
    “Dance?” Christian asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how,” she said. 
 
    “I can change that,” he said and took her hand. She tried to resist, though not very hard. Before she realized it, his arm was around her waist, and they were on the dance floor. “We need to be a little closer for this to work,” he said, and she melted against his body. Instantly she regretted her third glass of mead. He pulled her arms around his neck, and she could feel the tautness of his muscles. The subtle but manly scent of his cologne and the intensity of his blue eyes made her heart race. He carefully guided them so their bodies moved gracefully to the beat of the song.  
 
    “I think I like dancing,” she whispered, laying her head against his muscular chest. He’d seemed so tall before, but now he felt perfect. Her head fit nicely just under his chin. 
 
    “I know I like dancing with you,” he replied, then moved a hand from her waist and tilted her chin toward his face. His lips were warm against hers. She opened her mouth, and the tips of their tongues touched. Lightning bolts started in her belly and raced up through her head. She put her cheek back against his chest, and they continued to dance, his heart beating steadily and hers thundering in her head. 
 
    After several hours and many dances, Minu realized their friends were gone. When she and Christian returned to the table, she found a room key and a note. 
 
      
 
    Minu,  
 
      
 
    Have a great night. We’ll see you at 07:00 to head back to Steven’s Pass. 
 
      
 
    Cherise 
 
      
 
    “I guess we’re on our own,” Christian said and pocketed the key. Minu shivered slightly and nodded. “It’s getting late.” 
 
    “It is,” she agreed and tried to speak calmly. “Looks like we already have a room.’ 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, and for the first time she noticed that he looked nervous, too. “You want to see what the room is like?” 
 
    “Yes, I would.”  
 
    The waiter brought them another bottle of mead wrapped in a silver cooling blanket and a pair of mead flutes. Christian offered his hand, and Minu took it, afraid he’d feel her shaking as he led her to the lift. The room number on the key led them to the top floor. Christian opened the door, and they entered a suite with a panoramic window overlooking the entirety of the Leavenworth strip. The twinkling lights were almost hypnotic as Minu stood staring in wonder, the half empty mead flute in her hand forgotten. Christian came up behind her and, after placing a hand on her slim waist, he began teasing her neck with his mouth.  
 
    “Can we have some more mead?” she asked, her voice quavering slightly. 
 
    “Sure,” he said and went to refill the glasses. She took a deep breath and asked herself if she wanted to do this. He came back, smiling gently, with two flutes of fine mead. The answer was yes, she did. The room had a premium sound system, and Christian found some music like they’d listened to in the lounge, so they danced for a little while. As they danced, his hands touched her in ways no one had ever touched her before. She shook so badly she found it hard to stand, and he finally broke away, concern on his face. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. Minu nodded, then shook her head. “What can I do to make it better?” 
 
    She reached behind her back and undid the simple clasp on her bra, then swept it and her shirt over her head in one easy motion, like she did when getting ready for bed. She used all her willpower to keep from covering her naked breasts with her hands.  
 
    He looked at her and smiled softly. The way he appreciated her body made Minu feel like a precious sculpture. “You’re beautiful,” he whispered and came to her. They moved to the music for a minute as his hot hands caressed her breasts, teasing the nipples. A gasp escaped her lips. He removed his shirt, and she felt his well-muscled, nearly hairless chest and taut stomach, with a hint of hair at his belt line. With much more confidence than she felt, she undid his belt and loosened his pants. He helped a little, and his pants slid to the floor. His manhood stood rigid against her abdomen. With trembling hands, she gently touched it. He leaned into the contact with a sigh. “Don’t be afraid,” he said, and she gripped him more firmly. 
 
    A short time later they lay on the bed, wrapped in each other’s arms as soft music played in the background, and the lights of Leavenworth twinkled over the bed. Minu was breathing hard and no longer in control of her body as Christian’s expert hands made her feel things she hadn’t thought possible. Then the moment arrived, and he was on top of her, kissing her neck and breasts, his hot breath coming quickly as she felt him press against the place she’d never allowed a man.  
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked huskily.  
 
    “Yes, please, now,” she groaned, all reservations and fear gone. She wrapped her legs around his waist and lost all coherent thought as passion crashed through her body.  
 
    Afterwards, Minu’s eyes welled with tears. Christian held her, stroking her hair and whispering into her ear as she sobbed. He couldn’t understand why she was crying and neither did she. It was enough that he was there to hold her. “Thank you,” she whispered as he lay against her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    April 30th, 518 AE 
 
    The Dunes Hotel, Leavenworth 
 
      
 
    At ten minutes after seven, Minu and Christian ran out the front door hand in hand, and found Gregg and Cherise already there, laughing and kissing. “Someone had fun,” Cherise said when she saw them with their hair still wet, and their cheeks red with excitement. 
 
    “We went for an early swim,” Minu said quickly. Her attempt to cover up their night of carnal pleasure fell flat on its face. 
 
    “Is that what you’re calling it?” Minu turned twelve shades of red, then started laughing. Christian grabbed her and pulled her into his powerful arms for a long, deep kiss. Minu molded her body against his without hesitation and realized with a shock that she wanted more. Oh no, what have I unleashed? Gregg and Cherise cheered her on, and though she blushed even more, she didn’t stop the kiss.  
 
    The valet pulled her car up and the friends piled in. A minute later Minu took off illegally from the strip, startling several Beezer tourists who shook their furry arms at her as she climbed away.  
 
    “That’s a moving violation,” Cherise chided. 
 
    “Screw it,” Minu laughed.  
 
    As they flew, Gregg and Cherise continued to kiss. Christian leaned over the central column and held her hand. When the car began descending to Steven’s Pass, Christian leaned over and whispered in her ear. 
 
    “I don’t have any expectations after last night. I know we’re Chosen, and that makes things complicated.” 
 
    “I’m glad you understand.” Minu smiled, then kissed him. “But I know who I want to spend my next day off with.” She blushed and batted her eyes at him, sucking on her lower lip seductively. He grinned like a little boy with a new toy. “It was wonderful, Christian. Thanks again.” 
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for a night of sin,” Gregg said from the backseat, obviously eavesdropping. Cherise elbowed him in the ribs for being rude, and he woofed out a lungful of air. Minu knew she had a long, busy day ahead of her, probably several. But for the first time in a long time, she felt like she didn’t have a care in the world.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    May 14th, 518 AE 
 
    Science Branch, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is that?” Pip asked when he came into the lab. He handed her a metal case full of sifted Concordian data and stared at the intricate schematic on the wall. For two weeks, Minu had spent every spare minute in her office, working alone. Her team had more than enough to do without her taking time away from their personal projects. She wasn’t a real scientist or engineer like they were, but she had exabytes of Concordian data, schematics, and manuals. She’d started messing around with preexisting designs and completed the idea by herself. Of course she’d stood on the shoulders of giants, many of whom had probably been dead for a million years.  
 
    “I’m going to call it a shock rifle,” Minu said proudly. The stock was a standard firearm design, the same one used on their slug throwers and beamcasters. From there, the design looked nothing like the beamcaster or a standard firearm. Shaped roughly like a rifle, it consisted of numerous metal conduits, tubing, electronic assemblies, and improvised metalwork. As a whole, it evoked memories of the weapons used in old Earth sci-fi movies. 
 
    “This is what you’ve been working on in the dark of night?” She grinned and nodded. “Well, that and Christian.” 
 
    “Is my sex life public knowledge?” she moaned. 
 
    “Every Chosen’s sex life is public knowledge.” She glared at him. “What do you expect? We’re a closed community of a thousand or so, and ninety-nine percent of us are male. Sex is what we talk about, since most of us aren’t getting any. When the youngest, most beautiful, most eligible, most famous female Chosen finally decides to take a lover…” Pip shrugged, and she scowled more deeply, “it’s front page news.” Minu managed to turn red, glower, and giggle, all at the same time. It was funny enough to make Pip laugh, too. Most famous?  
 
    “What’s a girl supposed to do?” 
 
    “Have fun once in a while,” he said and patted her hand. “I’ve been dating that girl from Chelan. You know, the chubby one at the movie theater?” 
 
    “The one with acne? Pip, you can do better than that.” 
 
    Now it was his turn to look mad. “Don’t talk like that about Cynthia,” he said. “I like her a lot.” 
 
    “Got lucky, eh?” she said, unable to resist a jab at his expense. He looked sheepish and nodded his head. “Good for you. She’s kind of pretty. Probably needed a boy as bad as you needed a girl.” 
 
    “Thanks, I think. Anyway, explain this Frankenstein you’ve got here.” 
 
    “What’s a Frankenstein?” she asked. “You downloaded so much stuff, I’m having a hard time getting through it all, so I started looking for specifics. We’re after an infantry weapon, so I searched for successful infantry weapons.” 
 
    “You found a million designs, I bet.” 
 
    “Sure did. I realized I was wasting my time, because most engineers are in love with their own work.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it?” 
 
    “Instead, I searched for despised designs. I only found a few. After cross-referencing negative comments with positive results, I came up with this. It was widely liked by engineers but hated by soldiers. Enemy soldiers, to be precise. The down side? The only species to deploy it ceased to exist a long time ago. I can’t even find out what they looked like.” 
 
    “Probably wiped out because they invented that gun.” 
 
    Minu shrugged. “Anyway, this design shows that weapon with a few changes I came up with.” 
 
    “I would have never thought of that approach.” 
 
    “Sometimes it takes a woman.” 
 
    “I whole-heartedly agree.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Sure. Why do you think Mandi is on the team? Don’t give me that look; you agree she’s brilliant. I’ve seen her performance reviews. Women have different thought processes and often come to the same or better conclusions as men through entirely different approaches. I realized that early in life. It’s why I latched onto you in the Trials and Mandi for this team.” 
 
    “Pip, you never cease to amaze me.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what Cynthia said last night.” Minu punched him in the arm, but not too hard. He rubbed it, looking annoyed.  
 
    “This weapon combines laser and plasma technology,” she explained. 
 
    “Plasma weapons waste more power than beamcasters,” Pip complained. “Remember all the workups on them we read last month? Wasted energy is the principle reason particle accelerators became the norm, despite being larger and more complex.” 
 
    “Sure, but this isn’t a normal plasma gun. Plasma weapons spray stuff around in great, messy globs. It’s hard to defend against a few million degrees of star-stuff. An EPC small enough to carry doesn’t hold a lot of power, not when you use it like that. The shock rifle is a hybrid.” She displayed a computer animation of a woman holding a shock rifle on the lab wall. The woman raised the gun from port arms to her shoulder and pulled the trigger. Then the computer zoomed in to show the weapon in cutaway view. 
 
    “You’ve been busy,” Pip said distractedly. 
 
    “You like it? One of the Command classes was on animation presentation. I figured it was a big waste of time, until this. As you can see, the system energizes a targeting laser. Once the user triggers the firing sequence, the targeting laser pumps up to a thousand watts for a millisecond pulse, then uses a beam splitter to spread focus to a millimeter-wide hollow circular beam. It injects a plasma stream through the laser tunnel, which travels down, by negative attraction, from the ionized channel.” The graphic showed an ambiguous, hideously-snarling alien. The laser burned a tiny spot on its chest, then the plasma traveled down the laser tunnel, hitting the alien instantly, causing living flesh to flash boil and explode. The animated results were gruesome. “Boom,” she said as the animation finished, showing the grinning gunner holding her weapon and flashing a thumbs-up.  
 
    “Damn,” Pip said. He reached for one of his tablets, and she handed him the one preloaded with the gun’s details. The prototype was almost as heavy and unwieldy as the beamcaster, because she’d used salvaged parts and other components that weren’t intended for use in a weapon. The computer displayed a slicker finished product made from designed components. It weighed a third of what the beamcaster did and used 1/10th the power. “Damn,” he said again.  
 
    They sat next to each other, and Pip toyed with the design. “What are you up to?” she asked. 
 
    “Look,” he said, “the laser can be used as a weapon, too.” 
 
    “I know, though it isn’t as powerful as the plasma’s punch.” 
 
    “Agreed, but if we increase the output of the laser to ten thousand watts, give or take, and provide a user control, it can be used in a pinch as an long-range sniper weapon. Doing that gives us a small advantage in armored combat, too.” 
 
    “How?”  
 
    “The common Concordian combat armor is resistant to plasma to some degree. At least it is against the small amount you’re using.” 
 
    “I know; it’s the only shortcoming of this design.” 
 
    “But the armor isn’t as resistant to lasers. The problem with a laser is that it lacks the punch to do any serious damage after cutting through the armor.” 
 
    “It’s less lethal, too,” Minu agreed. “A laser tends to drill a hole through someone but leaves them operational.” 
 
    “Right. But what happens if you pump up the laser enough to penetrate the armor, then discharge a plasma bolt?” 
 
    “Oh, damn!” she exclaimed.  
 
    “Yep. Zip, zam, splat.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re on our side.” 
 
    “Me too!”  
 
    The other team members arrived carrying coffee and doughnuts. They moved quickly to the table to look at the new gun.  
 
    “What did you come up with, Pip?” Alijah asked. 
 
    “It’s not me this time; that’s a Minu Alma special.” None of them looked more surprised than Mandi. Minu sat serenely, drinking it all in, a half smile on her face. She’d never been happier that she’d started taking college classes. As the team settled in, she began describing her design, already incorporating the improvements Pip had suggested. From the looks on their faces, she could tell it was a good idea. Now they just needed to build it.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    May 21st, 518 AE 
 
    HERT, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon and the HERT was empty, just as Minu had hoped. She didn’t want any curious Chosen to witness the test or wind up victims of an unintended outcome. The team’s preferred testers, Gregg and Aaron, arrived. When Minu saw Aaron, she suddenly felt strange. He spotted her, smiled broadly and said, “Hi.” She returned the greeting, then turned toward the control room. Once inside, she closed the door and suddenly broke into tears. “What the fuck is wrong with me?” she asked the empty room. When Aaron appeared at the door, she gasped and did her best to recover. 
 
    “We about ready to—” he broke off when he saw her wiping tears from her red eyes. “What’s going on? You okay?” 
 
    “Nothing, I was just having a girl moment,” she stammered. He looked at her, his dark brown eyes full of concern. He was much closer to her height than Christian and much more muscular, as well. Suddenly, she felt like she’d betrayed him, and tears started running down her cheeks totally unbidden.  
 
    “I was afraid this would happen,” he said, entering and closing the door behind him. 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “She said you might get emotional when you found out.” 
 
    Minu stopped crying. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Aaron took a deep breath. “Mandi and I have been seeing each other for a while.” 
 
    “Mandi and you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He looked concerned, almost guilty. In the blink of an eye, Minu went from guilty, to confused, to angry. 
 
    “That bitch…” 
 
    “Minu!” 
 
    “I’m sorry. You don’t want me bad-mouthing the woman you’re fucking?” 
 
    “Minu!” he roared. “What has gotten into you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said in a cold rage. “How long?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “How long have you been ‘seeing’ each other?” 
 
    “About three months.” 
 
    That was before her first date with Christian. Her guilt dissipated in the cold breeze of realization. Her face calmed, and she smiled, wiping away tears. The change was enough to scare Aaron, as her calm was much more frightening than her rage. Her father once said, “I’d rather face a T’Chillen than your mother when she’s mad!”  
 
    “I’m sorry, I should have told you when it started.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You know…” 
 
    “No Aaron, I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me?” He stood there dumbfounded, not knowing what to say. “When I caught Mandi trying to fuck Jacob, I told her I didn’t care who she screwed as long as she didn’t do it on the job. Why should I care if you’re the one poking her?” Minu turned around, hands on her hips, heart racing. The prototype shock rifle rested in its cradle. She snatched it up and turned around. Aaron’s eyes bugged out, and he took a step back. Minu pushed by him, noticing his tension when they touched, and stalked out the door without a word. 
 
    When Minu exited the control room with the shock rifle cradled in her arms, Mandi looked like she was going to scream. The rest of the team craned their necks to see past her, no doubt wondering if Aaron was a smoking crater.  
 
    “Do we need to mop up Aaron?” Gregg asked, leaning calmly against a firing bench. He was by far the calmest, given the situation. Even Pip, who probably knew her the best, looked fearful at her rage.  
 
    “Shut up,” she snapped and marched over to him. He shrugged and faced her. She shoved the gun into his hands so forcefully he almost doubled over. “Get to work!” Minu went to the instrument controls and initiated the pre-programmed test sequence. The signal was unmistakable; the boss wanted to get to work. Aaron stuck his head out of the control room. Everyone ignored him except Mandi, who offered him a tentative smile. He scowled and walked over to stand next to Gregg. 
 
    “Ready to get to work?” Minu asked him.  
 
    “Sure,” he said and started prepping the gun. 
 
    “Okay,” Pip said. “Let’s begin static discharge tests.” 
 
    The first battery of tests took an hour and consumed a charged EPC. The proceedings would have bored anyone watching. The team monitored the shock rifle’s laser system a dozen ways to test accuracy, thermal blooming, and power output. Then they did a series of dry runs, testing the laser’s ability to create a charging tunnel. Finally, they tried channeling a plasma charge. They loaded the second EPC, and Gregg fired the weapon at its lowest power.  
 
    Minu watched through monitors as the gun went through the three-stage firing sequence too quickly to follow with the naked eye. Energize, discharge laser, release plasma, Bzzsnaaaap! Gregg staggered back from his shield, almost dropping the weapon. Aaron and Pip raced in to help him. Minu was too busy watching the slow-motion replay to realize a plasma backlash had burned Gregg. She saw it in agonizing slow motion.  
 
    “Gregg!” she yelled and turned around. Aaron and Pip were tending to his wounds. Luckily, Pip had insisted on extra precautions, installing a ten-centimeter-thick moliplas shield in front of the firing range. The shield had a half-meter round hole for the gunner to push the barrel through. The laser had fired for such a short interval, the positively charged channel it created didn’t focus the intense squirt of plasma. Instead, it dissipated into a cloud and superheated the air. Without the shield, Gregg might have had his face burned off. Even with the shield, his face looked sunburned, and the heat had ruined his moliplas goggles.  
 
    “I’m okay,” he said, “but Aaron can have the next shot.” 
 
    “No problem,” Aaron said, taking the weapon with a swagger. Pip replaced the ruined goggles with a full-face shield, earning Aaron a taunt from Gregg. 
 
    “Oh, be a man,” he laughed. 
 
    “Drop it,” Minu said, and the test continued. Pip and Alijah adjusted the laser sequence and intensity. The data cable hooked to the prototype relayed the commands and altered the firing sequence. This time there was a harmless flash of plasma, but still no proper discharge. 
 
    “I don’t think the laser is strong enough,” Pip said after two more adjustments.  
 
    “The plasma discharge is overpowering the laser,” Alijah agreed, “even at the lowest setting.” 
 
    “Max it out, if you have to,” Minu said. 
 
    “We’ll burn out the discharge chamber,” Mandi warned. 
 
    “It’s just a test,” Minu reminded them. “We have spares.” 
 
    They continued to increase the laser power until they achieved the desired results. After two more shots the laser burned out with a spectacular flash. The team took a short break while Pip installed another one. “This is the most powerful laser I have that’ll fit the mounts,” he said. The gun was awkward looking, with an improbably big bulge on the barrel end. “I know, we’ll work on it.” Though it made the gun look strange, the new laser did the trick. Gregg reclaimed it, and it fired perfectly. Bzzsnaapp! Bzzsnaapp! 
 
    “Between ten and twelve megajoules at discharge,” Alijah said. 
 
    “About twenty thousand degrees centigrade at impact,” Pip added.  
 
    “Good. Okay, next step,” Minu ordered. 
 
    “Oh God,” Mandi moaned, not looking up from the laser discharge chamber she was fiddling with, “do we have to?” Minu looked at Aaron and nodded. He shrugged, went to a control panel, and lowered the energy test target at the far end of the range. A wire mesh rose in its place, and a door opened on one side. Slowly, as if it knew what was in store for it, a big pink pig walked in, prodded by a squat crab-bot. It sniffed the bitter ozone and smoke from multiple plasma discharges. “I can’t watch,” Mandi complained. 
 
    “It’s just a damned pig,” Gregg said, cradling the shock rifle and waiting for the ‘go.’  
 
    “Do your job,” Minu ordered. Mandi groaned, but stayed quiet. Gregg resumed his firing stance. Even though the shock rifle was firing reliably, he didn’t relinquish his face shield. “Single shot, center of mass, power at twenty percent,” Minu ordered. “Pip, try for an optimal laser discharge.” 
 
    “Hard to estimate with a hairy target,” he said. 
 
    “Real world test, then. Remember, we won’t be shooting this at humans.” 
 
    “Let’s pray that never happens,” Aaron agreed. Gregg waited for the team to finish programming the weapon, watching the display until it flashed ‘ready.’  
 
    “Okay, here we go.” He didn’t hesitate as he raised the weapon and fired. BzzaSQUEELsnaap! The pig jumped when the laser hit it, and the plasma charge hit the wall instead. Aaron laughed, and Minu sighed. 
 
    “The laser discharge made the pig jump,” Pip noted. The pig squealed loudly and ran back and forth in the improvised cage, a tiny smoking black spot on its flank. It trod on the crab-bot several times, forcing the machine to run up the wall to get out of the way.  
 
    “Shoot the damn pig again,” Minu said. 
 
    “Poor thing,” Mandi cried.  
 
    BzzaSQUEELsnaap, BzzaSQUEELsnaap! 
 
    “Damn it,” Gregg said, “the discharge sequence is too slow. The fucking pig keeps jumping.” 
 
    “You would too, if I kept burning your ass with a laser,” Pip said. “Let me try to speed up the ionization sequence.” 
 
    “You’re torturing the poor thing!” Mandi cried. The pig now sported a trio of black burns, two on one side and another on its opposite rump. 
 
    “We could lose containment,” Alijah warned as they adjusted the gun.  
 
    Gregg confirmed the new settings and lowered his face shield. He was game to try again. Bzzsnaap, BANG, thud. The sequence worked fine, and now pig entrails decorated the walls of the range. “Shit,” Mandi groaned. A long rope of intestines slid from the wall with a plop, and she ran for the small bathroom, one hand over her mouth, retching.  
 
    “I think we can cut down the plasma charge,” Alijah said, looking a little green himself. 
 
    “I kinda like the effect,” Gregg said. Aaron shrugged.  
 
    “Gun one, pig zero,” Pip agreed. “Looks like a damn pig milkshake!” 
 
    Minu couldn’t care less. She was busy analyzing the data from the impact and figuring out the best way to fine-tune the results. “We need to incorporate some sort of sensor,” she said. “The weapon could then adjust the charge depending on the target.” 
 
    “As if there aren’t enough bells and whistles already?” Pip asked. 
 
    “It’s too complicated for the infantryman to make the adjustments on the spot.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Good.” Minu looked down and saw that the crab-bots had finished clearing away most of the carcass. “Bring in another pig, and let’s try fine-tuning the charge.”  
 
    Mandi stepped out of the bathroom just as Aaron fired the gun. This time, the entire pig didn’t explode, just its central body cavity. It rolled on the floor squealing in agony, trailing innards. Mandi didn’t make it to the bathroom.  
 
    “Kinda delicate, isn’t she?” Minu asked Aaron. He shrugged and looked sheepish.  
 
    Mandi finished throwing up and tried not to look at the dead pig. “Do we have to use live pigs?” 
 
    Aaron and Gregg looked at each other, then at Minu. “No, I don’t suppose so,” Minu said finally.  
 
    “Makes it more interesting,” Gregg said as the crab-bot brought in another pig. Aaron nodded and raised the weapon, and Mandi ran for the bathroom. After they completed the testing, the team enjoyed an impromptu barbecue outside the HERT. The scent of roasted pork, cooked to perfection, drew many Chosen from the nearby complex. No one could find Mandi.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 9 
 
    May 23rd, 518 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Minu’s communicator buzzed, and she snatched it up, hoping it was Christian. Light spilled in through her window, its angle suggesting it was early morning. “Chosen Alma here.” 
 
    “I need to see you in my office.” The voice spoke of age and tiredness. 
 
    “Bjorn?” The man grunted in reply. “Sure, when?” 
 
    “Ten minutes, if possible.” 
 
    Minu jumped out of bed and struggled to shed her clothes before sliding into her billet’s tiny shower. She was clean and out before the water was entirely hot. She quickly towel-dried her shoulder-length hair before throwing on a uniform jumpsuit and pulling her boots onto bare feet. She’d been so busy she’d neglected to do her laundry. There wasn’t a clean pair of socks in sight. Exactly ten minutes after the call, she walked through the outer entrance to his office.  
 
    His young receptionist wasn’t on duty yet, so she walked up to the inner door and knocked smartly. “Come in,” said a feminine voice. She opened the door and entered. 
 
    “Thanks for coming so quickly,” Bjorn said, standing near the door instead of behind his desk. He was stoop shouldered and looked a hundred years old. A young Chosen Minu had never seen before occupied the desk. She had two gold stars on her sleeve, which spoke volumes about the situation.  
 
    “No problem, sir. What’s happening?” 
 
    “I’m retiring,” he said dejectedly. “It is time for a change.” 
 
    “Retiring, or being forced out?” 
 
    “Now, now,” the woman behind the desk said, and she rose to come around. “Change can be a good thing, young lady.” Minu glanced around, taking in the subtle changes in the office. The haphazard piles of technology and experiments were gone, replaced by a Spartan working environment. Several desktop computers sat at ideal working distances from the desk. A pair of carved marble bookends, adorned with mythical figures struggling to hold the books up, bracketed volumes of hard copy novels. Minu wished she could see some of the books so she could gain a better understanding of this new person. A single photo frame rested on the desk, facing away from her. Minu didn’t like being called a young lady, especially by another female Chosen! 
 
    “Change can also be premature and ill conceived.” 
 
    “It’s not necessary, Minu,” Bjorn said and held up a hand. 
 
    “Not necessary to stand up for a Chosen whose performance of his duties for the Tog and Bellatrix has been exemplary? In my opinion it isn’t only necessary, honor demands it.”  
 
    Bjorn smiled forlornly as the new two-star commander came over. “This is Chosen Jasmine Osgood. She’s now in command of Science.” 
 
    “Isn’t it tradition that a member of the Science branch be in command?” Minu asked, unwilling to let it go. 
 
    “I’m glad to finally meet the young daughter of our previous First,” Jasmine said and held out her hand. “Sometimes traditions have to be broken.” 
 
    Minu took her hand somewhat reluctantly, finding her grip weak and slightly sweaty. Those hands had never spent a hard day working or fighting. She was as petite as Minu, but a dozen centimeters taller. Her face was triangular with sharp cheekbones and long, jet-black hair. Her eyes were green, like Minu’s, but had a distinct epicanthic fold. “There aren’t many Chosen from the Peninsula Tribe,” Minu noted coolly. 
 
    “No, our people tend to keep to themselves. The survivors from Japan were independent people, not as technologically fortunate as your own Plateau Tribe. We only realized the Concordia had returned after many years. Most other tribes thought our people were extinct. My uncle was the first from our tribe to be Chosen; I’m the tenth.” 
 
    “You must be very proud.” Minu saw her green eyes narrow and knew she’d hit pay dirt. Jasmine turned back to her desk. She had her almost waist-length hair braided so tight it had to be painful. “Is there a reason you called me in so early? My department is very busy, and I’ve been working late…” 
 
    “Yes, we know.” Jasmine picked up a tablet and read from it, before continuing. “Someone summoned the robot maintenance team to service some of the heavy crab-bots in the HERT this morning. Turns out they were overburdened from cleaning up a large quantity of blood and pig offal!” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Minu said with a chuckle.  
 
    “I believe I already explained,” Bjorn said. 
 
    “I’d like to hear it from the young lady herself.” 
 
    “First, I’d like you to stop calling me a young lady.” Minu’s green eyes flashed with anger. “You’re not exactly an old woman yourself.” Jasmine was halfway into her seat, but she hesitated a second, her face growing stormy. “Second, the details are all in my reports, as are copies of the requisitions for the pigs. The weapon system I’m developing required live fire, real world tests.” 
 
    “Naturally; that is what the HERT you so boldly lobbied in favor of is for.” Bjorn smiled, and Jasmine speared him with a glare. His smile dimmed somewhat. “Considering the tens of thousands of credits spent on the HERT and the instrumentation installed, I fail to understand why blowing up a sounder of swine was necessary.” 
 
    “You read the report?” 
 
    “Of course, young, erm, Chosen Alma.” 
 
    “Then I believe you know the answer.” Minu saw the tinniest of nods from Bjorn, and she knew she was playing it right. Don’t hand yourself to her, Minu thought. Restating the obvious was how she wanted it to go. 
 
    “I see your reasoning, but how come the instruments couldn’t provide the answers? Surely Concordian-manufactured, multi-spectral energy analyzing machines can provide much more in depth data than blowing up a pig?” 
 
    “More data surely, but more accurate data is another thing.” 
 
    “Explain yourself.” 
 
    “I keep having to do that. Perhaps this is the reason a scientist should run this section?” 
 
    “You’re no scientist yourself,” Jasmine pointed out. 
 
    “I have bachelor’s degrees in physics and electrical engineering, and I’m halfway to a master’s in physics.” Bjorn coughed to cover up a choked laugh. Jasmine began turning red. “Anyway, the targets used by the Concordian analysis devices gather a large amount of data. That data alone cannot predict a weapon’s actual impact.” 
 
    “That’s what they are supposed to do.” 
 
    “Maybe, but the targets aren’t consumed.” 
 
    “There would be little purpose for the destruction of the targets if they can’t register the data.” 
 
    “This weapon system causes secondary damage through exploded tissue, as the crab-bots can testify. How is a hunk of dualloy and moliplas supposed to simulate burning skin, boiling flesh, shattering bone, and exploding internal organs?” 
 
    Jasmine sat for a minute, then picked up her tablet. She appeared to be scrolling through Minu’s report from the previous night, but Minu knew better. Jasmine plainly hadn’t expected this ‘young girl’ to be any sort of scientist. After all, Minu wore four gold stars, not silver. Clearly caught off balance, she was desperately trying to recover. 
 
    “I can perhaps understand the necessity of some limited and controlled testing of that sort. But live pigs? Good Lord, how horrible.” 
 
    “How horrible would it be to deploy these guns without knowing how they work or how they kill? How do you think our scouts will feel when they can’t properly use the guns and get slaughtered? Maybe if we’d killed a few pigs with the beamcasters before rushing them into service, we wouldn’t have lost as many men.” 
 
    “Maybe if you’d left them where you found them, the Rasa wouldn’t be using us for target practice.” 
 
    “That issue is no longer on the table,” said a new voice. Minu turned and saw Jacob standing in the doorway.  
 
    Jasmine fairly leaped to her feet. “First Jacob, I didn’t expect you here this early.” 
 
    “No, I don’t imagine you did,” said Dram as he came in behind Jacob, “after all, this meeting was planned for almost an hour from now.” Jasmine’s jaw worked back and forth. Minu understood a little better.  
 
    “I was getting to know this young Chosen,” Jasmine said and gestured to Minu. 
 
    “A little harmless grilling,” Bjorn said.  
 
    “Not a problem,” Minu smiled and bowed slightly. “Any time you’d like another science lesson, let me know.” Minu was certain the top of Jasmine’s head was going to blow off. Bjorn underwent a minor coughing fit, Dram showed his bright white teeth, and Minu thought she saw a hint of a smile behind Jacob’s scowl.  
 
    “As I’m sure you already know,” Jacob said and gestured them all to seats, “we’re making some changes. Bjorn has relinquished command of the Science department to move in a new direction.” 
 
    “Where is he going?” Minu asked, not waiting for Jacob to continue. He looked annoyed, but he answered. 
 
    “Bjorn has formed a new research team with Dr. Ted Hurt and Pipson Leata.” 
 
    “Pip’s on my team.” 
 
    “Not any more. You’re being reassigned, as well.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’re giving you your own scout team,” Dram said with a smile. “You’ve earned it.” 
 
    “No,” Minu said adamantly. “I have work to finish here, first.” 
 
    “Only a few months ago, you insisted on transferring immediately,” Jacob pointed out. “Dram told me you demanded a transfer right after the deployment of the beamcasters.” 
 
    “I did, true, but that was before I’d made so much progress.” 
 
    “We are glad you’re making progress,” Jasmine said condescendingly, “and I’m sure your replacement will have wonderful success.” 
 
    “I refuse the transfer.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” Jasmine spoke louder than she’d intended and looked self-conscious. 
 
    “Yes, I can. Section eleven of the regulations states that if a Chosen is involved in vital research, they can temporarily refuse transfer, reassignment, or retirement.” 
 
    The other Chosen looked at each other, clearly caught off guard. Out of the corner of her eye, Minu saw Jasmine consult a computer, and she hoped she’d memorized the regulation correctly. 
 
    “What can you say?” Dram asked. “The lady knows her regulations.” Minu desperately wanted to give the big man a hug for calling her ‘lady’ instead of ‘young lady.’” 
 
    “It isn’t her place to question this decision,” Jasmine argued. 
 
    “It’s completely reasonable,” Bjorn said.  
 
    Jacob silenced them with an upheld hand. “Unless I’m mistaken, I am the First, and I will make the policy decisions!” Dram nodded, and Bjorn stopped talking, looking embarrassed. Jasmine looked profoundly betrayed. Minu wondered if Jasmine was taking over the job in the HERT armory Mandi had applied for a few months earlier. “Your request to delay transfer is granted. You have six months.” 
 
    “Six months?!” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s enough time.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, it’s what I’m giving you. The regulation states the transfer delay is at the discretion of your department head.” 
 
    “But that’s me,” Jasmine whined. 
 
    “However, it’s up to me to decide if the research is of vital interest and, based on the test reports I read this morning, I have to agree with Chosen Alma that they are. I’m pulling rank on this one and overriding you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Minu said quietly. Jasmine chewed her tongue, a small vein standing out on her forehead.  
 
    “Don’t ever thank me for doing my job. Maybe use dead pigs next time?” 
 
    “Actually,” Minu said with a little smile, “the new gun fires a laser to channel the plasma. The pig jumped when the laser burned it, making the main charge miss.” 
 
    “How’d you solve that?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “We tinkered with the ionizing cycle rate of the laser. It cycles fast enough now that the plasma blast hits before the animal knows it’s burned.” 
 
    Jacob nodded thoughtfully. “Well done. You have six months; you’d better get back to work.” She nodded and smiled at Jasmine as she left. Bjorn smiled and clenched his fist in victory. Dram’s expression told her not to worry, and an underlying confidence showed through. As she left, Minu knew she’d won a sort of victory, at the cost of a friend and ally. She also knew she’d made a new enemy.  
 
    Once she was gone Jasmine started complaining, but Jacob silenced her with a wave of his hand. “Don’t even try; my decision is final. Bjorn, what do you think of this new shock rifle?” 
 
    “If she can get it to work, it’ll be nothing short of revolutionary. I don’t know if the Concordia has ever had anything comparable. It’ll be less lethal than many of their weapons. Of course, lethality isn’t everything. When you consider the potential versatility of a human wielding it? The thing could be as close to perfect as possible.” Jacob nodded his head. “Minu is probably the most creative, tenacious, and downright resourceful Chosen I’ve ever known. And in fifty years I’ve known a lot.” Jacob’s frown deepened.  
 
    “What can I say?” Dram said, and they all looked at him. “The lady takes after her dad!” Jasmine’s scowl rivaled Jacob’s; the two looked like bookends.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    June 2nd, 518 AE 
 
    Science Branch, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    A certain degree of desperation set in as Minu confronted the deadline. The biggest part of the problem wasn’t the engineering, which was already three-quarters completed; it was the materials. To develop the weapon for its intended purpose, they needed to source an extensive wish list of components, and they needed to find them locally to avoid alien curiosity. On Bellatrix, the availability of the required parts ranged from uncommon to unheard of. 
 
    “The laser collimator is the trickiest,” Pip said as they gazed at her creation. Just like when they were working on the beamcaster, they’d exploded her shock rifle and mounted it on the wall. Their first project had dealt with unknown, unlabeled components. Now they knew what they needed but had no idea where to get it. Pip segmented the design into three main problem areas: the laser collimator, the plasma channel, and the targeting computer. “The plasma channel is off the shelf, even if we don’t have them on hand. But we can’t come close on the targeting computer, really.” 
 
    “Then why isn’t the computer the trickiest?” Mandi asked. 
 
    “Because I don’t want to consider the impossible just yet. Let’s tackle the possible first.”  
 
    Minu smiled at her friends, although knowing this would be the last project they worked on together gave the whole project a melancholic feeling. Of them all, Mandi was the only one who wasn’t upset they were breaking up. Minu knew there was bad blood between them, and her relationship with Aaron was just the latest insult, even if Minu would never admit it to herself.  
 
    “Okay,” Minu said after staring at the components for a long time, “first things first. We need to create a list of parts needed for a run of one hundred shock rifles.” 
 
    “One hundred?” Terry exclaimed. “We can’t make one without linking it to an exterior computer.” 
 
    “Not to mention using components so large the damn thing is bigger than the beamcaster,” Alijah agreed. 
 
    “You’re right, but worrying about what we can’t do is a waste of time. Let’s put together the list so we can get a good feel for what we’re missing and figure out how to get around the shortfalls.” A few days later they’d assembled the bin of parts. Minu felt hopeless when she saw how many were missing or incompatible. Maybe Terry was right, this was a waste of time.  
 
    Pip rubbed his chin and nodded. “This isn’t as bad as it looks. We’ve got more than half the components, maybe more if I poke around the network.” Minu looked at him in concern. He winked, and she relaxed.  
 
    “Okay, as a team we need to look for the big three missing pieces. We have three options. One, we find enough of each component for our initial production run. Two, we modify existing or attainable units to fit our needs. Three, we find a suitable replacement. The next progress meeting is in a week.” 
 
    A week later they hadn’t gotten any further. Minu sent a message to Dram explaining her problem in as much detail as possible, then left for the day. She met Cherise at the Steven’s Pass gym for a rare workout. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing up there in your lab, oh mad scientist?” Minu watched her friend stretch and limber up as she finished securing her sparring helmet. “Gregg was talking about blowing up pigs, and the rumors aren’t much nicer.” 
 
    “We’re onto a new infantry weapon, but we’re having major problems finding some high-end components.” 
 
    Cherise joined Minu on the mats and assumed a defensive stance. “Wouldn’t it be easier to buy better firepower?” She came at Minu low and fast, her foot sweeping out like a scythe. 
 
    Minu hopped up and back, Cherise’s foot sweeping below hers, then aimed a jab at the other girl’s face. Cherise slipped sideways, then recovered her stance. “Firepower is easy enough; we have the beamcasters.” Minu attacked with a leaping kick at Cherise’s head.  
 
    Cherise gave ground, slipping sideways, and blocked with a forearm. She caught Minu’s ankle and pushed up, hoping to spill her on her back. Minu brought her other leg up with startling speed, nearly catching Cherise in the side of the head. Cherise released her, and Minu landed lightly back on guard. “The beamcasters aren’t cutting it?” She rolled away from the double kick and almost kicked Minu in the side. Minu barely managed to check the kick with her left forearm, the impact leaving her arm numb. “Better concentrate,” Cherise warned her. 
 
    “I’m trying,” Minu growled and regained her guard. They jumped at each other and fell away several times, trading a light punch or two. “The beamcasters aren’t well suited to our purposes.” Minu rested for a second and considered another attack. 
 
    “Why not check a junk pile?” Cherise wiped sweat from her forehead, then suddenly sprang like a tiger. She didn’t fool Minu for a second. Minu caught Cherise by her wrist and ankle, using the bigger girl’s momentum to fling her over a shoulder in a jackknife move. They crashed to the ground together, Minu on top.  
 
    “Aren’t junk piles full of trash?” Cherise tried an elbow jab, but Minu spun her around onto her stomach and got an arm around her throat in a second. She pulled back, arching Cherise’s back and cutting off her air. Cherise slapped her hand on the mat in submission. Score one for Minu. 
 
    Cherise rolled over and sat up. Her face was red, and she was massaging her neck. “I didn’t teach you that one,” she said, surprised. 
 
    “No, I saw it somewhere. What about the junk piles?” 
 
    “Tell me about the move, and I’ll tell you about the junk piles.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    “The junk piles are a combination of trashed and obsolete stuff.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help. The components we’re looking for are advanced, maybe a generation or two old by Concordian standards.” 
 
    “You’re saying they’re not brand new, not the hottest things out there?” Minu nodded. “That means they’re obsolete to someone.” Minu’s mouth fell open in understanding.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t they sell them to someone lower down the food chain?” 
 
    “Does a rich guy sell his old car or trade it in?” 
 
    “I see what you mean. Junk piles are hot beds of supplies and equipment for other species. We’ve lost more Chosen at junk piles than anywhere else. It isn’t worth sending dozens of scout teams out, hoping to strike gold.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. Our teams have been searching junk piles for decades and keeping extensive records of what they find and where. The stuff you need isn’t anything we’d have much use for or that would be particularly valuable in trade to the Tog, right?” 
 
    “No, not really. Too specialized.” 
 
    “So, if a team came across it, they’d likely log it and move on.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned.” 
 
    “I told you what I know. Where’d you learn that move?” 
 
    “Bruce Lee, a movie called Enter the Dragon.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Minu finished working out with Cherise, eventually progressing from sparring to working knife forms, then finishing with a recent addition, swords. Ever since the Trials, the knife was her favorite, even considering how her first knife experience had turned out. The blade was still in her field kit, even though she hadn’t been in the field for months. She went up to her room for a quick shower then into the lab. After checking on her team, she retreated to her office, where she began going over scout mission logs, looking for notations on junk piles. After her conversation with Cherise, she wasn’t surprised to find nearly a hundred of the enigmas.  
 
    The search became easier. The scout teams were meticulous, and she wasn’t surprised that the best reports came twenty years ago from a young four-star scout team leader named Chriso Alma. Junk piles seemed to be his specialty; he’d gone on hundreds of junk pile missions all over the galaxy. Most of his reports listed categories of goods found in alien repositories, and some noted piles of obsolete equipment. A few of his reports read more like novels and included images or sketches of almost everything they saw. Chriso’s generation of Chosen was the first to really venture into the frontier, and that was the biggest reason why so many’d never returned home.  
 
    She downloaded the entire database and began to compile it. She quickly discovered that most of the descriptions were abstract or too simplistic. ‘Computer parts,’ ‘energy conduits,’ and ‘broken robots’ were common. Those terms could describe any of a hundred things, most of which were useless to her. She settled for sorting by category.  
 
    Later Minu met quickly with Alijah, who was working on a novel way to circumvent the targeting computer. After that, she had a light snack and returned to the data. She found herself alone once again, late at night, and the data began to blur. She needed to call it quits. She was hungry, so she went to the cafeteria and got some food from the overnight automated attendant. As she sat eating mindlessly, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen one of the cooking staff or eaten a fresh meal.  
 
    “You’re turning into a vampire,” she heard someone say. Minu turned and saw Aaron standing in the doorway wearing only shorts, a towel around his neck. She’d forgotten just how well-muscled he was, and the intervening years had only made him more ripped.  
 
    “I could say the same for you,” she said. Aaron shrugged and went to the attendant, taking a salad and a sports drink.  
 
    “Can I sit?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He sat down and unwrapped the salad. She could smell the healthy musk of his sweat, and it made her nostrils flare. “What’re you eating?” he asked as he dug into the salad. 
 
    “Burrito, corn chips, and a cola,” she said, feeling self-conscious after seeing his dinner. “Don’t say it.” 
 
    “Wasn’t going to. With a body like yours, eat whatever you want. I doubt your body fat is over five percent.” 
 
    “Four and a half,” Minu admitted, “the doc lectured me last week. He says that’s why I don’t have a menstrual cycle—” She realized how stupid she sounded, but it was too late to take her words back. 
 
    “Hmm, thanks for sharing that.” Minu turned beet red. “Damn, now I’m sorry I got the French dressing.” 
 
    Minu punched him in the arm. It felt like punching a slightly padded steel wall. She cursed and massaged her knuckles, and he laughed at her. She began to laugh, too, despite herself.  
 
    “Look,” he said, “about the other day in the HERT…” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” she said, the levity of the moment gone in a flash. 
 
    “I feel like I have to.” 
 
    “Aaron, I don’t think this is the time.” 
 
    “It needs to be. I’ve never had a chance to talk about my feelings for you.” Minu looked up, her heart jerking. “Ever since the Trials I’ve been in—” 
 
    “Hey Minu,” said a new arrival. Minu looked over her shoulder and saw Christian. She’d never been more grateful to see her unofficial boyfriend. “You want some more company?” 
 
    Aaron looked at her uncertainly. “Sure,” she said without taking her eyes off Aaron. Christian strolled up and leaned over her. Minu tilted her head up, and he kissed her fully. It was a very natural act. Aaron’s only reaction was a narrowing of his eyes and a little twitch of the corner of his mouth. “Have you met Aaron Groves?” 
 
    “I commanded a scout team of which Aaron was a member once,” Christian said and offered his hand. Aaron hesitated the barest of moments before taking it. He rose and tossed the remains of his meal into the recycler on his way out. He didn’t bother saying good bye. “He seems upset.” 
 
    “Old issue,” Minu said, chasing the last bite of her burrito across her plate. “I’ve been working on an idea, and I was wondering if you’d give me some input.” She outlined her issues with the components, taking longer than planned because he didn’t understand why the components necessary to finish the weapons were so difficult to obtain. “You’re a three-star command, can you get me a look at the off-world mission schedule?” 
 
    “You hoping a scout team can bring back some of your materials?” 
 
    “More than hoping, I’m counting on it.” 
 
    “Why not ask Dram?” 
 
    “Because he’ll tell Jacob, and I’d prefer he not find out.” 
 
    “Okay, I think I understand. I’ll get you the schedule. But is there anything you can get me?” 
 
    Minu glanced at the wall clock and gave him her most demure look. “What exactly do you have in mind?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    June 22nd, 518 AE 
 
    Science Branch, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    “Minu!” the voice yelled through her door. She almost fell out of bed trying to get to her feet and answer the door. Halfway there she heard her communicator chime and ignored it. She continued to the door, only pausing to snatch a robe from a chair to cover her nakedness. Her visitor started to knock again as she pulled the door open. It was Pip, and he looked very excited. “I’ve been trying to reach you for an hour!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “I can tell,” she said and turned her back on him. He followed her in and closed the door. 
 
    “We struck pay dirt.” 
 
    “Tell me.” Minu silenced her communicator’s insistent attempts to wake her up, noting that it was not quite five in the morning. She really regretted the late night in Christian’s quarters, for many reasons. She dropped the robe and fished in a dresser drawer for clean clothes. 
 
    “A team came back a couple hours ago with several hundred plasma channels.” Minu found clean clothes and began dressing. Over her should she saw Pip sneak a look, though he didn’t look as long as he might have a few months earlier. His regular trips to Chelan for ‘dates’ with Cynthia had made him a lot more grounded and a little less desperate. Everyone knew they were getting serious. Sure, she was a little on the round side and had bad skin, but they were a good match. She’d seen them together once, and they looked very happy. 
 
    “Are they a perfect match?” 
 
    “Actually, these are a little bit better than we hoped for.” 
 
    “Outstanding,” she said and finished dressing.  
 
    “They’re being delivered to our lab as soon as possible.” Minu nodded her head. “You’ve been working out a lot,” he noted in his typical offhanded manner. 
 
    “Got a good look, did you?” 
 
    “Don’t be that way,” he said, looking hurt and embarrassed. “I’m spoken for.” 
 
    “Regretting your little round girlfriend?” Storm clouds appeared on his face, and she decided to calm things. “I didn’t mean anything by that. Cynthia’s a nice girl.” 
 
    “She understands me,” Pip said, the perceived insult already forgotten. “What about you and Christian? You keep that pretty quiet.” 
 
    “What about us?” 
 
    “Is it serious?” 
 
    Minu almost didn’t answer, and that surprised her. Was he her boyfriend? They’d talked the night before about what shared quarters would be like, but she still didn’t think about their relationship in ‘serious’ terms. Then Christian had made things more complicated. She opened the door and waited for Pip to pass through before closing it. She paused, and he looked at her expectantly. “He said he loved me last night.’ 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah, oh.” Minu headed for the lift to go to their lab.  
 
    “Do you love him?” 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    “If anyone would know, you would.” 
 
    “I’ve never loved anyone, so how do I know if I love him?” 
 
    “I love Cynthia.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I just do.” Minu made a rude noise as the lift opened. “Really, it’s that simple. I feel it here,” he said and pointed at his belly button.” 
 
    “What if you’re wrong? What if it’s indigestion?” 
 
    “I can’t be wrong.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    “You have to want to love someone for it to happen. You decide to allow it. Uncle Bjorn says it’s like giving up to God.” 
 
    I didn’t know Bjorn was religious, she thought. “What if you want to love someone, but you think you love someone else, and you think about the second person every time you’re with the first one?” 
 
    The lift arrived at their floor, and Minu stepped out. Their lab was right across the hall. Inside, she sat on a stool next to one of the many work benches covered in parts of shock rifles. Pip sat next to her looking as though he was giving something all his attention. “Then I’d say you’re in real trouble.” 
 
    “You can say that again.” Minu brought the lab’s computer systems online.  
 
    “Does Aaron know how you feel?” Minu spun around, her mouth open in surprise. She tried to cover it up, but the howler was in the house. “Hmm, that’s what I thought.” 
 
    “How did you know—” 
 
    “That you’re in love with Aaron?” 
 
    “I’m not in love with Aaron!” 
 
    “Then you’re the only one who doesn’t think so.” 
 
    “I saw him last night,” she admitted. “I was in the cafeteria having a snack, and he showed up. We started to talk, but Christian showed up. Aaron left, and I told Christian about our need for parts. He agreed to help us search for them.” 
 
    “Guy works quick. There must have been a team in the right place. Why didn’t you go to Dram with that?” 
 
    “I didn’t like the idea of begging the Council for help.” 
 
    “They practically fell all over themselves to help you.” She shrugged. “You know, you’re turning into something of a miracle worker.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah. People talk about you in hushed tones and say how much they want to work with you.” 
 
    “A four-star? Please.” Pip leaned over and covered three of the stars on her sleeve, leaving only one visible. He cocked his head from side to side, admiring the look. She slapped his hand away and laughed at him. “A woman First Among the Chosen? That’ll be the day. I’m not even eighteen yet!” 
 
    “Things happen fast around here.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and Pip jumped up to answer it. A pair of grizzled-looking scouts stood there with a cylindrical shipping case between them. “Where you want it?” one of them asked. 
 
    While Minu examined the paperwork they stood patiently, one casually examining the tables of parts and wires. “Kind of like Frankenstein’s lab here,” he said offhandedly. 
 
    “We get that a lot,” she replied.  
 
    “You’re Chriso’s kid, right?” the other asked. 
 
    Minu looked at him, catching the three black stars on his sleeve, and nodded.  
 
    “I think it fucking sucks that you’re here in a damn lab and not in the field,” he said suddenly. She looked in surprise at him and his partner. The other man nodded in earnest agreement. “Regardless, you’re doing your family name proud.” 
 
     Once Minu signed off on the delivery, and the two Chosen scouts were gone, she and Pip popped open the case. “I told you,” he said and gestured in the direction of the departed scouts. 
 
    “Whatever,” she said, trying to brush it off. She understood what her friend meant a little better. 
 
    The case contained dozens of plasma channels. Minu and Pip began sorting them by model and condition. Even though quite a few were damaged, there were almost five hundred suitable ones and another two hundred that were either too big or too small. She made a note to have Mandi catalog them, then deliver the unsuitable ones to Logistics.  
 
    “We couldn’t have done better if we’d ordered them,” Pip said, giddy with excitement. Minu was still sorting, but he’d already strapped one into a tester and was watching the instrument pump live plasma through the device, monitoring how the apparatus did its job. “These are perfect, especially considering the price.” 
 
    “Okay,” Minu said and picked one up. It was a damaged unit of the type they needed. She removed the red mock up from the exploded shock rifle and carefully fit the new part in place. “With the collimators we got last week, all we need are the computers.” 
 
    “We knew it would come down to that,” Pip said, turning off the tester and looking at the exploded shock rifle. So close, yet so far. 
 
    “You’re right. What can you do about it?” 
 
    “The computing power is too much for any of the small application computers we have.” He picked up one of the small computers lying around the lab. Like the others, it was about thirty centimeters long, twenty centimeters wide, and five millimeters thick. “Between laser collimation, ranging data, plasma management, and plasma beam flow control, we need about half the power of one of these.” 
 
    “We’ve been over this before; there has to be a solution.” 
 
    “It isn’t that easy. The Concordia build computers into everything—well, almost everything. And like so much of what they make, even large durable goods are basically disposable. They strip out large sub-assemblies, but you can’t just snatch out a module and replace it. If it was our engineering, we could get a device with a comparably-sized computer, say a medical scanner or flight computer, take it out, and adapt it. Computers in Concordian-made transports or scanners are integrated.” Pip slammed the computer down on a table. It bounced once and slid to the floor. It continued to function faithfully, immune and indifferent to the treatment. “I wish I understood why they engineer things this way, but I don’t. There are shortages of so many small, commonly-used components, like EPCs, but we still see new, large-scale machines using the same damn upward scale of construction. It’s completely contrary to logic! In any sort of assembly process, you make small components and assemble them into bigger ones.” 
 
    “Makes sense. But what does that tell us?” 
 
    “That the Concordia most likely build a lot of shit from top to bottom in one facility. It’s a huge factory where they make everything right on the spot and incorporate parts as they’re made instead of assembling piecemeal.” Pip shrugged. “Like Ted said, something is wrong with the whole process.” 
 
    “It’s a convincing argument, but it doesn’t get us any closer to making a hundred shock rifles.” Pip nodded and scratched his chin. Why hadn’t she noticed he had a little bit of beard growing there?  
 
    “You did a good job of deflecting me,” he said, fixing her with one dark eye. 
 
    “Huh? About what?” 
 
    “Your being in love with Aaron.” 
 
    “Damn it, Pip! I have a nice relationship with a man who loves me, not one with the man fucking that little bitch Mandi.” 
 
    “Is that what’s getting under your skin? They only went out for a few days.” 
 
    “Days? I didn’t know that.” She looked at him, and he nodded in confirmation. “When did it end?” 
 
    “A week or so ago. They had a rather public falling out, something about her playing grab-ass with another Chosen.” 
 
    “I could have warned him about that,” Minu mumbled. Her communicator rang, and she answered. “Chosen Alma.” 
 
    “Minu, this is Dram.” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Can you meet me in my topside office this morning? No big hurry. Sometime after you get to your lab?” 
 
    “I’m in the lab now.” 
 
    “Eh? Oh, you got some parts, didn’t you? Okay, as soon as you can get here.” He cut the connection without waiting for confirmation. When the Second Among the Chosen summoned you, it wasn’t a request. 
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as I can. When the team comes in, I want their efforts split between the damn computer problem and assembly.” 
 
    “You want to start the assembly run now?” 
 
    “Sure, might as well.” She got up and headed for the door. 
 
    “Without the computers, we’re just wasting our time.” 
 
    “No, we’re keeping busy. Besides, we’ll get this licked sooner or later.” 
 
    “You seem awfully certain.” 
 
    “Comes with the stars.” Pip snorted, and she headed out the door.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for coming so quickly.” Minu sat in the office and glanced out the window at the rising sun. Summer was quickly approaching, and at eight, the sun was already well up. She admired his office; it was much nicer than the one he’d occupied when he was the scout commander. A corner office on the top floor of the Steven’s Pass facility, it overlooked the courtyard where the Portal was located.  
 
    “No problem, sir.” He offered her a drink, and she took some coffee. She’d acquired a taste for the bitter drink after many weeks of long hours. 
 
    “You’ve had a month; how are you coming?” Dram was never one to beat around the Kloth. Normally his directness was something she admired. Today, not so much. 
 
    “The components we received today are a big piece of the puzzle.” She looked at him and could tell that her non-explanation wasn’t going to be enough. “We’re stuck on the computers.” 
 
    “No chance of fabricating something?” 
 
    “I have them working on it, but Pip doesn’t believe it’s possible.” 
 
    “If Pipson doesn’t think so, you have a problem.” 
 
    “I agree. He’s discreetly asked several outside people to confer on the matter, in complete confidentiality, of course. His sources universally concur.” 
 
    Dram nodded and picked up a tablet. He read something, then shook his head, holding out the computer and looking at the shock rifle. “Something so ubiquitous. Can’t we take it apart and rebuild it?” 
 
    “I wish we could. These computers are one-piece units, almost grown. While Pip maintains we could interface with one of them, which is what we did during development, it’s not practical for the production weapons. The data communication between computer and gun is two-way and extraordinarily fast. Wireless won’t work, it must be a hard link. The user would have a weapon tethered to him via the control computer. That negates a good deal of the concept of the weapon.” 
 
    “Your infantry weapon concept, right? Has the training program started?” 
 
    “I’ve been working with twenty scout teams, about a hundred strong. We haven’t made a lot of progress because we only have five prototypes. They’re bigger than the beamcaster and have less mobility because of the improvised parts. For a lot of the drills, I have them using wooden mock ups.” 
 
    “Whatever works. Look, Minu, I’ve given this a high priority because I think we’re at a flash point. Something is going to happen.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “Either the Rasa are going to get tired of mixing it up with us and find another young species to give a hard time to, or it’ll get a lot worse.” 
 
    “I don’t know how it can get worse, unless they come after us here on Bellatrix.” Dram looked at her. “You really think that’s a danger? As clients of the Tog, we’re protected, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Everyone who studies The Law thinks we’re safe, but my instincts disagree. The Rasa are doing everything they can to get at us. That’s why I’ve gone out of my way to support you. That, and you have a great deal of support from the rank and file Chosen. You’re making a real impression.” 
 
    “I’m honored.” 
 
    “You’re probably one of the smartest, most creative Chosen to come aboard in more than twenty years.” 
 
    “People keep saying that. I’m just another Chosen.” 
 
    “A Chosen who gets things done, no matter the difficulty.” 
 
    “My team deserves most of the credit.” 
 
    “Modest too.” Minu knew she was blushing. The communicator on his desk went off, and he answered. ‘‘Chosen Dram.” 
 
    “Sir, a scout team just came in.” 
 
    “Fine Alex, but I’m in a meeting.” 
 
    “Sir, I’m sorry sir, you said to call no matter what if there was an incident.” 
 
    Dram sat up straight and leaned toward the device. “Yes, go ahead?” 
 
    “This scout team has been in a protracted battle with the Rasa.” 
 
    “Details, quickly.” Minu leaned closer to listen. Dram didn’t attempt to make the conversation private; this concerned all of them. 
 
    “The scout team says they encountered a Rasa base and were attacked. They responded with force.” 
 
    “What happened Alex?” 
 
    “Our team appears to have wiped them out.” 
 
    Minu closed her eyes and looked down. If there was a flash point in this conflict, they’d just reached it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part IV 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    June 23rd, 518 AE 
 
    Former Rasa Colony Site, Planet GAX8773, Galactic Frontier 
 
      
 
    Var’at stood on the flier with the other military leaders of his sub-command. The vehicle hovered a few hundred meters over the former settlement and, even at this altitude, the acrid smell of smoke from burned buildings and the stench of scorched bodies reached his scent receptors. His team had found the carnage below, so it was his duty to inform the high command of the massacre. 
 
    “You are certain the humans are responsible?”  
 
    It wasn’t the first time the high commander had asked that question. Var’at’s answer did not waiver. “We found ample evidence, high commander, including a tool manufactured by the humans’ primitive industry.” 
 
    The high commander hissed low and long, a sign of resignation and concern. “We brought this on ourselves, but there can be only be one response.” Another pair of fliers zoomed past, medical teams still searching for survivors. Var’at knew there was precious little hope. The settlement was small, and his team had already performed a thorough search. The humans were as thorough as they were ingenious. “We will seek a vendetta from the council. This slaughter was not sanctioned, and I have confirmed through the nest leaders that no action was pursued through the council.” 
 
    “Finding these humans may prove difficult,” one of the other leaders said, “their Tog masters shield them carefully.” 
 
    “Var’at,” the high commander addressed him. He bowed his head and lowered his crest. “I charge you with locating the humans’ lair. You have complete authority in this matter. You are to spare no expense.” 
 
    “It shall be done. Then it is war?” Var’at asked. 
 
    “As much as we are allowed.” 
 
    “I wish to lead it.” The high commander cast an eye toward Var’at, who forced himself not to assume the posture of respect. The other leaders hissed their displeasure at his audacity. Trying to assert any sort of dominance was a very dangerous thing. He felt his crest rise. It still felt strange when it rose, the scar tissue from the wound the human inflicted had changed things. A lot of things. “I feel it is my right.” 
 
    “Do you, scout leader?” 
 
    “Yes!” he hissed with conviction.  
 
    “Then you will join me before the Concordian Council and help me plead this case.” 
 
    “It will be as you say, high commander.” The high commander’s crest stood higher than his, but Var’at began to think his might be higher, some day. The communicator hissed, and Var’at answered. He listened for a minute before speaking again. “One of the teams found a small group of survivors. They hid under a pile of dead, pretending to be so themselves.” 
 
    “Then they will travel with us, as well, once we know the fullness of the story.” 
 
    “It will be as you say, high commander.” Var’at stood respectfully behind the high commanders of his species and thought about what was to come. Battle, most certainly. Glory, he hoped. Death, it was possible, but such was the way of things.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    June 22nd, 518 AE 
 
    Council Chambers, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Minu followed Dram to the Chosen council chamber as he’d requested. It was the first time she’d ever sat on this side of the semicircular table. Her seat was that of an adjutant to Dram, though it wasn’t really her position. As a member of command, she belonged under the First, or she might have had a reason to sit behind Jasmine who now led Science. She didn’t argue, as several watched Dram guide her to her seat. “Why do you want me here?” she’d asked as they approached the chamber. 
 
    “This is developing into the test of our time,” he’d said, “and like it or not, you’re center stage. You deserve to be here.” 
 
    Inside the chamber, the Leadership Council took their places. Once the seat scraping and throat clearing was over the other door opened, and the scout commander entered. Minu hissed when she saw Ivan Malovich step in, followed by two of his team members. He still wore his field jumpsuit, smeared with dirt and blood. Never one to follow, he spoke up immediately. “Why is this necessary?” he said before sitting. 
 
    “It is necessary, because I say it is,” Dram said in his deep baritone. “Sit down, Chosen.” Ivan’s eyes flashed as he complied. 
 
    “We have your debriefing,” Jacob spoke up. “Now, I believe we need to hear your story from your mouth.” 
 
    “We did what the situation called for,” Ivan said, already bristling. “We came under fire, and we retaliated. It wasn’t against the ROE.” He scanned the crowd for sympathetic faces but found few. What he did find was Minu’s face staring back at him. At first he grinned evilly, but when he realized she was sitting behind Dram, his smile suffered a premature death. 
 
    “Maybe you’d like to tell us the entire story so we can make our own determinations?” Ivan turned to Jacob, and Minu saw his worry. He’d grown up privileged, and as the eldest son of one of the most powerful men on Bellatrix, he’d long used intimidation as a weapon. But here he was, disarmed, defending himself. “Start from the beginning, Chosen Malovich.” 
 
    “We left the portal on GAX8773 at the designated launch time. We found the area undisturbed and spread out on a basic perimeter search. One of the recon scouts found the remnants of a distribution center, so we relocated our operations center there. We found some evidence of foraging, but we couldn’t tell how recently it had been done. I sent out a picket patrol and started evaluating the available salvage. Before planetary night, the enemy engaged my picket with light arms fire. There were two casualties, no dead. We pursued immediately in force.” 
 
    “You didn’t send recon to evaluate the situation?” Dram asked. 
 
    “It appeared to be a Rasa harassment attack.” 
 
    “Appeared?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “Yes…sir.” He seemed to offer the ‘sir’ as an afterthought. Minu never ceased to be amazed by the gall of the Malovichs. Ivan wore four stars now, like her. They’d promoted him only weeks after she was. She’d wondered how many people Viktor Malovich had threatened to make that happen. “I’ve led units who’ve been engaged in Rasa harassment attacks several times; they’re predictable.” 
 
    “Proceed,” Jacob instructed. 
 
    For more than an hour Ivan explained the events of the previous day, from the first tentative probe of the Rasa, to his team’s discovery of their base. The Chosen had deployed as Minu had trained them, using higher ground to employ their ultra-powerful beamcasters to best effect. And then his recon scouts had questioned his decision. The Rasa camp didn’t seem like a combat or salvage operation. There were little or no defenses and no signs of heavy equipment. Ivan saw it as an opportunity. He ordered the attack. Armed with six beamcasters, the Chosen struck with decisive force. 
 
    “What did you find when you won the day?” Dram asked. 
 
    “There was a small cache of technology and several research labs.” 
 
    “Soldiers?” 
 
    “We didn’t find any front-line soldiers, those with armor and flechette machine guns.” 
 
    “But you attacked anyway?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “We had an ideal opportunity to take the fight to them.” 
 
    “Taking the fight to them wasn’t your job,” Dram reminded him. Ivan stared at him. “Didn’t anything strike you as unusual about their camp? The lack of fortifications and shields, the things you’d expect to find at a forward scout base?” 
 
    “They made a mistake, and we held them accountable,” Ivan said defiantly.  
 
    Minu looked at the images bought back by Ivan and his scouts, pictures taken from the ‘base,’ showing what had happened there. Just as Dram said, she didn’t see any of the things you’d expect to see. She saw sleeping billets, food preparation areas, open equipment storage, and exposed research positions, but nothing for defense. “Didn’t the lack of firepower surprise you?” she spoke up before she could stop herself.  
 
    “What right do you have to question me?” 
 
    “Answer her!” Dram snapped with such venom that Minu almost jumped. Ivan did.  
 
    “Surprised? No. They were foolish to be so poorly defended.” 
 
    “That’s because it wasn’t a salvage base,” she said with a growl. 
 
    “How would you know?” 
 
    “Because I can use my powers of observation. Look at image 111a and image 115b. Both show civilian Rasa. I know, because there was a civilian on the team I took out on GBX49881. He was some sort of technician, a noncombatant. He was unarmed.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Look at the images. I challenge you to find any enemy combatants. Look at images 221a through 221x. They show immature or female Rasa. All Rasa we’ve engaged were male, we’re certain of that. Why were there females and children there?” Ivan shrugged. “I’ll tell you why, because you just killed a village full of civilians!” There were gasps around the room as the council members scrambled to look at the images she’d called out. She glanced around. One by one, the Chosen were seeing what she’d already spotted.  
 
    “That world is on the frontier,” Jacob pointed out, “they must have been squatting.” Ivan nodded, his face ashen. He looked desperate, but still defiant. Had the bastard known he was killing helpless beings?  
 
    “While that might be the case,” Minu said, “no formal notice was filed with the Concordia. You can’t go around killing squatters, especially if they’re non-combatants! At the least, it’s an act of war; at the worst, a war crime! What have you done?!” 
 
    “I have done my duty!” Ivan cried and pounded the table. “No mere woman should dare to question me!” 
 
    “Shut up,” Jacob said, a look of pity on his face. 
 
    “She has no right!” 
 
    “She’s doing her job,” Dram said. “Something you didn’t. Slaughter of innocents? Women and children?” 
 
    “They are alien creatures! They slaughtered and ate one of her team last year!” 
 
    “And we killed them for it,” Minu pointed out, “but we didn’t go to their planet and kill their children in retaliation.” 
 
    Ivan pointed at her and started screaming vulgarities in his native Rusk. Dram shouted him down. “Maybe you’d better not dig yourself in any deeper. I recommend Chosen Malovich be held over for a general inquiry of the council.” 
 
    “Agreed,” they said one after another. Ivan was so incoherent with rage they almost had to drag him from the room. If it had been anyone else, Minu would’ve felt pity. Since it was Ivan, she should have felt glee. Instead, she felt fear. 
 
    Once he was gone, the council room filled with loud conversation. Dram turned to her. “What kind of fallout can we expect?” 
 
    “Bad,” she said and pulled a tablet from her holster. It took her a moment to find the correct files on Concordian law. “It will take a while to see if there’s any precedent. After so many hundreds of thousand years of history, I’m sure it’s there.” 
 
    “Give me an idea?” 
 
    “It’s an act of war, at the least.” 
 
    “We’re protected by the Tog.” 
 
    “To some degree, yes. We know the Rasa are small players, or they would’ve gotten serious with the Tog after my incident. For the same reasons we can also assume that, though they work for the T’Chillen, they’re not formally allied. The beamcasters were T’Chillen property, but the snakes never made a claim against the Tog. I guess; I’m not sure. I need to ask Ted and Pip, they’re more up to speed on Concordian Law than I am.” 
 
    “Okay, I can’t ask for more at this point. Get me what you can as soon as possible so I can brief the council.” 
 
    Minu looked around at the devolved chaos of the meeting and wondered what would come of it. If the Rasa attacked them on Bellatrix, how would they defend themselves? The Chosen couldn’t stand side by side in solidarity. We need soldiers, she said to herself. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    June 30th, 518 AE 
 
    War Council, Grand Concordian Conclave, Concordia Capital World of Nexus 
 
      
 
    A week had passed since the slaughter of their base on GAX8773. Var’at stepped through a portal onto the planet Nexus. The Spire was more magnificent than he’d expected, reaching more than two kilometers above his head. Every hundred meters along the wall, portals rested on their own balconies, many working around the clock carrying dignitaries and visitors to all the worlds of the Concordia. As a scout, Var’at had seen an amazing number of species. There were many times that number here. The hollow central shaft of the spire was a massive jump chute, where thousands of hoverfields propelled beings up and down according to their wishes. The high commander led him to a railing, where he walked through a gate and fell from sight. Had he stepped out on the other side, he would have gone up instead of down. Var’at stepped off behind the high commander. 
 
    Scouts learned not to trust hoverfields on frontier worlds. There was no way of knowing how many centuries or eons they’d sat unused, their circuitry decaying. Swarms of bots working around the clock meticulously maintained the machines on Nexus. It was one planet in the galaxy where everything always worked. Consequently, it was a very popular tourist spot.  
 
    Level after level zoomed past. Var’at watched as a massive Targ stepped off, matching his fall. The creature turned its reptilian head as far as it could, allowing one of its six eyes to look at him. It nodded almost imperceptibly, and Var’at returned the gesture. Reptiles stuck together. As the next level approached, the Targ stuck a foot out. The hoverfield sensed the motion and brought the being in for a landing. 
 
    Var’at and his high commander reached the bottom floor and quickly headed for an exit. Before leaving their home, they’d been told a vehicle would be waiting for them. The commander used his communicator to home in on it, and a moment later a luxurious aerocar landed, its doors sliding open. They climbed aboard, and it instantly jumped into the air. There was no conversation in the car; both males were silent, occupied with their own thoughts. Var’at wondered if the commander was as nervous as he was. They’d pulled a great many strings to get this meeting. Waiting a hundred years for a sub council of the great unified council to hear a case was not unheard of. Because of the natural bickering of the many species within the Concordia, the War Council was one of the hardest to obtain an audience with. It had only been a week, and they were here.  
 
    “Will the nest father be here, as well?” 
 
    The supreme commander snapped his jaws negatively. “This is not something he would dirty his claws with. It is entrusted to us.” 
 
    “And should we fail to convince the council?” 
 
    “Then they will feed us to the hatchlings, and more competent diplomats will make another attempt.” 
 
    “I am not a diplomat,” Var’at pointed out, not that it would matter. He regretted opening his muzzle back on the home planet.  
 
    “Neither am I, but this really isn’t a diplomatic situation. War is for warriors. Borders, trade, and social issues are for diplomats.” Var’at was about to complain about the injustice when the car banked toward a landing. He only had a moment to see the landing pads circling the conical War Ministry spire before the car landed. Display boards flashed messages in many scripts, mostly advising arrivals to clear the pads quickly. As the door opened, their translator pendants picked up a radio message and relayed the information.  
 
    “Please clear the landing pad area as quickly as possible; traffic must flow smoothly. Aquatic assistance is only available on pads nine through eleven. Exotic breathers must be confined to—” As they stepped inside, the short-range transmitter no longer reached them. The high commander approached an interactive display and entered their information. Var’at read the message as it appeared. 
 
    “Rasa envoy party,” it read. It displayed an appointment scheduled to begin in less than an hour. “Vendetta Petition against lower species Humans. Representation in absentia.” 
 
    “The humans are not here to defend themselves,” the high commander hissed in delight. “This will be easy.” 
 
    They followed the directions the computer provided and descended to a lower level of the spire. Deadly-looking centipede-bots searched them while a pair of crab-bots with beamcasters mounted on their carapaces flanked them. Var’at tried not to jump as a crab-bot trained the barrel of one on him. The memory of his encounter with the human Chosen was still fresh in his mind. Once they were scanned and cleared, they were ushered into a waiting area with other delegations.  
 
    Var’at spent the time trying to recognize and categorize each species. It wasn’t easy. They were all lower-order species, like the Rasa, though they must have been lower still, because he recognized none of them. At the appointed time, the room’s speakers boomed. “Rasa delegation, you may enter.” They hopped up and skittered down the hall. 
 
    At the end of the hall, they paused. A display indicated they were normalizing the atmosphere for them. Fully ninety percent of the Concordian species were oxygen breathers, so Var’at wondered what strange beings had just vacated the council chamber. The doors slid open, and they could see water dripping from the walls and ceilings into drains. That answered his question; the species before them had been aquatic.  
 
    “Enter,” their pendants said, and they moved forward as another door opened. They were on the bottom level of a low amphitheater. Around them, rows of seats for minor dignitaries and observers rose upwards. Directly in front of the Rasa delegation were three boxes, each holding a single being and their advisors. These were the actual councilors. Var’at looked up nervously to see what species sat before them. The responsibility rotated, and who it would be that day was unknown until the council sat.  
 
    To the left was a Gulla, a frog-like species known for their mechanical prowess and general lack of interest in the day-to-day affairs of the Concordia. Their indifference was good for the Rasa cause. On the right was one of the rare insectoid species. The Gojo looked like a pile of broken tree branches and twigs. Var’at knew little to nothing about them. In the center was the president in charge of the hearing, and they’d hit the jackpot. A pair of T’Chillen sat there, their massive forms wrapped around a padded column installed for their comfort. Tiny, serpentine arms worked on the tablet the president held, and a pair of forked tongues occasionally slipped out of their wide mouths to test the air. Their black on black eyes, sitting atop retractable stalks, swiveled when Var’at and his commander entered. He and the high commander effected bows to each of the councilors, holding them extra-long for the T’Chillen. Each species returned the bow, though not nearly as deeply.  
 
    “We of the Rasa have been wronged, and we demand Vendetta!” cried the high commander, as protocol dictated.  
 
    “Explain your case,” the T’Chillen hissed.  
 
    Var’at waited as the high commander laid out their claim to vendetta. It took half their allotted time before the council. When he finished, the T’Chillen spoke. “You were squatting on GAX8773,” it hissed. 
 
    “We have not attempted to deny this fact.” 
 
    “I should say not,” the Gulla spoke, bubbles popping from its gill slits. “Squatting is a very serious violation.” 
 
    “And we would face that violation if justly accused,” Var’at hissed angrily. “Instead, the humans murdered our people without sanction!” The high commander placed his claws on Var’at’s shoulder, squeezing hard enough to penetrate his skin. It was as public a display of disapproval as he would allow.  
 
    “We acknowledge this was a non-sanctioned attack,” the Gojo spoke through its translator, sounding like leaves rustling under moss, “but your claim of vendetta is not strongly supported.” 
 
    “We have been harassed by these humans for months,” the high commander complained. For the first time, worry was evident in his hissing plea.  
 
    “The council is aware of your little conflict with the human bugs,” the T’Chillen said, cutting off any further protests from the high commander and earning a look of annoyance from the Gulla, “and we find them insignificant.” Var’at braced himself for the worst. “However, the human wards of the Tog need to be put in their place. The Tog’s control of their clients is less than adequate.” The T’Chillen conferred with the other two council members for a moment before continuing. “You are granted vendetta. Duration is not to exceed five standard days, scope does not extend to non-involved species or worlds. The Tog, allies of the Tog, and associates of the humans are off limits. All hostilities will cease precisely five days after the beginning of vendetta. The starting date must be transmitted to this council no later than two days from this moment.” 
 
    The T’Chillen stabbed at its computer and gestured toward the chamber doors that were now opening. The high commander turned to leave via the door opposite the one they’d entered though. “Honored Councilor?” Var’at spoke. The T’Chillen seemed surprised that he was still there, then nodded for him to proceed. “What defense did the humans offer?” 
 
    “You have your desire fulfilled, why does it concern you?” 
 
    The High Commander watched Var’at with a concerned eye. “Call it curiosity about our adversary.” 
 
    “Understandable,” the T’Chillen hissed. “They have not been called to testify. The Tog elected not to inform them of your claim.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Julast 9th, 518 AE 
 
    Science Branch, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
     
 
    For two weeks Minu dedicated as much time as she could spare to getting Dram the answers he wanted. The lack of data available through the Tog network and her workload didn’t make it easy. Twice, her team believed they’d found a way around the computer problem. They made prototypes and took them to the HERT, but both times the results were less than favorable. One weapon failed to operate properly as the computer pressed into service overloaded and kept shutting down. The other caused a catastrophic overload in the plasma channel, blowing the weapon and the unlucky crab-bot holding it into smoking debris. Minu had never been happier about Pip’s preoccupation with safety than she was when that rifle exploded. Gregg or Aaron could be the ones scattered all over the floor instead of the crab-bot.  
 
    The horribly-failed test helped Jasmine understand how important it was to have the correct part. Jasmine pushed Minu harder every day. “There simply must be a way to dumb it down so it will use simpler computers,” she insisted more than once. “We have access to hundreds of different models.” 
 
    “You must understand the nature of this weapon,” Minu explained in a meeting. “The computer is the brain of the weapon. This is much more of a finesse weapon than a ballistic firearm, or even a beamcaster. The plasma doesn’t want to go in a straight line. It’s nothing more than electricity in its purest form. It will discharge into the nearest high-potential ground it can find, including the operator. The laser burns an ionized negative channel, forcing the plasma to follow a set course. In addition the laser acts as a penetrating charge of sorts, creating a hole in basic types of armors to increase the effectiveness of the plasma charge. We don’t use much plasma, and without the laser giving it somewhere to work, it would splash ineffectively against most Concordian-made body armor.” 
 
    “It would still do some damage, right?” 
 
    “On some species, sure. Against a species like the Rasa, or the T’Chillen, or a Mok-Tok? No. You’d probably just piss them off. The computer controls the scanner in the barrel, the laser, and all its functions, including attenuation, sighting, scanning, and plasma discharge timing and intensity.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound that complicated,” Jasmine said offhandedly. 
 
    “You try it.” 
 
    “Don’t be flippant.” 
 
    “You’re being patronizing. Look at the detailed write-up on the shock rifle. The laser charges and fires a preliminary sighting beam which the rifleman uses to aim. The laser then sends out a probing beam of about a hundred watts. It burns a tiny amount of the target, like a mass spectrometer, that tells the sensor about the target’s composition. Once the computer decides which firing protocol to use, the laser discharges at full power. Depending on the target composition, the beam holds its intensity until it penetrates the target’s hide or armor. Once done, the beam collimator creates a hole channel, an opening down the beam. This is a negatively-charged passage for the plasma, kind of like a magnet. Finally, it fires the plasma charge into the channel, and the computer controls the intensity depending on the composition of the target.” 
 
    “Okay, why can’t the operator do all of that?” 
 
    “Because it takes place in zero point zero two five seconds.” Jasmine’s jaw dropped, and Minu knew she’d never bothered to fully read any of the technical write-ups. “You can automate some of these functions or file the edges off to create a one-size-fits-all approach, but then you effectively neutralize any advantage the weapon has. The operator would have to shoot something. If the shot doesn’t penetrate, he’d have to up the laser holing intensity and fire again. Then, if the plasma charge isn’t enough to be lethal, he’d have to increase that. Surely you can see the danger in having a rifleman make all these adjustments while something is shooting him? Where the beamcaster is a sledgehammer, the shock rifle is a carving knife.” 
 
    Jasmine finally understood, at least enough to back off on her demands for results. Minu returned to the lab and flopped into a chair. Pip stood in front of the interactive wall display, moving things with hand gestures and mumbling to himself. “How long has he been like that?” 
 
    “All morning,” Mandi said. She was dissecting a pile of computers and running tests on them. At the other end of the lab, Alijah and Terry were running simulations to see how the barrel design would hold up to extended plasma charge exposure. Minu wanted to talk to Pip, but he continued to mumble, so she got up, retrieved a cup of coffee, then went to figure out what he was doing. 
 
    “What are you up to?” she asked, blowing on her drink.  
 
    “Trying to flowchart the computer process to see if we can trim it down.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she said and took a sip while examining the board. There was the rifle, blown up and exploded. Individual parts didn’t have labels, but groups of parts representing functions did. An icon on the bottom represented the computer, and Pip had drawn a line from it to a large box, about one-third the size of the board, filled with flowchart symbols. “What exactly are you hoping for?” Pip grunted in annoyance, and she put a hand on his arm. “Maybe I can help.” 
 
    He sighed and paid her some attention. “Maybe you can.” She didn’t know if he was humoring her or being genuine. “This is the computer’s program in simplified form. I’ve broken down all the functions and sub-functions to create a step process chart. You can see how some processes interact with others and what systems they work with.” 
 
    “There are a lot,” she said, sounding like she understood more than she did. The board was a crisscrossing labyrinth of pathways and commands. She hadn’t studied much programming yet. It sounded like another college class was in order.  
 
    “You’ve created a real monster,” he admitted. “I think I can come up with a way to use four energy-process control computers in sequence.” 
 
    “I thought we tried something similar yesterday. They still haven’t found all the parts of that crab-bot.” 
 
    “The difference is that I’m going to dedicate a section of commands to each of the four computers, and only have them talk to each other when functions overlap.” 
 
    “That sounds promising. How long do you think you’ll need to design the architecture and program the computers?” 
 
    “Once I work out the first one, we can duplicate the programming and bulk load them five or six at a time. The wiring might take an hour or so, per weapon.” 
 
    “That’s not bad! How long before you’ll have the first one ready?” 
 
    “About six months.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    Pip shrugged and looked helpless. “I said it might work; I didn’t say it was easy.” He stepped over to his perpetually-neat work area and retrieved a cylindrical metal thing that reminded Minu of a big steel aspirin capsule. It was eight centimeters long and half that around. “This is the computer I’m using.” 
 
    “It’s smaller than the ones from yesterday,” she observed. 
 
    “Yes. By using four, each one doesn’t have to be as powerful. We have thousands of these in one of the warehouses. They’re from a junk pile somewhere, and we use them for everything from running tractors to radars on dirigibles. It has one terabyte of memory and a four-twenty gigahertz processor. The problem is, that isn’t very fast.” 
 
    “The computer calls for at least one terahertz of speed, right?” 
 
    “With one computer. By spreading out the load, we might make it work using slower machines.” 
 
    “How much more complicated will the weapon pathways be?” 
 
    “A lot. I’ve had Terry working on it. He says we can do it, and he has data cables to spare. The only real problem is the housing for the four computers. We can either spread them around the weapon and complicate things or cram them all in the stock.” Pip touched his screen, and Minu saw the weapon morph into two new variations. Dispersing the computers spoiled the weapon’s lines without making it too cumbersome. Putting them in the stock doubled the size of that component. She imagined what it would be like to wield the weapon in close quarters combat, and she didn’t like the image.  
 
    “Go with the dispersed if we move to testing,” she said. “But that six-month estimate?” 
 
    “It may be less.” 
 
    “Get help. I don’t care who, I’ll make the arrangements.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At the end of the day her team staggered out one at a time. Like almost every other night, Pip and Minu were the last to leave. She thanked him for working so hard, and he mumbled something about data transfer compatibility and waved good bye. Despite her fatigue and the late hour, she met Cherise for a brief workout. The other girl was in town more often, now that the new food distribution hub in Minsk was up and running. Afterwards, Minu had dinner from the dispenser and a shower before bed. She missed Christian and the time they’d spent together. He’d left for an off-world mission several days earlier, leaving anything more about their feelings unsaid. He was intuitive enough to know it was a risky area of conversation. Still, his profession of love echoed in her ears every night she was alone. She tried to sort out her feelings for him. Do I love him? she asked herself in the darkened billet. Sleep came to her before any sort of answer did. 
 
    The next day she went back to work. Minu helped Pip get approval for his outrageous manpower requests. By that afternoon a hundred computer experts from all over Bellatrix began work without knowing what they were working on. The advertisement read, “Contract to assist in computer networking project.” When potential employees contacted Minu’s office, she explained it was a Chosen contract, paid in credits, no questions asked. The contract was results driven; no success, no pay. There was no shortage of takers.  
 
    “Come to lunch,” a familiar voice called into her lab. Minu smiled at Dram and followed him out. Once they had their food, Minu asked him what the occasion was. “I wanted a face-to-face to see how things are going. Those requisitions for manpower caught me by surprise. Are they a lead, or desperation?” 
 
    “Pip is onto a solution for the computers.” 
 
    “Better than the last one?” 
 
    “The bots hope so.” Dram smiled and shook his head. As she was explaining, a cafeteria attendant came by and took their empty trays. Minu blinked in surprise; it was the first time she could remember seeing any of the employees in many months.  
 
    “Seems like a good idea,” Dram said, pulling Minu back into the discussion. 
 
    “How goes the Frontier?” 
 
    “That’s another reason I’m here.” Minu put her fork down and took a drink. “We haven’t had so much as a potshot taken at our guys in several days. Right after the Ivan fiasco, there was a big uptick in attacks, and I curtailed most operations in the Frontier. But the Tog insisted we continue some searches related to a secret project for them.” He shrugged and took a bite. Minu was very familiar with their benefactors’ M.O. They liked lots of mystery and little explanation. “When we went back out, there was nothing, no challenges. I even sent a heavily-armed team to a known Rasa hotspot, just out of curiosity.” 
 
    “Nothing there, either?” 
 
    “No.” Minu pushed her plate away, appetite gone. “Your report of probable Rasa responses under The Law was very detailed, more detailed than we could have ever done with the Concordian network.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Would you care to explain how you managed that?” Minu mindlessly picked up a carrot stick and munched on it, shaking her head. “Funny thing. A few months ago, not long before your amazing shock rifle design first saw the light of day, I received an official complaint from Z’Kal. Hse says someone hacked the Tog network, very thoroughly and almost maliciously.” 
 
    “That’s interesting.” 
 
    “Isn’t it? Hse said there was considerable evidence that Malovich Industries did it. So much evidence that it was almost too obvious. I mean, if Victor Malovich had committed a computer crime against the Tog, wouldn’t he have tried to hide it rather than accessing their network using his own personal computer interface?” Minu made a mental note to chastise Pip for being so blatant. “These perpetrators used some handmade bugs that stunned Z’Kal. Hse was so amazed, hse delayed using his best defenses so he could see what the hacker would try next. Don’t know anyone with that sort of talent, do you?” 
 
    “Not that I can think of,” she said with a straight face. Lying was a skill Chosen cultivated from the days of their Trials. She trusted and liked Dram, but coming clean would serve no purpose and would likely damage their efforts. “What did the council think of the Law data we gave you?” 
 
    He looked at her critically for a moment, and she was afraid he wouldn’t drop the hacking issue. He had to know it was them; by now, half the Chosen probably knew, and the rest likely suspected. He took a bite of his sandwich and continued. “The council ruled out an open declaration of war. Considering what we know of that squatter colony, they would never get permission. If it had been a higher-order species?” Minu shuddered, thinking about what would’ve happened if Ivan had shot up a bunch of T’Chillen or Gulla civilians. Could the Tog have protected them? “Sanctions don’t seem possible, either. It’s easy to offend the Rasa, and we’re not worth much. That just leaves Vendetta.” 
 
    “A mini war?” He nodded gravely. “What danger is that to us? No one knows where we are. At least, no one who will talk.” 
 
    “There are ways of finding out.”  
 
    Minu took a drink. If any of the Rasa were half as brilliant as Pip, it was only a matter of time. “I’d better get back to work.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Julast 13th, 518 AE 
 
    Science Branch, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Two days after Minu talked to Dram the humans temporarily terminated all off-world operations. To everyone’s surprise, the Tog did not complain. Then, to their horror, all aliens on Bellatrix left or canceled visits. Minu knew things were heating up when she turned on the morning news and saw lines of aliens waiting at the normally inactive Tranquility Portal. They were mostly Tog and Beezer, with a scattering of other species. They were all leaving as fast as they could.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Minu asked Pip as she walked into the lab, coffee in hand.  
 
    “Last one out is stuck with the bill,” he said. Her whole team was there watching a broadcast on the big wall monitor. Normally she’d protest the abuse of resources; today, it seemed the thing to do. The line at the Tranquility Portal grew steadily smaller. A tight-knit assemblage of Beezer were pressing through, leaving behind the curious human residents and a flock of reporters. Word of the unprecedented events traveled quickly. 
 
    “The civil authority has no clue, does it?” Minu asked.  
 
    “None,” Pip answered. She knew he’d know. “Most Chosen operations aren’t what you’d call secret. I’ve talked to people about the whole Rasa thing; most of what we do never makes the civilian news. Your beamcaster was news because it cost them money. This? Please. The average idiot won’t care until we have a real war on our hands. Dead and dying Chosen are only good for human interest pieces published during Founders’ Day celebrations.” 
 
    Minu nodded and watched a talking head hypothesizing about the reason for the sudden departure. Had a rare disease broken out on the world, and no one informed the people? One moron from New Jerusalem suggested Bellatrix was about to be destroyed, like Earth. Minu hoped that rumor wouldn’t grow wings. Her communicator buzzed, and she answered it.  
 
    “Command bunker, ASAP,” Dram ordered, then hung up without waiting for a reply. 
 
    Minu headed for the door. “Everyone in full field kits. Stay put until I get back!” she yelled over her shoulder as she ran. As she crossed the building to the secure bunker access, her communicator went off again. “Chosen Alma.” 
 
    “It’s me,” Pip’s voice came at her. 
 
    “Weren’t my orders clear enough? I have a meeting in the bunker.” She slid to a stop next to a group of waiting Chosen. The indicator over the nearest lift showed a car arriving in ten seconds. “You’ve got ten seconds.” 
 
    “Your orders were clear,” he snapped, “but not to Mandi. She wants to go home if there’ll be fighting.” 
 
    “She thinks she’ll be safer at her apartment in Chelan?” 
 
    “So it would seem.”  
 
    Minu asked a man wearing three green stars waiting next to her, “Civilian shuttles to Chelan still running?” 
 
    “One leaving in five minutes,” he answered, “and if we’re going on alert, it will be the last.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said and spoke into her communicator. “If she wants to go, fine. Tell her the last shuttle to Chelan leaves in five minutes.” 
 
    “If we need to work on weapons, she should be here.” 
 
    The floor vibrated and a bell rang, announcing the lift’s arrival. The doors opened with a hiss. “Fuck her,” Minu said, “we’ll be better off without her bitching.” 
 
    Minu heard Mandi screaming in the background. Pip must have had her on speaker. “Tell that bitch she can go to hell!” Minu climbed into the car, the thick concrete and metal effectively cutting off any more conversation. 
 
    A half hour later Minu took her assigned seat behind Jasmine. She would’ve preferred to sit next to Dram, or even Jacob. Though she’d come to an agreement of sorts with the raven-haired Peninsula woman, there was still no love lost between them. Minu worked in Science, so she sat with Jasmine. The woman turned when Minu came in and spoke. “Are the guns finished?” 
 
    “No,” Minu said. “We might be ready to test in a week…” 
 
    “Okay,” Jasmine said. She looked resigned. “Keep working on them, no matter what’s going on. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
    “We’ll try.” 
 
    “Attention everyone,” Dram’s deep voice boomed. The semicircular command center was as full as she’d ever seen it. At least two hundred Chosen crowded into half that many chairs. Dozens stood along the back wall. The slightly curved wall-length display was on standby, displaying the seldom-seen five-pointed star logo of the Chosen. Each point’s color represented a different branch of service. As she waited, she watched the star rotate slowly on three axes. Once everyone in the room settled down, Dram spoke again. “First Among the Chosen, Jacob Bentley.” 
 
    There was polite applause when Jacob entered the room and stood before the rotating logo facing the Chosen. “I’m sure you’re all aware of the Rasa incident ten days ago. As we feared, it was a flash point in our undeclared hostilities.” From a desk he picked up a device similar to a portal control rod and gestured over his shoulder. The logo on the screen disappeared, replaced by an image of the Minsk Portal surrounded by retracted conveyor arms, the handiwork of Cherise and her people. Visible in the scene were a pair of green-star Chosen and numerous civilians, all talking. “What you’re seeing transpired four hours ago,” Jacob said as the scene continued to play out. The portal activated and seemed to surprise all those present. Several of them looked at their wrist watches and consulted tablets, wondering if they’d forgotten a scheduled shipment.  
 
    While they tried to figure out who’d activated the portal, a single Rasa jumped through. It wore armor like the kind Minu had seen on GBX2334, only this armor was more ornate, with inlays of precious metal and gems. Several Chosen gasped or shouted in anger when the Rasa raised a hand-weapon and shot the nearest person, one of the Chosen, in the head. Though they weren’t combat-tested scouts, the surviving Chosen rushed the alien while the civilians ran for their lives. He tackled, then disarmed the creature. “Why didn’t it keep shooting?” Minu asked herself out loud. A nearby Chosen turned to her and nodded, acknowledging the validity of her question. Why indeed? 
 
    “The Chosen there were unarmed, which turned out to be a good thing. The Rasa’s attack was symbolic, an ancient Concordian ritual announcing the beginning of an armed conflict. The Chosen’s death was a byproduct; the Rasa only needed to cause bloodshed. If we’d properly defended our portal, we’d have neutralized the alien.” The scene changed to the unarmored Rasa, sitting passively and uncomfortably in a human-made chair. Several silver-star Chosen were examining the Rasa’s armor, and Minu could see that Concordian script covered every inch of it. “The armor, like his mission, is ritual. On it is a notice that we are under Vendetta.” Minu took a deep breath that whistled out through her teeth. “It states the dates and conditions of the vendetta. The excellent research provided by Chosen Minu Alma has told us that if we’d killed the messenger, we’d have escalated hostilities.” Minu wished she’d remembered that.  
 
    “How the hell were we supposed to know this?” asked one of the only blue-star Chosen in the room. His two stars shone in the dim light, as did the anger on his face. “The damned Tog keep us ignorant, and we’ll kill ourselves by accident someday.” 
 
    “It isn’t something ‘young’ species usually encounter,” Jacob answered, a courtesy to one of his branch commanders. “At least, that’s what Z’Kal said before hse left.” As if the attacking Rasa on the screen hadn’t caused enough of an uproar, the latest news surely did. Z’Kal was the gatekeeper to the Tog’s Concordian knowledge, and a sort of liaison to the Tog themselves. If hse left, it meant they were truly alone. “As of now, we believe there are no more aliens on Bellatrix. According to the proclamation on the armor, hostilities will commence within a few hours and continue for five days.” 
 
    He had to wait several minutes before the conversations, shouts, and harsh words between the branches of service died down. Minu saw more than one older Chosen staring at her with barely concealed anger, and she knew they likely blamed her for the events leading up to this. Secretly she blamed herself, too.  
 
    Eventually Dram regained order, and his boss continued. “We only have two scout teams off-world, both overdue. They may be cut off because of the vendetta. If that’s the case, they’ll wait it out on one of the neutral frontier worlds.” Minu felt a stab of worry for Christian and his team. “Dram is drawing up a duty roster, and my office will begin emailing out assignments shortly. We’re on alert. I know many of you haven’t fired a weapon since training, so I’m creating combat teams centered around our best trained, most experienced combat personnel. Five days might seem like a long time, but we have the upper hand. We’ve shut down all but three portals. One of the operational ones is here and is heavily defended. Combat teams will be leaving for the other two portals in one hour.  
 
    “We only have a few hours and a lot to do. Please return to your offices and wait for your assignments.” 
 
    “What about the Tog?” someone asked. “Are they going to help?” 
 
    “According to the rules of Vendetta, we’re on our own.” The silence that descended on the room was deafening. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Julast 13th, 518 AE  
 
    Science Branch, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Minu returned to her team and briefed them. Pip was busy, having already gotten the details from others who’d attended the meeting. Mandi was gone. Terry and Alijah took it all in stride. The turn of events might have surprised others, but not these four Chosen.  
 
    By the time she’d explained the situation, the email with the duty rosters and team assignments had arrived. Her assignment was to keep doing what she was doing. Gregg and Aaron were to keep working with her in weapons development. As if on cue, the two scouts appeared at the door. They had field kits over their shoulders and carried beamcasters. “This where the fun begins?” Gregg chuckled when he saw the surprised looks on Terry and Alijah’s faces. 
 
    “Only in your pants,” Pip said, and they all laughed. Given Terry and Alijah’s limited experience, it made sense that they’d assigned the two scouts to the lab in a combat situation. 
 
    “We have portal duty in four hours,” Minu told them, “so let’s get as much as possible done between now and then.” 
 
    The time passed, but no attack materialized. Minu helped anyone who asked and tried not to look as nervous as she felt. Aaron and Gregg played cards and joked; the others carried on with their work. Pip got a civilian engineer who hadn’t run away to hide to fill in for Mandi during the alert. Before long, it was their turn on portal duty.  
 
    For four hours they were the trip line—the first line of defense, meat shields. They’d placed four heavy beamcasters within view of the active side of the portal, and Minu deployed her people to all the exits. That left her free to move about, and boredom quickly set in. She tried doing some coursework and research, but she couldn’t concentrate. Only Pip seemed unaffected as he continued to work with his tablets while monitoring his assigned beamcaster. Minu wasn’t sure why she’d brought him. If the Rasa attacked, he probably wouldn’t notice. 
 
    She walked into the courtyard to look at the portal, running a hand along the pearly iridescent dais. Before she thought about it, she climbed to the top step and sat cross legged on the dais. As she’d done with Jovich months earlier, she stared at the swirling patterns of light and began to let go. Very quickly she found herself floating inside.  
 
    This really is like swimming, she thought as she drifted through the ethereal environment. The swirling patterns reminded her of deep-space nebula or distant galaxies viewed through a telescope. They seemed to move of their own volition. She couldn’t feel the air moving. Of course, she couldn’t, there was no wind. It was a dream.  
 
    “What is a dream?” asked a familiar voice in her head. 
 
    “You are a dream,” she replied. 
 
    “I simply am.” 
 
    “Glad to see you agree with me,” she said and chuckled at her own joke.  
 
    “Danger comes,” the mysterious voice said. Minu could just see the spider-like apparition floating toward her. Like before, its circle of almost-human eyes sent a shiver up her spine.  
 
    Why is this so familiar? she asked herself. “Okay, I’ll bite. What sort of danger?” 
 
    “Rasa.” 
 
    The one-word answer jolted her with fear, then resolve. “How many, how soon, where?” 
 
    “Your kind are made of questions.” It sounded like an accusation. She saw the creature more clearly than ever. For the first time, Minu could make out waving sensory organs around the eyes. Like a spider it had eight limbs. Four looked like legs, but the other four were different. They were shorter, like a crab’s claws, though they didn’t end in pincers. When she tried to focus on the claws they got smaller, and smaller, until her brain began to itch, trying to focus on the tip. What the hell? 
 
    “We are an inquisitive people,” she said, trying to shake off her feeling of unease. “What are you called?” She was afraid another question would anger it. It didn’t. 
 
    “You named us Weavers.” 
 
    “I named you? Until a year ago, I’d never seen you.” 
 
    “Months, weeks, days, minutes, seconds, years, eons, eternity, these are concepts that do not affect us.” 
 
    “Still, you know of them.” 
 
    “We know them from you.”  
 
    Minu snapped her mouth shut. Was it reading her mind? 
 
    “I hear your thoughts,” came the reply, and she tried not to scream. The eyes regarded her curiously, one or two occasionally blinking. “Made of questions and fear, so unlike before. The winds of fate have treated you poorly.” 
 
    “Can you answer my questions about the Rasa?” 
 
    “‘How many’ is four thousand that have come, and more that are preparing. “‘How soon’ is a question we cannot answer. Time is a construct to us, not a moving thing. ‘Where’ is your location, the portal you rest on and speak with us through, and two other portals.” 
 
    Minu tried to jump away from the portal, but her body seemed to spin around in the void. A tiny tendril of awareness told her that her body had not moved at all. She concentrated as hard as she could and managed to see through her real eyes for a moment. Aaron was a few meters away, seemingly running toward her, frozen in mid-stride with a look of terror on his face. I’m somehow frozen in time, she realized. 
 
    “Do not fear; they cannot harm you.” 
 
    “You’re doing this?” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Stopping time?” 
 
    “Time does not work for us the way it does for you. It is necessary to alter your perceptions for us to speak with you. It has always been such with your kind. Unlike others, you can speak with us. Some hear, but they do not really understand.”  
 
    The longer they interacted, the more understandable the Weaver became. From reading my mind, she thought, and shivered. “You’re saying you changed my perception of time so you can speak to me? Why can’t you talk through the portal somehow? Are you alive inside it?” 
 
    “We are not a living being as you understand it; we are not from your universe.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We are not from your universe. I can see from your mind that this is not something you can yet understand. We would like to converse with the being known as Pip.” Minu felt snubbed. “You needn’t feel the way you do; he is of a different order of intelligence. Does a comet envy a star? They both shine brightly, but differently.” 
 
    The sensation of being flattered and insulted at the same time was very strange. Which was she, comet or star? “How do you know Pip?” 
 
    “First from your mind. Then as he travels through the portals. We try to speak to him, but he does not make himself available like you and a few others of your kind.” 
 
    “The meditation,” Minu whispered. 
 
    “This incident has nearly passed. The Rasa will arrive.” 
 
    “Can’t you do something to help us?” 
 
    “The Rasa are coming; you are on the portal they are coming through. You exist in time, we do not. We have made it possible to speak to you, even as you are still moving temporally. Though we changed your perception, we cannot stop your natural temporal movement. We cannot speak to you outside of your universe’s restraints.” 
 
    Minu concentrated on her body again and got another view of Aaron. He was no longer floating between strides. One foot had now reached the ground. From her memory of the previous view and her perception of how much closer he was, she guessed a tenth of a second had passed while she and the Weaver spoke. She did the math in her head and guessed the time ratio was six hundred to one. She almost asked how much time she had left, then cursed when she realized it was a waste of time. Time, damn it! “I’m trapped,” she realized with a sinking sensation. The Rasa were about to come through the portal. Aaron was running because the portal was active and, like an idiot, she was sitting on it meditating with spider-crabs from another universe. 
 
    “Weavers,” it corrected her, “I am.” 
 
    “I know you are. How do I get out of this alive?” 
 
    “You live, you are yet to be born, you are gone; it is all the same.” 
 
    “Maybe to you, but I wish to stay alive for the next few moments in my real time!” 
 
    “It is all the same to us.” Minu’s mind suddenly reeled from a tiny blast of data. It felt like a physical blow between her eyes. She saw calculations with figures, diagrams, and thought forms that seemed to take a year to go by. When the Weavers spoke again, she was still in a haze. “That is how we see you, in your time.” 
 
    “Okay,” she mumbled, uncertain if the words were more than a thought. Not that it mattered to the Weavers. “That doesn’t mean a thing to me. Let’s see if I can get you to understand. The second you revert my perceptions to normal, things speed up for me. A thousand Rasa will come through the portal and kill me in some gruesome way.” 
 
    “That is a correct perception.” 
 
    “Fantastic. So I’m going to die.” 
 
    “You already have, as has everyone in your universe. And you have just been born—” 
 
    “And you could care less?” 
 
    “Beings such as yourselves are inexplicably linked to a time continuum, and thus, mortality. From the moment you enter existence, your lives’ ends are predetermined. We see your birth, your death, and all in between. Such as now.” 
 
    “Heartless bastard.” 
 
    “Our incident is coming to an end.” 
 
    “Is there nothing you can do?” 
 
    “What would you have us do?”  
 
    Minu felt herself beginning to slip from the void, dragged back to her body. Everything was speeding up, the Weaver a crazy blur of motion. She resisted with all her will. “Save me! Help me!” 
 
    “You are already dead.” 
 
    She thought desperately, trying to work within the being’s convoluted logic and perception of her world. “I do not wish to perish in this moment. Do you control the portal?” There was no answer. She took that for a ‘yes.’ “Stop the Rasa from coming through.” 
 
    “They have already come through.” 
 
    “No, not in the moment I exist in, the incident I exist in. Remember, time is linear for me.” 
 
    It was the first time she’d given the being a moment of pause, albeit a brief one. “This is not how we agreed to do our task.” 
 
    “What is your task?” 
 
    “It is as we agreed, and if you do not remember, this incident is ending too quickly to explain it.” 
 
    “I’m asking you, I’m begging you, break the rules! Stop the Rasa, even if only for a few seconds—” 
 
    “We do not understand seconds.” 
 
    “Okay, stop them until I have moved safely away from the fucking portal!” 
 
    Again, it paused before it replied. “Your new instruction is accepted.” She felt herself sweep back to her body, faster and faster. The Weaver’s final words echoed in her head, “Remember, Sapphire.” Then, with a brain-rending snap, she returned to her body. Aaron slammed into her, the impact knocking both of them off the portal dais and onto the ground. Energy weapons fire tore through the portal where she’d sat only an instant before.  
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 Chapter 4 
 
    Julast 13th, 518 AE  
 
    Portal Quad, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    The portal quad exploded with deadly fire. Beamcaster energy bolts cracked back and forth with lethal intensity. As Minu rolled further away, Rasa began pouring through, trying to spread out and be less of a bunched-up target. Aaron pulled out a pair of old-style ballistic handguns and started blazing away, the reports painfully loud. The front-line Rasa soldiers had weapons and armor like the scout team she’d battled on GBX2334. The light arms the Chosen scouts usually carried were no match. The guns Aaron used were huge slug-throwing hand cannons. One soldier went down immediately, an entire arm blown off at the elbow. Two more staggered and fell with breaches in their torso plates. They became impediments to those following them, and the advance began to slow.  
 
    The four beamcaster turrets fired as fast as they could cycle. The weapons’ reports were nearly deafening in the enclosed space despite the open sky above. The beamcasters could fire automatically or manually. Aaron reloaded his guns with amazing speed and tossed one to her. Minu caught it and fired into the face of a Rasa soldier just as he turned toward her, the muzzle blast assaulting her hearing like a sledgehammer. She noticed her team only manned three of the beamcasters. Aaron should be manning the fourth, but he’d abandoned his post and come to her rescue. 
 
    The face shield of the soldier she’d shot exploded, causing him to hiss and drop to the ground. The recoil nearly broke her wrist. Minu switched the gun to her right hand and fired twice more as Aaron dragged her toward the unmanned turret. The intense fire from the three manned turrets covered them until she felt the tingle indicating they’d passed through the defensive shield. Particle beams splashed harmlessly behind them in rainbow bursts of light that bespoke little of their true power.  
 
    “Are you insane!?” Aaron yelled at her, dropping his handgun into her lap and spinning to man the turret. 
 
    “I am,” she replied then shook her head to clear it. “They’re real! I can’t believe it, they’re real!” 
 
    “You went over and plopped down on the portal dais like it’s a picnic table.” He took control of the beamcaster and started firing on a group of Rasa soldiers who were using their fallen comrades as shields. Under the particle accelerator beams entire bodies exploded in red balls of burning gore.  
 
    Minu swallowed the bile rising in her throat. “What’s real?” She shook her head and pretended she’d never said a thing. “What happened? I think I blacked out.” 
 
    He looked at her, snarling and sputtering as he continued to fire, then finally spoke. “You strolled up there and sat down, pretty as can be. We all looked at each other, wondering if you’d lost it. Pip suggested you were goading them into attacking, and we all laughed. Then the damn portal activated, and we stopped laughing. I ran for you even though I figured you were dead. We could see the portal open onto grassy plains, and there were hundreds of soldiers waiting. I hadn’t taken two steps when they fired. Then the weirdest thing happened.” 
 
    “Tell me,” she begged breathlessly. The two huge handguns felt heavy in her lap as she half sat, half leaned against the beamcaster mounting.  
 
    “Their shots hit the portal but didn’t go through.” 
 
    “Maybe they missed the actual portal.” 
 
    “No, they didn’t miss. I’ve seen enough weapons fire pass through those portals to know better. Somehow they were stopped.” He leaned over the weapon’s simple sighting mechanism and triggered a shot that blew through two soldiers, just as they stepped clear. “It was almost like the portal decided to stop them for a couple seconds at least. As soon as I knocked you clear, all hell started to break loose.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” she whispered. 
 
    “Reload those guns,” he said and dropped a belt with dozens of thick magazines next to her. “And put on a set of those ear protectors before you lose an ear drum.” 
 
    “Where did these guns come from?” 
 
    “Gregg and I designed them in our free time using salvaged junk. I think they started out as signal flare launchers or something.” 
 
    “You guys should be in Science.’ 
 
    Aaron made a rude noise and fired again. “Just doing our job.” Another shot. “I think we’re holding them.” 
 
    “They’ll change tactics any time now,” she said, fumbling a bit with the mechanisms until she figured it out. What she’d thought of as a magazine was really more of a speed loader. The guns were massive revolvers that held five shots each. Considering the slugs were at least twenty millimeters, it was no wonder the Rasa armor wasn’t holding up against them. They’d even added rudimentary recoil suppression to the bulky grips.  
 
    “How do you know they’ll change tactics?” 
 
    “Because I would.” When Aaron fired again, a plume of steam shot from one of the weapon’s intercoolers. “How bad?” 
 
    “Close to the red line.” If the beamcasters had a weakness beyond size and energy consumption, it was heat dissipation. Normally it wasn’t an issue, because the guns ran out of ammo long before heat became a problem. These guns had unlimited power because they’d linked them to Steven’s Pass’s massive EPC stores. Heat was the only issue. They could fire for days on end—or until they exploded.  
 
    “Work together,” she told him, “volley fire. Try to cool the beamcasters down a little.” Once she’d reloaded the big handguns, she stuck one in her belt with half the ammo. She slipped the hearing protectors on and went behind Aaron to stuff the other gun in his belt. She smelled scorched material, then spotted a burn on his back. “When were you hit?” 
 
    “Just before we got through the damn shield,” he said with no hint of the pain he was feeling. “Bad timing.” 
 
    “How bad is it?” She moved some of the burned jumpsuit out of the way to reveal charred flesh and sickening white fat. “Oh, God.” 
 
    “Didn’t get the bone.” He pointed to the ground beside him, and she saw an empty quick injector lying there. It had contained a mixture of boost and pain killer which the scouts called buzz.  
 
    “That’s dangerous stuff,” she warned. 
 
    “So they tell us.” Minu reached into the field kit on her hip and pulled out a sterilizer pack and bandage. In less than a minute, she’d sterilized the wound, applied metabolism boosting heal gel, and secured the flexible field bandage in place. “Thank you,” he said. She patted his shoulder and looked past him. There were at least fifty dead Rasa, none more than a few meters past the portal. There was a massive pile on the portal dais where very red blood mingled with gore and dripped down the stairs or over the side. This wasn’t warfare, it was slaughter. As if on cue, they stopped coming through. “Do you think that’s it?” 
 
    Minu snatched her field glasses, computer enhanced descendants of binoculars, and looked through the portal. The image magnification apparatus cleaned up the view and showed her the plain where the Rasa milled. They were carrying containers. “No, it isn’t. Second wave coming. Bots!” 
 
    “Oh crap,” Aaron cursed. He yelled a warning to the others just as Pip came running up. 
 
    “Bots!” he warned. 
 
    “We know,” Minu and Aaron said in unison.  
 
    Pip was working on a tablet with a network power booster attached. “I don’t think this is the time for research,” Aaron snapped. “Grab a gun, damn it.” Pip spat something about working, and the second wave hit. 
 
    Minu saw a pair of Rasa soldiers hurl a crate through the portal. “Shoot it!” she screamed, too late. Aaron fired as the case struck the ground and burst open. Hundreds of bots of all types exploded out of the broken case, and all Aaron’s shot did was burn a couple. Slow and sturdy crab-bots skittered, quicker centipede-bots scurried, seldom seen turtle-bots with armored head-like sensors sprouted legs and advanced, and a squadron of dizzyingly fast dragonfly-bots took to the air. 
 
    Minu slapped her hand on the beamcaster turret’s shield control just in time for a dragonfly-bot to smash into it with a flash of light. 
 
    “Burn the turtles first!” Pip yelled. 
 
    “Why?” Aaron asked as he fired at a wildly darting dragonfly-bot. The shield shimmered as his blast passed through. Nothing could walk through the shield, but it came at a cost. Now the dual system consumed energy as you fired, too. Minu fired a handgun round at the nearest turtle-bot as Pip instructed, but during Aaron’s hesitation, its shell opened, showing a series of energy antennas. Her shot flashed, but the turtle-bot’s shield deflected it. 
 
    “Next time, do what I say!” Pip almost screamed. Aaron turned his beamcaster on the turtle-bot that plodded toward them. He fired over and over, the bot’s shield glowing red, then orange, then blue. It was only a meter away when another section of its shell split, revealing a pair of the Rasa’s signature flechette machine guns.  
 
    “Aaron!” Minu yelled. In an instant the bot’s shield would contact theirs. The nature of the shields meant they’d harmlessly merge, leaving nothing between Minu, Aaron and the automated killing machine. A pair of beamcaster bolts converged on the turtle-bot. Its shield turned brilliant white, then shorted out with a thunderous explosion, taking the bot with it. Flaming debris splashed against their shield like a meteor storm. 
 
    “We’ll take the bots!” a familiar, deep voice boomed. 
 
    “Dram!” Minu cried, somewhat relieved. Dram had arrived with twenty Chosen, all carrying beamcasters and heavy projectile rifles. Beams cracked and crisscrossed the courtyard, and the guns boomed. Bots exploded and careened around, constantly testing and attacking the shields. The newly arrived Chosen reinforcements all carried personal shields, one per two-man fire team, and they used them to good effect as they advanced toward the portal. The Rasa were active during the first chaotic moments of the bot attack. Two full squads of Rasa soldiers carefully maneuvered through the portal under cover of the bots and deployed around the dais. They launched another case of bots, and the scene became total pandemonium.  
 
    The Rasa squads quickly salvaged the still-functioning beamcasters from the first wave, a fact not lost on Minu. Before she could share that information, new particle accelerator beams began splashing around the courtyard. Several soldiers combined their fire, and, in an instant, two Chosen died when their small capacity personal shield overloaded and exploded. Several Rasa soldiers died as they organized and began working with the turtle-bots. Now their fire teams had shields, and those shields were considerably more robust than the personal shields the Chosen used. Minu recognized the changed tactical situation as soon as Dram did.  
 
    “Take the turrets and fall back inside,” he yelled. “Give them cover fire!” 
 
    Minu helped Aaron remove the beamcaster turret from its mount, pain distorting his face as he strained to lift the massive weapon. With a snap the power cable disengaged, and their shield went down with it. Minu dropped to one knee and leveled the handgun at the nearest Rasa. The gun boomed, and the alien fell back. The soldiers now coming through the portal were no longer the heavily-armed shock troops that had first appeared; these only wore light armor and helmets suitable for stopping small ballistics and lasers. She shot three of them in quick succession as Aaron stumbled under the turret’s weight toward the nearest exit.  
 
    A line of hypervelocity darts tore through the air just over her head and made her duck. She checked over her shoulder to make sure Aaron was under cover. Minu took a deep breath and ran as fast as she could, tracer fire chasing her all the way to the door. Reaching relative safety, she used the door frame as cover so she could reload and fire at one of the few Rasa in heavy armor who was trying to sneak toward her position. 
 
    She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and saw Alijah pull his gun free of its mount. The heavy weapon overbalanced him and he fell back onto his butt. “Cover him!” she yelled and fired as quickly as the monster handgun would allow. Alijah struggled to his feet and took a halting step backwards, then a burst from a flechette gun cut him nearly in half.  
 
    “No!” Minu screamed and tried to run to him even as his body fell, spurting a fountain of blood. Someone grabbed her from behind. The arms that encircled her were strong but gentle as they restrained her from rushing to her death.  
 
    “He’s already gone,” Aaron said. Minu saw the shocked expression on Alijah’s face as his body settled to the ground, the gun falling back and pinning him in a widening puddle of his own blood. Centipede-bots swarmed his body, and Minu savagely emptied her gun into them.  
 
    “Clear the doors,” she heard Jacob yell. Aaron forcefully pulled her clear, and the doors shimmered as they activated the force field. A line of flechette darts popped across the field in a spray of light. The shields were more than enough to protect them from the deadly projectiles.  
 
    “We need to get back to the next level of defense,” Aaron yelled, letting her go. 
 
    “He didn’t have a chance,” she said. Outside, on the other side of the force field, she could see a Rasa dispassionately kick Alijah’s body, making sure he was dead. Considering the beam had nearly cut him in two and the centipedes had ravaged the corpse, it seemed a needless act. Soldiers began to flood through the portal three abreast, filling the portal courtyard.  
 
    “He was doing his duty; now we need to do ours.” 
 
    Minu looked down at her gun, surprised to find it empty, and mechanically reloaded. Her left wrist was throbbing from the repeated recoil of the massive weapon. Reloaded, she offered it back to Aaron. 
 
    “Keep it,” he told her, “we made fifty of them.” Even though he was carrying the massive beamcaster turret over his shoulder like a fallen log, he still had the strength to steady her as they walked back toward the jump-off room. There, dozens of Chosen worked furiously assembling dualloy plates and sacks of sand to create defensive firing points. Quite a few carried Aaron and Gregg’s new hand cannons. She’d spent months developing hundreds of high-tech weapons that sat partially assembled up in her lab, but the two scouts had cobbled together a very effective weapon in their spare time. She felt like a fool. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Minu heard Jacob ask. She hadn’t seen him come over. 
 
    “Alijah, one of her team members, died out there.” 
 
    Jacob nodded gravely and squeezed her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he told her. She nodded. “We’re in it deep, can I still count on you?” 
 
    Minu thought for a moment. What were her options? Go down to the command bunker and hide? Curl up in a ball and wait for a centipede-bot to chew her head off? Or kill as many of the Rasa as she could? The last option sounded pretty good. She walked over to a table piled high with the new guns and took a second one. Then she crammed as many of the five round magazines into her belt as she could fit. “I’m good to go,” she said in a rock-solid voice. 
 
    Jacob nodded and grinned viciously at her. “Glad to hear it. Take your team up to the third-floor mezzanine and establish a firing position.” 
 
    “We want to help here.” 
 
    “I understand that, but you need to follow orders.” Dram walked over and nodded toward Jacob. 
 
    “We spotted a team of Rasa soldiers out there preparing hoverfield belts. We think they’re going to try and attack the higher floors. Only this floor and the third-floor mezzanine have large windows. The smaller windows have force fields in place. Between the fields and the ceramic concrete they can pound at them all day and get nowhere. The shutters are in place over the courtyard roof, so their only choices for getting us are straight through one of these three doors or the mezzanine.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” she said, nodding first to Jacob, then to Dram. She thought that maybe she’d underestimated Jacob. He looked as cool as ice and his plan of defense had worked well thus far. “Where’s Pip?” she asked suddenly, spinning around looking for him. Last time she’d seen him was when he’d screamed at Aaron.  
 
    “He left during the first bot assault,” Gregg said. Now unlimbered from his turret, he wore a handgun on each hip and had a beamcaster slung over his shoulder. Aaron wore the same equipment, while Terry hefted one of the new guns with obvious trepidation.  
 
    “Gregg, show Terry how to use that so he doesn’t blow his foot off. Do you know where Pip went?” she asked Aaron. 
 
    “He yelled something about counter-attack and ran inside.” 
 
    “I didn’t think he’d run from a fight. He might be little, but he doesn’t lack courage.” 
 
    Down the short hallway toward the courtyard the force field flashed bright red. The Rasa had Alijah’s beamcaster turret and had turned it on the complex. “Cut the power to those turret points,” Dram ordered. The Rasa got off two more shots before the gun went silent. They weren’t nearly enough to breach the powerful main force field.  
 
    “Let’s get upstairs before we get any more unwanted visitors,” she said. A squad of heavy crab-bots waited by the door of the jump-off room, their flat backs laden with piles of dualloy plates to add to the defenses. As she approached, they turned and started following her. Jacob was again thinking ahead. Making sure the crab-bots were behind her, she ran toward the lift.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Julast 13th, 518 AE  
 
    3rd Floor Mezzanine, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    When Minu reached the third-floor mezzanine, she carefully crawled around the corner from the lift. The building’s five spoke-like hallways went off in different directions from the central courtyard. The normally-open area had benches for people to sit and enjoy the sunlight streaming in through the courtyard roof and the smell of flowers and fresh grass. It was dark now as they’d closed the shutters to try and contain the Rasa. She swept the space with her binoculars. 
 
    At first glance it appeared clear, then she saw movement. Halfway around the courtyard near the hub heading to the command branch a group of Rasa hovered on the other side of the moliplas, setting up some sort of scaffold.  
 
    “What is it?” Aaron asked, peeking around the corner.  
 
    He pressed against her, making her shiver, then she clamped down on the emotion like a safe door slamming. Not now, damn it! “Whatever they’re setting up has to be something that can penetrate our force field.” 
 
    “Can you do that to a force field?” 
 
    Minu shrugged. You could walk through a shield. All they did was absorb energy. A force field was an entirely different monster; they consumed vast amounts of energy and employed the nuclear strong force to create a nearly impenetrable barrier. Problem was, they were hard to shoot out of, kind of like shooting down stairs. Shields were transparent to fire from the inside and basic levels of physical force. The turrets had shields and fields. The fields were weak, only intended to stop someone from rushing the turret and engaging the operator hand-to-hand. They used the complex’s massive energy stores deep underground to power hundreds of fields. Outside, the Rasa continued to assemble their device.  
 
    “All right,” Minu said, “we need to do more than stop them; we need to take out that device, too.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” Terry asked. He cradled his new handgun against his chest like a child would hold a stuffed toy, his face looking desperate and sweaty with fear. “The fields work both ways, you know.”  
 
    We need soldiers, Minu thought. “Here’s what we do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Julast 13th, 518 AE  
 
    Science Branch, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    The Rasa device activated with a flash, and tiny lightning bolts of energy began arcing back and forth. Immediately the slightly translucent effect of the force field began to fade. “They’re coming through,” she told her people. The dozen Rasa who’d assembled the device backed away slightly and began preparing weapons. They carried short-barreled flechette guns designed for close-quarters fighting. With a flicker the field around the scaffolding failed, creating a hexagon shaped opening about a meter across. The Rasa flooded through it. Minu held her hand up until the last one was through, then dropped it in a slicing motion. The four of them moved around the corner and opened fire. 
 
    To Minu’s surprise, all four had direct hits. The gun bucked in her right hand, making her cybernetic muscles whine in protest. On either side, Aaron and Gregg held a gun in each hand. They fired, and their weapons roared. With the guns blasting centimeters from her ears, she was glad to have the ear protection the boys had provided.  
 
    The four Rasa went down. Even Terry, firing the monstrous handgun for the first time, scored a perfect hit. His target was the first one through the hole, and the impact shattered the enemy soldier’s chest armor and flung him back against the two behind him. Minu switched to a two-hand grip and shot two; Gregg nailed the other one. An instant later a dozen more Rasa flooded through the hole.  
 
    The huge guns roared, firing as fast as the Chosen could pull the triggers. Wounded and dying Rasa rolled onto the floor or back through the hole. Minu stuffed the first gun into her belt and drew the second one. Terry and Gregg ran out of ammunition, too, and in the couple of seconds of reduced fire, several Rasa made it through the hole and dove for cover.  
 
    “Minu to Dram, they’ve gained a beachhead,” she said urgently over the tiny radio that was part of their field kits. 
 
    “Acknowledged. Fall back and inflict as much damage as possible.” Jacob responded, not Dram, and Minu worried that the big scout leader was down. While she fired her gun one handed, she used a tablet to access the facility’s defensive controls. Kilometers below in the control bunker, a team of Chosen was monitoring the battle and doing everything it could to slow the Rasa and keep them contained. Minu confirmed they’d sealed the corridors to either side, then noticed the one right in front of them was about to be cut off. She pushed a few buttons and overrode the command.  
 
    “Chosen Alma,” came an unfamiliar voice, “this is the base defense coordinator, why are you disabling our defensive field?” 
 
    “Because if we cut them off from my section, they’ll go back out and pick another direction. My team is the only one here. If they’re coming at me, they’re not loose in the base.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” came the reply. “Jacob wants you to make them pay for every meter. Hold as long as you can.” As the Rasa continued penetrating through the breach, they tested both hallways and found there was only one way to go. 
 
    Minu told the coordinator she understood and turned to her team. “Let them come a little,” she said. The first two rushed into the open toward them. She held her breath as they passed the halfway point between the hub and their position. “Now,” she said and raised both guns to double fire. The recoil from the one in her left hand traveled down her spine causing her to bite her tongue, but both rounds scored. The right-handed shot took off the top of a soldier’s head, and the left tore a fist-sized chunk of flesh and bone from the other’s leg. It fell to the floor, hissing and spitting as it slid almost to their feet. When it tried to fire at them, Aaron shot it point blank in the head. Brains, bone and blood splattered the hallway. He grabbed the soldier’s weapon and dragged it behind cover.  
 
    “Bots, get to work!” Minu barked.  
 
    For the next few minutes the Rasa made three skirmish runs at them, testing their rate of fire and accuracy as the crab-bots quickly welded dualloy plates to the floors to construct a hardened defensive point. Minu almost wept at the wanton waste of life. The soldiers continued to come and never withdrew under fire. It reminded her of army ants. The Rasa disabled two of their three bots, but they’d already finished their job by then. Finally there was a pause, and she evaluated their condition. 
 
    The team had split in two, half on each side of the hall. Aaron and Gregg, both in heavy scout armor, were in good shape. Aaron seemed to be tolerating his earlier injury well, and Minu suspected he’d popped another buzz. A flechette dart had pierced the meat of Terry’s left hand, and a particle beam had burned some of his hair when he wasn’t quick enough to drop behind their new cover, but the wounds seemed to toughen his resolve; any signs of fear or nervousness were gone. Minu hoped she looked as assured as he appeared.  
 
    Ammo was a bigger issue. The belt held twenty magazines, and she’d grabbed half. Half of them were empty. Aaron and Gregg had started out carrying so much ammo, she’d wondered how they could walk. Of course, they were much more effective with the guns and burned through the ammo at a stupendous rate. They each still had fifteen magazines, even after giving five more to Terry. Terry’s rate of fire was the slowest as he was unsure of his weapon and his marksmanship. Gregg assured him he was doing fine, and Terry smiled in appreciation. Neither of the scouts had used their beamcasters; they were saving them for more desperate conditions. Each weapon only held one power pack.  
 
    “What about that?” Minu asked Gregg, indicating the Rasa flechette gun he’d grabbed. 
 
    “Nice little piece of engineering,” he said and showed it to her. The magnetic accelerator gun used a block of super dense moliplas impregnated with iron slivers for ammo. Little teeth sheared off needles of the plastic material, then loaded them into the accelerator.  
 
    “Damn,” she said in appreciation, “they’re plastic machine guns.” She thought it ironic that Alijah had died from a gun that shot plastic darts. 
 
    Across the hall, Aaron’s gun roared, quickly followed by Terry’s. The Rasa were making another attempt. At the same time a couple of dull explosions sounded. Minu looked at her tablet and saw that they’d disabled the field generators between her and the courtyard. “We’re committed now,” she told them, “no way to cut them off.” 
 
    “Fine with me,” Gregg said and reloaded both his guns. He sat his beamcaster on the floor within reach and got ready. The small firing slits in the metal defenses the bots had built were now torn gouges thanks to the repeated Rasa attacks. Minu slid the alien gun out of the way, then she looked around to see if anything in the room might prove useful. The surviving crab-bot stood nearby, patiently waiting for orders, still holding a few dualloy plates. There wasn’t enough time to do anything with them. They were in a storage room used by the labs. The latest attack ended quickly, and she looked around again. She saw a long line of cylinders along one wall, and she smiled and ran to them. 
 
    Minu rejoined Gregg just as the shooting stopped. She set two cylinders down and peeked past Gregg. “What are they up to?” 
 
    “Can’t be good,” he said, reloading. As they watched, a hoverfield platform rose into view from the courtyard below.  
 
    “Heads up Minu,” Jacob’s voice said in her ear, “they’re boosting something up to your level.” She could hear weapons fire in the background and knew the assault was not limited to her area.  
 
    “Got it,” she said. “Here they come!”  
 
    Everyone tensed as the platform came level, and they saw what it held. A pair of turtle-bots rolled through the small field breach, and they unfolded shield generators that came on one at a time. Minu didn’t need to say anything. Aaron and Gregg grabbed their beamcasters and started firing. Crraack, crraack, crraack, went the weapons, as they concentrated fire on the first bot. Its shields changed color as they absorbed energy. Halfway between the courtyard and their cover, the first one exploded with enough concussive force to break plates off the defensive emplacement and knock Minu off her feet. The explosion cracked and pulverized the ceramic concrete next to the bot, filling the hall with dust and flying pieces of debris. 
 
    “Shield!” Minu yelled over the echoing blast. Gregg and Aaron each carried one of the Chosen’s precious personal shields. The air around them shimmered as they activated the devices. Terry and Aaron crouched behind one while Minu and Gregg shared the other. The second turtle-bot shuffled into view through the dust and scuttled across the remains of the first bot. The boys opened fire, and this one shot back. Tiny flechette darts cut colorful lines across Gregg’s shield, making Minu jump. 
 
    “Hard to get used to,” he yelled over the buzz saw attack. 
 
    “Don’t I know it?” She’d used one to good effect in her first encounter with the Rasa more than a year earlier. The second turtle-bot advanced as quickly as its short legs would allow. Five meters, four, three, two… “Damn!” Minu yelled and drew both her guns. Its shields glowed blue, indicating it still had a fair amount of capacitor storage remaining. They weren’t going to overload it in time. 
 
    “Look out!” Gregg cried. He fired his beamcaster from the hip on full power as he pushed Minu to the side. The turtle-bot exploded with devastating force, the concussion buffeting Gregg’s shield. The inertia blasted them back against the opposite wall. Gregg crashed into Minu, knocking her breath out and pinning her to the floor. “It had explosives in it,” he moaned as he rolled off her. Just as he got to his knees, a pair of faster moving crab-bots ran into the room. He annihilated one with his beamcaster, and Minu got the other without having to sit up, firing over her shoulder. The gun’s normally deafening blast sounded like someone hitting the bottom of a swimming pool. She was afraid the exploding bot had overloaded her ear protection and done serious damage. 
 
    Gregg switched back to his handguns and rose into a crouch, coiled like a snake ready to strike. As another crab-bot came into view, he unloaded four rounds from the booming guns into it, tearing it in two. It might have been overkill, but Gregg worried another shield-wielding turtle-bot was coming. Instead, an entire gang of centipedes and crabs skittered into view. Fire from across the hall confirmed that Terry and Aaron were still up and fighting. When Minu and Gregg joined in, the crossfire quickly dispatched the new group. While they were busy, several dragonfly-bots got into the room and began spinning around them. Tiny green lasers lanced out, repeatedly testing their shield.  
 
    Minu snapped off several shots, missing each time. The bots were too damned fast. “Watch the door,” she cried as she tried to nab the flying bots. Gregg fired toward the door a second later, confirming he’d heard her. Two more dragonflies joined the ones already in the room, adding their firepower to the mix. The lasers were not very powerful, but they didn’t have to be. The combined fire power of the dragonflies quickly added up. Their hits on the shields caused angry red splashes of color. The personal shield control on Gregg’s belt beeped a loud warning.  
 
    “Damn it,” Minu cursed and decided on a new plan. “I wanted to save these for later,” she said and took aim. A single well-placed shot sheared the top off one of the cylinders. It took two more to hit the second one.  
 
    “What’s in those?” Gregg asked.  
 
    “Propane,” she said with an evil grin. “Better cover your ears.” She crouched down, pressing her hands over her ears, and got as close to him as she could. “I hope the shield has enough cap left.” 
 
    The gas hissed rapidly out of the cylinders, building up until it reached the flash point. One of the dragonfly-bots fired, the laser splashing against Minu and Gregg’s shield, and ignited the gas. It exploded with enough force to shatter the wall and incinerate the marauding bots. Minu and Gregg felt like a two-story tall feather pillow had hit them. The worst part was the explosion sucked all the air out of the room. 
 
    When Minu came to, Gregg was leaning over her, lightly slapping her face. Confused, she reached up and slapped him full force across the face. “Oh, she’s fine,” Minu heard Pip laugh.  
 
    “Where the hell have you been,” she demanded, forcing herself to a sitting position. Gregg backed away, wiping a trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth. She’d apologize later. 
 
    “Trying to get this ready,” he said and held up a tablet attached to a Chosen field radio. 
 
    “Great, are we going to order takeout?” 
 
    “Don’t be a smart ass,” he said and looked at the computer. Finding something interesting, he pecked at the controls. “You trying to blow up the whole damn building?” 
 
    “Did you come back to help us or bitch about my interior decorating?” 
 
    “Bots!” Aaron yelled from across the hall, and he opened fire with his beamcaster. Minu jumped to her feet and staggered to the door. Somewhere she’d lost the gun she was using, so she drew the other. A crab-bot scuttled toward Aaron. He fired at a pair of centipede-bots racing across the ceiling. She shot the crab-bot, which exploded into a dozen pieces just as another flight of dragonflies came down the hall. She got off one shot before they split into two groups and soared into the rooms, shedding a storm of tiny roach-bots.  
 
    Minu screamed and tried to spin away from the deadly little machines. Two of them landed on her anyway. One hit her upper left arm, the other caught in her hair. Instantly, she felt the flesh on her arm tear as the single-minded machine dug in, its goal to do as much damage as possible. She’d read about them in Pip’s pirated files. They were a terror weapon banned by Concordian Law. Pain burned in her arm as the bot burrowed into her flesh. Great, now I’m going to lose the other arm! 
 
    She hit the floor and rolled, trying to dislodge the one in her hair. She saw a turtle-bot enter the doorway and level its turret at her. Gregg and his shield were at least five meters away, firing the beamcaster at a swarm of roaches coming at him across the floor. Realization set in; she was about to die. 
 
    The eternity between realization and death stretched out. The turtle never fired. The roach in her hair stopped squirming around, and the one burrowed in her arm stopped digging into her flesh. Minu didn’t hesitate, she snatched the little mechanical beast from her hair with her right hand, pulling out some of her long red hair in the process. The ultra-powerful micro servos whined as her cybernetic hand crushed the immobilized bot. Gregg picked a path through the still roaches toward her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    “I will be,” she said and looked down at her left biceps. Blood pumped steadily from a ragged wound, inside which she could see a tiny metallic glint. She took a calming breath and, with her three-fingered mechanical hand, dug into the wound. “Aahhh, shit!” she hissed through clenched teeth. 
 
    Gregg grimaced and shook his head. 
 
    With a wrench and a scream, she tore the roach-bot from her arm and looked at it. Its mechanical pincers held little chucks of her flesh. Blood poured freely from her wound. As she crunched it in her hand like a walnut, Gregg staunched the blood flow with a bandage.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Aaron said, lithely dodging across the hall and around the immobilized turtle-bot in the doorway. “There’s a shit load of bots standing around the courtyard,” he said once he was clear of the hall. Terry came in right behind him, keeping him inside the protection of their shared shield. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    Pip laughed like he’d just heard the best joke ever and slapped his knee. He danced in a circle and almost dropped the tablet/radio he’d been carrying, fumbling it, then catching it just before it hit the floor. He wasn’t laughing anymore, and his face turned pale. 
 
    “I take it that’s the reason we’re still alive?” Minu asked, pointing at the device. She glanced at her bloody biceps as Gregg finished bandaging it. 
 
    “You betcha,” he said and showed it to her. “I call it Pip’s Universal Frequency Fracturer.” 
 
    “PUFF?” Gregg said and laughed. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Pip asked, looking offended. 
 
    “My mother taught me a song when I was a little boy on the trading route. Puff the Magic Dragon.” 
 
    “What’s a dragon?” Terry asked.  
 
    “Not now,” Minu interrupted, “we’re a little short on time! It’s a frequency jammer?” 
 
    “No. Jammers just cut off a frequency with junk. This is a fracturer.” Minu stared at him. “It catches a frequency, in this case the ones used to control those bots, and it fractures it into harmonics. Makes it impossible for the controller and bot to find a new channel.” 
 
    “Sounds like a jammer to me,” Aaron said. Everyone nodded, and Pip rolled his eyes. 
 
    “How long does it last?” Minu asked. 
 
    “As long as this computer’s running, every bot in range is out of business.” 
 
    “There are so many of them,” Gregg said as he reloaded his handguns. Even with the large quantity of ammo he and Aaron had brought, they were still running low.  
 
    Minu found her other gun and checked it. She was down to two extra magazines. “Even with the bots down, we don’t have enough bullets to destroy all of them. Keep an eye on the door,” she ordered Gregg and searched for her personal tablet among all the debris in the room. At least the concrete dust was settling. When she finally found it, there was a split down the center of the screen. It was toast. She rubbed her forehead and tossed the dead tablet aside with a sigh. Pip handed her an extra. As usual, he had plenty. “Thanks,” she said, and he nodded.  
 
    Aaron examined her arm. Blood was already seeping through the bandage. Gregg’s wound was no better. The dressing she’d placed on it had torn free, and so much blood had run down his back it had soaked his pants. They all looked like they’d been through the meat grinder. Except Pip. He looked like he was ready for a lunch date. But, considering what he’d brought to the fight, Minu decided he deserved a pass. 
 
    Minu quickly logged into the Chosen network through the new tablet. The network recognized her, and the computer became hers. It backed up her files and restored her personal settings. The building controls and status popped up. She could see that the teams led by Jacob had fared much better. Though the Rasa had breached the field there, too, the larger number of Chosen was managing to hold them at bay. She checked the status of the other portals and saw they were all under attack, even Tranquility. The Rasa attack on the Tranquility Portal was massive, and the defenses there were in disarray. The only news from there was from civilian sources; there was no word from the Chosen. One news agency had a camera on the roof of a high rise which showed large parts of the city in flames. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Aaron said when he saw the image. “We’re really at war.” 
 
    “We’re not ready for this,” Terry moaned. “I’m an engineer, not a soldier!” 
 
    “Even the scouts aren’t trained for this,” said Gregg from the door. He didn’t take his eyes off the hallway. A reptilian head popped up several doors down, and he fired. The shot went wide. The waiting game continued. 
 
    “At least we have these guns,” Minu said, admiring the hand cannons with some affection. She stood and stretched, considering how to proceed. The Rasa’s loss of their bots wouldn’t stop them forever. Before long, they’d come again. How long could they hold then? She considered the enemy crab-bots; maybe they could turn them against their former masters. Then she remembered Pip’s new PUFF. Unfortunately it worked both ways. What to do? 
 
    “I wish we’d had time to make more of these,” Aaron said as he stood next to her and reloaded his hand cannon. “Maybe we could build a mini factory?”  
 
    “What did you say?” Minu said, turning to face him. 
 
    “I said I wish there was more time. You know, to make more of these guns.” 
 
    Minu stared at him in slack jawed shock. It was so simple. Why hadn’t she thought of it months ago? “I’ve got a plan,” she announced. 
 
    “Does it involve us all dying?” Pip asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” she admitted. He blanched. “But if it works, a shit-load of Rasa will die first.” 
 
    “I’m in,” Gregg said. 
 
    “Me too,” Aaron agreed.  
 
    “If I don’t go along, I’m toast anyway,” Terry said. 
 
    “Bring the jammer, and let’s go,” Minu told Pip. 
 
    “It’s not a jammer,” he complained but followed anyway.  
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 Chapter 6 
 
    Julast 13th, 518 AE  
 
    Science Branch, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    “What’s the plan?” Gregg asked as they moved through the connecting corridor toward the science hub. 
 
    “We can teach, or we can do,” she said. “What’s your choice?” 
 
    “Lead on, Boss.” 
 
    Minu used her tablet to deactivate the fields between the hubs. Pip spent a few seconds with the deactivated turtle-bot and left a surprise for the Rasa if they tried to open it. “We won’t have a lot of time in the lab,” Pip warned. 
 
    “We won’t need long. How many of the shock rifles are assembled?” 
 
    “One hundred and twenty-nine, but they won’t work without those computers,” he reminded her. “I haven’t even got that prototype finished.” 
 
    “No problem,” she said and turned into their lab. Gregg and Aaron took up the rear, watching for Rasa. For now, the enemy appeared confused by the sudden failure of their bot shock force. True to Pip’s word, there were crates full of nearly finished shock rifles. “Other than the computers, they’re ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Pip said, “there are even a couple of power units for each one in the crates. But I don’t—” 
 
    “Everyone, grab a crate,” she said and went to the lab’s small window. Using the tablet, she deactivated the field on that wall. 
 
    “Chosen Alma, you have deactivated an exterior field,” the facility coordinator said from deep underground.  
 
    “I realize that,” she replied. 
 
    “High command is requesting an explanation.” 
 
    “Equipment vital to our victory is outside, in the warehouses,” she said, as she went to Gregg and took his beamcaster. He surrendered it with a curious look. “I’m requesting the discretion to pursue this strategy.” 
 
    “Minu, this is Dram.” 
 
    “Glad to hear you’re still alive.” 
 
    “A little chewed up, but still here. Bastards were using roach-bots. Then they suddenly stopped.” 
 
    “Yeah, we know. Thank Pip for pulling their bots out of action.” 
 
    “We all thank him. Can you explain why we need to open the door to let them out of the complex? Containment is our only hope at this point.” 
 
    “I can’t explain easily. You’ve seen the news. They’re tearing Tranquility apart.” 
 
    “We have.” 
 
    “Trust me, Dram, please? You have so far.” 
 
    There was a pregnant pause, and Minu prayed she’d done enough to earn that trust. “Good luck, Minu,” he said, finally. 
 
    “Hope you know what you’re doing,” Pip told her as he struggled to lift one of the crates. 
 
    “So do I,” she said and dialed up the beamcaster to full power. “Fire in the hole!” She triggered the gun, and a massive section of wall exploded outward. She fired twice more and, when the debris stopped falling, there was a two-meter wide hole with fresh air blowing through. It felt good after a crazy half hour of fighting in dusty, ozone-laden air. Had it only been half an hour? “How tough are these crates?” she asked Pip. 
 
    “Pretty tough,” he said. Minu dragged one over and slid it through the hole. It fell three stories to the ground below. Pip’s jaw dropped as she leaned out to watch it slam into the ground. One bounce and it came to rest, apparently none the worse for wear.  
 
    “Yep, pretty tough,” she agreed. The boys laughed and tossed their crates.  
 
    “I get to blow out the next wall,” Gregg said. 
 
    “You’ll have to wrestle me for it,” Aaron replied. 
 
    “Would you two knock it off?” Terry asked as Minu took climbing rope from her field kit and secured one end to a heavy bench. 
 
    “What can I say?” Gregg said, as he turned to salvage a couple of EPCs suitable for recharging their beamcasters. Pip watched them work and cradled the all-important PUFF.  
 
    “You could at least carry a gun,” Aaron said to Pip, holding out one of his massive guns.  
 
    Pip made a face at it and shook his head. “Big brains don’t need big guns.” 
 
    “Okay, Big Brain,” Minu said, making sure the line was safe, “you and your PUFF are first.” Pip eyed the rope skeptically. “It’s just like the Trials,” she said and patted him on the back. He handed her the PUFF and nodded. Wrapping the rope around one arm, he hesitantly backed out the ragged hole, tearing his uniform and cursing. Minu leaned out to watch him as he slowly descended. Then a violent explosion rocked the entire building. Pip yelled and lost his grip, falling almost two stories straight down. She saw him land wrong and roll away, grabbing his left leg. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” she asked no one in particular. 
 
    “Must have been Pip’s improvised bot tinkering,” Terry guessed. “I saw him screwing around with the power supplies.” 
 
    “He’s hurt,” she told them. Minu tucked the PUFF into her backpack, grabbed the rope with her right arm, and leaped out the window. She spun after leaving the hole, her legs absorbing the shock from the wall and her cybernetic arm playing out rope. Just before impact, she squeezed harder than any human could have managed. Her shoulder cried out in protest. She slowed just enough to let her legs absorb the force. A small curl of smoke came from her hand, and she ignored the searing pain. “Fake pain anyway,” she growled and went to check on Pip. 
 
    “Damn,” Terry said from above.  
 
    “She’s more machine now than man,” Gregg said in a strange, nasal voice. 
 
    “Twisted and evil,” Aaron said, finishing the line. Terry looked from one to the other in confusion. “Star Wars,” Aaron volunteered. “You know, Darth Vader?” 
 
    “You two are crazy, you know that?” 
 
    “Right.” Aaron gave up. “You’re next.” He bowed slightly and gestured to the hole. 
 
    Outside, Minu dropped to her knees next to Pip, who was in a fetal position holding his ankle. He mewled and rocked back and forth. “Talk to me, buddy,” she said, trying to pull his hands apart, “how bad is it?” 
 
    “I felt it snap when I hit,” Pip managed through clenched teeth. His face was white and the tendons in his neck stood out.  
 
    Minu stood up and saw Terry at the edge of the hole, his back to her as he prepared to climb down. She heard a loud crack, and his back exploded in blood and gore. In terrible slow motion, he fell backward like a puppet with its strings cut. “No!” Minu screamed and ran, some crazy idea about catching him in her mind. He hit the ground head first with a sickening thud a half second before she got there.  
 
    Aaron and Gregg spun toward the shot, both firing their beamcasters at nearly point-blank range. Gregg’s was still set to full power. On impact, the Rasa soldier in the lab’s doorway exploded like a meat bomb. With nothing more to do, Aaron, then Gregg, grabbed the rope and rappelled down the side, with mixed results. Neither of them broke any bones, though they ended up in a tangled heap next to Terry’s smoldering body.  
 
    Minu checked Terry’s pulse, then waited while they landed, both guns out providing cover. Aaron rolled over painfully to check Terry. “Don’t bother,” she said, “he’s dead. Shot went right through his heart.”  
 
    Gregg pounded the ground and struggled to his feet. “What about Pip?” he asked.  
 
    “Broken ankle, I think. We need to move quickly,” she said as a shadow moved across the hole three stories above. “Grab the crates and get Pip moving; I’ll cover you.” 
 
    Gregg grabbed Pip and pulled one of his arms over his shoulder, hauling him to his feet. Pip cried out and begged Gregg to put him down. “Come on,” Gregg said with a growl. “We need to go.” 
 
    Aaron slid his beamcaster into its sling and over his back. With a heave, he grabbed two of the crates by the handles and got one up on each shoulder. Minu was impressed; they had to weigh fifty kilos each. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Warehouses,” Minu said and started backing in the direction of the distant buildings. The first Rasa appeared, and she fired both guns, scoring two clean hits and throwing it back into the lab. The strange procession moved around the corner of the building. They had to leave three cases of guns behind, making Minu hiss in anger. But if her plan worked, it wouldn’t matter. She paused at the edge of the building, peeking around the corner. 
 
    A pair of Rasa were rappelling down the rope. They took up defensive positions, and five more descended in quick succession. “Come on,” Minu willed, “follow us.” One, apparently a leader, looked at the three cases, then in the direction the humans had retreated. Its tongue flicked out as it weighed the options. After a moment, it skittered over to the nearest crate. “Damn it,” Minu cursed. She popped around the corner and fired both weapons three times.  
 
    Almost a hundred meters was a hard shot with the short-barreled hand cannons, but she still scored two hits out of six, pegging their leader and one other.  
 
    The Rasa dove behind the crates for cover or dropped flat on the ground. They carried a mixed bag of beamcasters and flechette guns they fired at her. As Minu dodged for cover, she didn’t worry about the beamcasters; this was exactly the sort of situation for which they were so unsuitable. Those shots went wide. One of the Rasa let fly with a long burst of flechettes that stitched along the wall toward her. Minu felt a horrible tearing pain in her left calf as she rolled behind cover. She came up limping and knew she’d lost a piece of her calf. Her team was already disappearing around the corner of the squat top of the buried HERT. She ran as fast as the dull throbbing in her left leg would allow. She could hear the Rasa racing after her. At least my hearing is coming back. 
 
    Even half-helping, half-carrying Pip, Gregg managed to use his gun to help Minu with a shoot-and-scoot fall back as they worked around the HERT toward the warehouses. The hard part would be getting from the back of the HERT to the first warehouse, more than a hundred meters of open space. Just like the first open stretch, the others went first while Minu walked backwards with a gun in each hand. Each step was doubly difficult as her left leg kept trying to fold under her. She’d just reloaded the guns with her last two magazines and was halfway across the open space when an entire squad of Rasa came tearing around the corner of the HERT. One dropped to all fours and sniffed the ground, picking up the scent of her bleeding leg. As the one on all fours looked up, she fired once, nearly blowing his head off. 
 
    Two more rounds boomed from her guns, and the Rasa skittered behind cover without further loses. She was nearly to the warehouse corner when her ravaged calf failed her, and she sprawled backwards in the grass. The fall saved her life, as a line of flechettes buzz-sawed through the space her head had occupied only an instant before. She did her best to roll and bring up a gun. One of the Rasa soldiers aimed at her, but a shot from a beamcaster tore a smoking hole through its head, and the alien dropped to the ground. Two of his fellow soldiers also succumbed to beamcaster fire. Minu crab-walked as fast as she could, struggling to reach cover as her friends kept the Rasa occupied. She was in the open just long enough to see dozens of alien soldiers pouring around the corner in an all-out charge. 
 
    “We’re in for it,” she said, struggling to her feet. The pain in her leg was intense, and it must have shown on her face 
 
    “Your leg!” Aaron yelled. 
 
    “Yeah, caught one of those damn darts.” She looked at the wound for the first time, which turned out to be a mistake, as she almost puked. About a quarter of her muscle was torn away, leaving skin and tissue hanging in bloody tatters. “Damn plastic darts do some wild things when they hit flesh at that velocity,” she said to take her mind off the grisly sight. Aaron knelt and quickly applied a field dressing. Despite the amount of damage, the blood flow wasn’t heavy. The flechette had missed the artery. Then she felt the deep sting of an injection, and her vision blurred slightly. He’d popped her with a buzz without asking. She didn’t complain as the pain instantly numbed, and her focus sharpened. 
 
    “Come on,” she said after patting him on the shoulder, “we need to get under cover.”  
 
    They ran down the line of warehouses until she found number eleven. Minu knew she couldn’t handle both guns anymore, so once they were inside and had pulled the doors closed, she handed one to Pip.  
 
    “What the hell am I going to do with this?” he asked. His face was white and sweat dripped from his chin. The pain from his ankle was intense and unrelenting.  
 
    “Defend yourself,” she said. She pulled the PUFF from her pack and handed it to him. He snatched it and carefully examined it to make sure it wasn’t damaged. “Satisfied?” He nodded. “How long will it run?”  
 
    “On this power cell? About a week.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s one less thing to worry about.” Minu took her own tablet and accessed her personal files, scanning back through mission logs looking for a particular entry. “Here it is,” she said. “Gregg, find bay 22B.” 
 
    “Do I look like I’m wearing green stars?” 
 
    “The rows are numbered, and the locations are lettered. Find row twenty-two, go down to space B. That clear enough?” He shot her a dirty look as he dropped the cases to the floor and ran off. Minu spotted a couple dozen crab-bots hanging from their ready racks next to the warehouse entrance. “Can we use those?” she asked Pip.  
 
    “My toy works on all bots, remember?”  
 
    “Is it still screwing up those back in the facility?” 
 
    “I’m sure it is; it has about a kilometer range.” 
 
    “So, the bots still work, but they can’t take remote orders?” He nodded. “If I type in an order, it’ll just sit there and wait until the central network can issue it?” Another nod. “Here’s what I want you to do.” 
 
    Minu left Pip with his task and checked that Aaron was ready to defend the entrance, then turned to look for Gregg. He yelled that he’d found what she wanted, and she ran to him as quickly as her leg would allow. There was no pain, which was worse in a way, and she tried not to think about the damage she might do to the already trashed muscle. “It’s more important to be able to fight,” she said to herself as she hobbled up to Gregg. The crate was just as she remembered it from two years earlier. She was a little surprised it was still here.  
 
    “What were you saying when you came up?” he asked. 
 
    “Just talking to myself,” she said and examined the crate. Like most secure cases, it had a computer locking mechanism, and she didn’t know the code. Not that it mattered; the lock was there so that someone couldn’t poke their nose in where it didn’t belong. Any person who’s determined enough can break into a shipping crate. She used the butt of her handgun and smashed the control, then used her cybernetic hand to tear away the remnants of the panel. A fair amount of the synthetic skin on her palm had torn away or burned. She could deal with that later. 
 
    As Gregg watched her snap the moliplas panel like it was a toy, he whistled. “I might have to get one of those.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t like the price,” she said as she dug into the case’s controls. She found the relay she was looking for and crushed it between two mechanical fingers. There was a buzz, and the crate began to open like a flower. “Okay, go back and have Aaron bring me those crates, fast!” 
 
    “Go here, do that, carry this,” Gregg laughed and hurried off. 
 
    The crate finished unfolding, leaving the machine it contained exposed. Once they moved the machine, the crate would finish collapsing and be ready for its next use once the controls were fixed.  
 
    As she was opening the machine’s access panel and examining the displays, Pip hobbled up. “You’re walking?” 
 
    “Gregg popped me with some buzz,” he said, his eyes twinkling and slightly dilated. “Good stuff.” 
 
    “He’s turning into a drug pusher.” 
 
    “I did what you asked,” he told her and began examining the machine, “but if I turn them on…” 
 
    “I know,” Minu said as she found the master control. Once the machine activated, additional control panels opened, and the entire thing began vibrating so deeply she could feel it in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    “Is this what I think it is?” Pip asked in awe, his eyes darting over the machine and its displays. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “They’re coming,” Aaron yelled as he trotted up and unceremoniously dropped the two crates on the ceramic concrete floor with a crash. “What are you going to do with this thing?” 
 
    “Hopefully perform a miracle. Aaron?” 
 
    “Yeah, Boss?” 
 
    She took his chiseled face in her bloody hands and tilted it down so she could look him in the eye. “Hold them.” 
 
    “I don’t know if we can,” he admitted and glanced at the charge on the beamcaster slung under his arm. “Gregg said there are dozens swarming around the warehouses.” 
 
    Minu gently touched his cheek. He blinked in surprise and looked down at her, his brown eyes full of concern. “If they get back here before we’re done, we might lose the planet.” 
 
    “We’ll make them pay for every millimeter,” he assured her. Then, to both of their surprise, he leaned down and kissed her, gently, on the lips. “You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to do that.” 
 
    Yes I do, she thought. “Hold them for me?” 
 
    “Will do, Boss.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Julast 13th, 518 AE  
 
    Warehouse 11, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Gregg and Aaron set up the best defense they could in only a few minutes. Using handheld gravitic impellers, they moved several cargo modules to build firing positions facing the warehouse doors, then locked them. On impulse as they were finishing, Aaron grabbed a portable plasma welder and burned the door’s hinges and locking mechanism. “That should buy us a couple seconds,” he said as he tossed the welder aside and took his position. 
 
    “Let’s hope they pass on by,” Gregg said. Less than a minute later, the doors rattled as someone on the other side tried them. Gregg and Aaron raised their guns and waited. They saved the beamcasters for later. Whoever was outside banged on the doors, pushing and pulling for all they were worth. Aaron’s improvised sabotage held, and the doors remained latched. The metal wasn’t very thick, so they could hear the soldiers outside skittering around and hissing.  
 
    “So much for just passing by,” Aaron said. One of the Rasa opened fire on the locking mechanism with a flechette gun. The hypervelocity plastic darts tore at the metal, shredding it slowly like a thousand rats working away with their teeth. It was a terrible waste of ammo, and they both wished they had that luxury. The locking mechanism finally fell away, torn to pieces. The shooting stopped, and they saw clawed hands grip the door through the holes. More pushes and pulls on the door failed to open it, the damaged hinges hampering their efforts.  
 
    “Nice little puzzle,” Gregg laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’ll confirm for them that this is the right place.” Through the hole left behind by the destroyed lock they could see troops massing outside. “Hold fire, let’s see if they figure it out.” 
 
    First, the Rasa tried to make an opening big enough to gain entrance. It took several minutes of sawing with two flechette guns to make a hole. Aaron looked at Gregg, and they both nodded in silent agreement. When the first Rasa clambered through the hole, Gregg shot him dead. The alien shrieked and fell over, partially blocking the entrance. The next trooper tried climbing over his dead comrade, and Aaron’s gun boomed. They’d effectively blocked the opening. 
 
    “Damn, this is fun!” Aaron laughed. A beamcaster shot lanced through the door and nearly took his head off, sparking brightly off the packing crate and raining molten globs of metal down on him. “That is not fun!” 
 
    The Rasa fired a volley of shots through the doors, indiscriminately punching holes through cargo containers and scorching the floors. Aaron and Gregg hugged their cover, hoping the containers they’d chosen were sufficiently dense to stop the energy weapons fire, and that they weren’t holding anything explosive. None of the beams reached them, but they were both pelted with molten metal and cut by flying concrete chips.  
 
    Aaron stole a look around the edge of the crate and could see several Rasa soldiers through the hole. Two of them were dead. He snapped his fingers to get Gregg’s attention, then used hand gestures to communicate silently. Gregg narrowed his eyes and nodded. As one, they raised their pistols and began firing. The massive twenty-millimeter slugs tore through flesh and bone, sending surprised soldiers crashing into each other and scrambling to return fire.  
 
    Finally, someone outside took control of the chaotic situation and used a beamcaster, its charge turned all the way down to conserve power, to obliterate the doors along either side. “Finally going after the hinges,” Aaron said. 
 
    “Officer must have shown up,” Gregg agreed. He checked his gun. He only had two shots left and was out of reloads. “Time to fall back.” 
 
    Aaron nodded; he had only one shot in his. They rose into squats and held their guns at high port. As soon as the first door fell from its frame, they fired their last rounds, carefully aiming and hitting all three targets. Before the Rasa could regroup, they ran for the back of the warehouse, dodging between crates for cover. Only a few odd flechette darts followed their path. The pair stopped as soon as they were out of sight. Since the big handguns were now useless, they hurriedly stashed them in an empty crate and unlimbered the beamcasters. “How much you got?” Gregg asked his friend. 
 
    “Charge says 40 percent. Say, five full power shots, or about twenty at minimum.” 
 
    “Same here, more or less.” 
 
    “I say we go for maximum damage. We need to give Minu as much time as possible.” Gregg nodded, and they dialed up their power settings. “We’re going to piss off some people, blowing up all this shit,” Aaron said, looking excited.  
 
    “If we don’t blow it up, we won’t be here to get in trouble.” 
 
    “I like the way you think!” There was some fire from the direction they’d come from, mostly random. “Probing fire,” Gregg said. Aaron nodded. “So, what’s with you and Minu?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Everyone is trying to figure out why she’s curled up with that pretty boy from command, Christian and not with you.” 
 
    “None of your fucking business.” 
 
    “Give it a rest. You’ve had a thing for her since we were newbies.” Still more shots, none toward them. The Rasa were finally taking the humans seriously, advancing slowly with covering fire while burning a lot of ammo to keep the Chosen’s heads down. Aaron glared at him in the gloom of the warehouse’s interior, and Gregg continued. “Look, it’s really none of my business—” 
 
    “You’re right, it’s none of your business.” 
 
    “—but I know you had that fling with Mandi to get under Minu’s skin.” 
 
    “A lot you know.” 
 
    “Do you know how badly you hurt her?” Aaron examined his gun. “I could tell, and so could a lot of others.” 
 
    “How could she notice? She was so busy screwing that asshole.” 
 
    “And you were busy fucking that bubble-headed techie bitch.” He watched Aaron’s reaction, the confusion on his face, then nodded thoughtfully. “Or were you?” 
 
    “We were together a of couple weeks.” 
 
    “You never did anything, did you?” Aaron looked down, his face red. “Oh my God, you didn’t!” 
 
    “Would you shut up?” 
 
    “So, if you’re still holding a candle for Minu, why haven’t you let her know or made a play? She’s as sweet on you as you are on her.” 
 
    “I tried, after that weekend you spent in Leavenworth. Mandi had already thrown me over her shoulder when she figured out she couldn’t get my pants down.” 
 
    “She was probably pissed off. You might be the only male within a hundred kilometers not to give her a go.” 
 
    Aaron snorted but smiled. “Wasn’t easy, trust me. Anyway, I went to talk to Minu, and that prick arrived and screwed everything up. Minu was really pissed off at me.” 
 
    “She’s a girl, what do you expect? They don’t know what they’re thinking half the time. Different species, if you ask me. You need to make a move! Tell her how you really feel!” 
 
    “Tell Minu? Are you crazy?” He thought about the kiss he’d given her a few minutes earlier, and how it’d made him feel wild and alive. Never once had he felt that way with Mandi, even when he was feeling her breasts and kissing her at the movies. All that feeling from a little kiss. “If any woman has ever had a chance of being First Among the Chosen, she’s it.” 
 
    “I don’t care if she’s going to be the new Buddha; she’s still a girl, and she still has a thing for you.” Aaron shook his head uncertainly and sighed. Gregg grumbled at the intractableness of his friend. “All I can say is if you don’t make one good try—tell her how you really feel at least once—you’ll never know what might have been. You’ll end up hating yourself someday. Besides, sooner or later she’ll decide that moron is good enough for her, and it won’t matter what you say.” 
 
    “You think they’d get married?” 
 
    “How should I know? I can tell you this much. Minu is the kind of girl who won’t screw around with a bunch of guys. Cherise told me she never went out on a single date in school. She’s a one-guy girl, and she waited a long time before letting one get close to her. It’s like she was waiting for something, or someone, and finally gave up and stopped waiting.” 
 
    “I’ve really fucked this up. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “You can fix most things by trying.” Gregg suddenly stopped talking, cocked his head and listened, thinking he’d heard something. It sounded like skittering boots followed by random fire near the doorway. He grinned darkly. “Little reptiles are getting sneaky,” he said and dropped to one knee. Peeking around the corner of the crate, close to the floor, he saw twenty Rasa soldiers a few meters away, their backs pressed against a tall stack of crates. Without hesitation he unleashed his beamcaster on the crates, which exploded in a thunderous crash. The entire stack collapsed on the screaming soldiers. Aaron and Gregg fell back some more, giving away precious ground for even more precious time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Julast 13th, 518 AE  
 
    Warehouse 11, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Jacob’s anxious voice came through Minu’s communicator. “Minu, report!” 
 
    “We’re holed up in Warehouse Eleven. Quite a few Rasa followed us here.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re up to, but it better be good. They’re keeping us pinned down and sending everything they have after you. Surveillance is spotty because they’re wrecking the network as they go, but it looks like at least two hundred soldiers are swarming you out there. If you can get out, I would do so—” The transmission dissolved into static.  
 
    “I figured they’d do that sooner or later,” Pip said, working with Minu’s mystery machine. It rumbled and churned. Every thirty seconds it released another object from a chute. Pip caught it and set to work. Minu did her best to help him with the complicated tasks. His hands were a blur, seemingly able to act without his brain. “I sure hope this isn’t our Waterloo.” 
 
    Minu scrunched her face as she thought. “General Custer?” 
 
    “No, that was Little Big Horn.” 
 
    “Oh, uhm…Napoleon Bonaparte!” 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    “What does ‘bingo’ mean, anyway?” 
 
    “I haven’t the slightest idea. It’s probably a marksmanship term.” 
 
    They heard a loud series of explosions from the front of the warehouse that sent some burning debris flying over their heads. “Gregg and Aaron are having fun,” she said as she closed a casing and quickly tightened the cover with a microdriver. Lucky for them, the basic field kit included a well-stocked tool kit. 
 
    “One man’s nightmare is another man’s fun.” 
 
    “You don’t like conflict, do you?” 
 
    “What’s there to like?” He gestured helplessly at his ankle. Pip sat on a low crate and worked, using an empty shipping crate as a foot stool to rest his foot and ankle. The ankle was turning black and swelling, and at least one bone poked through the skin. 
 
    “It’s not my fault you can’t rappel.” They heard another thunderous crash and some more weapons fire, both the crack of beamcasters and the Bzzzaaar of Rasa flechette guns. “The boys aren’t using guns anymore, only beamcasters. We’re running out of time.” She finished what she was working on and snatched her first aid kit. She drew out a syringe and leaned over his ankle. 
 
    “I hate this,” Pip moaned and looked away as she plunged the needle into his calf muscle. He squeaked as the needle pierced the skin. 
 
    “Honestly,” she said and rolled her eyes as his grimace of pain turned to a contented grin when the drugs kicked in. She sprayed his lower leg and foot with bluish goo that instantly dried and formed a cast. Between the field cast and the additional buzz, he was soon able to get to his feet. 
 
    “Good as new!” he crowed. She didn’t bother telling him what kind of damage he might be doing under the cloak of buzz; better to save that for later. Just as she would have a price to pay for her ravaged calf, so would he. 
 
    “Okay,” she said and began slinging the results of their work over her shoulders, “here we go.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Julast 13th, 518 AE  
 
    Warehouse 11, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Only a few meters away, Gregg and Aaron squatted behind a gravitic cargo lift. They both breathed heavily from running back and forth across the warehouse, using precious shots from their nearly-depleted beamcasters to harass the Rasa. Already, the alien soldiers were losing patience with the game and trying to rush them. They didn’t fire directly at the soldiers. On the power setting they were using, it was ineffective overkill. Instead, they aimed at crates and the floor. Crates sometimes exploded, often spectacularly, and caused multiple injuries or blocked a pathway. The ceramic concrete floor shattered and created deadly shrapnel, or splashed molten concrete that burned and maimed. The holes left behind caused some of the soldiers to trip, further slowing progress.  
 
    The pair managed a quick power theft from the forklift, which gave them enough power for an extra shot each. “Two left,” Aaron said. 
 
    “Same here,” Gregg replied. “I hope she’s ready.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” He turned to run for the next aisle and almost lost his head. Luckily, the Rasa didn’t aim the flechette guns like most weapons; they used them like firehoses. He heard the weapon fire and saw sparks flying in front of him. He stooped and rolled, and the burst passed just over his head. Gregg saw the attack and cut sideways, away from the buzzing death, and right into a squad of Rasa. They were more surprised than he was. He skidded to a stop and fired the beamcaster twice from the hip, at point blank range. The hapless soldiers had no idea what happened to them; they simply exploded. Four other Rasa raised their weapons as Gregg screamed like a madman and dove into them, swinging the empty beamcaster like a club at the helmet of the closest.  
 
    The Rasa were unwilling to fire the flechette guns because of the risk of hitting their own, so he used their momentary hesitation to his advantage, wresting a gun from their hands. He didn’t have the time to figure out how to fire the gun, so he smashed it into the face of the surprised owner instead. The three Rasa still on their feet set on him with razor sharp claws and snapping teeth. One quickly clamped down on the hand holding the confiscated gun. He yelled and dropped the weapon. Another tried to rake its claws along his neck. Gregg jerked back far enough that the claws missed their mark and only gouged three deep cuts down his cheek.  
 
    Gregg drew his knife in a flash and nearly decapitated the soldier clamped on his hand, then fell back into a crouch. He was in danger of the last two reaching their guns. They took his stance as a challenge and rushed him, claws out. He grabbed the first outstretched claw with his off hand and pulled the soldier off balance, bringing a knee up with crushing force into its long jaw. The second one tried to come at him around his stunned comrade. Gregg brought his leg down and pivoted on it, snapping his other foot out. He aimed for what would have been a human’s stomach and caught the Rasa in the neck instead. Its bones snapped on impact and it fell like a sack of potatoes. He cut the throat of the one he’d kneed in the face, then ran for all he was worth. More were coming—a lot of them, by the sound of it.  
 
    Gregg sprinted around a corner and almost collided with Aaron. A sleeve of Aaron’s jumpsuit was torn completely off, and blood flowed freely from several gouges. They’d both been brawling with the Rasa. Behind them the soldiers fired flechette guns and beamcasters, and they both dodged wildly as they turned the final corner. The Rasa, not needing to dodge, were gaining precipitously. A few meters away, Pip and Minu waited behind a line of meter-tall crates, waving and frantically urging them to hurry. There was no time for subtlety as Aaron and Gregg sprinted and hurdled over the crates. All around them flechette darts sparked off the shields they’d given Pip and Minu. Several beamcasters cut brilliant lines of blue-white light as the shields struggled to divert the massive energy.  
 
    Minu and Pip stood their ground as Gregg and Aaron flew past. This was the riskiest part of the gambit, and she’d known it from the beginning. Should the Rasa stay back and engage them with their beamcasters, they were in trouble. She was counting on the constant harassment her two friends had delivered in the past twenty minutes to drive the cold-blooded enemies into a hot-blooded rage. It was one big calculated risk. Making sure the Rasa saw them leap through the shields was crucial. If they knew the humans had a force field, they were sure to attack from further away.  
 
    “Come on,” she pleaded to them quietly. Several more beamcaster bolts hit the shield. Pip jumped slightly, but she held her ground. Both had their handguns ready. The Rasa stopped firing, looking at them with reptilian curiosity. Why were the stupid humans just standing there? “Come on!” Minu screamed and held up her middle finger. More Rasa were arriving every moment, some pointing and hissing, others looking around in confusion. The humans had no exit; they’d trapped them. Easy prey.  
 
    “Kill them with your claws,” one of the Rasa soldiers hissed loudly, “taste their flesh!” Then they charged with a hissing roar.  
 
    Minu and Pip waited as the Rasa raced across the intervening meters. When they were halfway, she and Pip set the pistols on the crates. The lead soldiers thought the humans were surrendering and hissed in glee. This vendetta was revenge for what the humans had done to their outpost; they would give no quarter. Since the humans weren’t going to defend themselves, they would tear them limb from limb.  
 
    “Now,” Minu said. As one, Aaron and Gregg popped up, each holding a newly finished shock rifle. Minu and Pip raised theirs from where they’d hung on slings along their sides, just behind their hips. Shock registered on the front line of Rasa as the humans fired the new weapons. 
 
    Bzzzsnaap! Bzzzsnaap! The Chosen volley-fired the shock rifles over and over. The cycle rate was easily five times that of the beamcasters and reminded Minu of M-1s from old Earth WWII movies. Under the shock rifle fire, the Rasa toppled over like ninepins. One after another screeched and fell as the new guns worked with deadly precision. Little puffs of smoke seemed to hit most of the victims, evidence of the tunneling laser ablating their armor and scales. Others’ chests ruptured explosively as their internal organs boiled, or their heads exploded like melons. The shock rifle firing cycle was so fast, it was nothing more than a quarter-second pulse of brilliant light. “All you really see is the plasma discharge,” Pip had said during bench testing months earlier.  
 
    This wasn’t a bench test; they were the culmination of Minu’s idea, and they worked to deadly effect. In less than ten seconds, the four Chosen swept the entire end of the warehouse clear, leaving a heaving pile of dead and dying Rasa. Many never got the chance to return fire or flee. 
 
    “Wow,” Gregg said, looking down at the weapon. The main needle-sharp emitter, where the muzzle would have been on a firearm, smoked slightly. There was no heat like there was with the beamcasters.  
 
    Dozens of Rasa raced away, skittering for the exit as fast as their legs would carry them. “Pip, the jammer, now!” 
 
    “It’s not a jammer,” Pip said. Minu spun and smashed the butt stock of her shock rifle down on the device, smashing it to pieces. Pip shrieked and dove on the remains. Obviously, the buzz was not being kind to the diminutive scientist.  
 
    Back by the entrance they could hear hisses and more weapons fire. Then they heard the panicked Rasa running back toward them. Minu raised her gun and vaulted the crate. “Time to clean this lot up.” 
 
    “Over ninety percent charge remaining,” Aaron said as he examined the displays. 
 
    “That low?” Pip said and looked skeptically at his own, “Must be something wrong with the calibration.” He went back to salvaging the remnants of the PUFF, all the time mumbling incoherently.  
 
    “Come on,” Minu snapped, “we can do a postmortem later.” They each slung two additional rifles over their shoulders. It wasn’t difficult; they only weighed five kilograms each. Aaron also took five and Gregg four. With Minu in the lead, the four of them spread out as they moved toward the exit, firing intermittently as they went. A dozen teams of Rasa were still in different parts of the warehouse; most were unaware of what was happening and confused as to why their communications were down. Others knew very well what was happening and were trying desperately to fall back or hide. Wherever they were, the shock rifles eventually found them.  
 
    As the team approached the door, they started finding dead soldiers who were dead, but not shot. A small army of loader crab-bots was attacking them. They weren’t armored or as deadly as those the Rasa used, but there were dozens of them, and they were just as bloodthirsty, thanks to Pip’s reprogramming. Minu whooped when she saw the Rasa’s tactics turned against them. They watched for a moment, and Minu thought about new combat tactics. Pip came up behind them cradling the remnants of his PUFF, looking like a mourner at a funeral. 
 
    “I need you to get it together, Pip.” Minu said, “This isn’t over yet.” 
 
    “You owe me for this,” he said accusingly, as if she’d killed his pet. 
 
    “Okay, fine. Can we finish shooting the bad guys, now?” 
 
    The team moved forward using sporadic fire to finish off the Rasa the bots missed. There weren’t many. As they reached the doors, they encountered their first challenge. A squad of heavily-armored Rasa had maneuvered some cargo crates outside and were using them for cover. They cut loose with beamcasters as soon as Minu popped her head out. The energy beam blasted into her shield and turned it bright blue. There wasn’t much capacity left. Luckily, she wouldn’t need it. Behind her, Gregg and Aaron dropped to one knee, braced their shock rifles, and fired. The Rasa’s heavy armor was no more useful than the other soldiers’ light armor. They took five shots, and there were five dead Rasa.  
 
    The four friends advanced through the ruined door and swept the lawn clean. The enemies that were still alive ran toward the building, retracing their steps in an all-out retreat. The foursome walked at a steady pace, shooting the retreating Rasa soldiers in the back as they tried to flee.  
 
    Only Pip fell behind. Halfway across the lawn to the smoking Steven’s Pass building, he looked around. There were dozens of dead Rasa soldiers strewn on the grass marking a trail to the facility. Already, Minu and the guys were climbing up the rope they’d used to rappel down the side of the building. The drugs in Pip’s system were beginning to weaken. The pain in his ankle started to return, and the wave of euphoria he’d been riding began to fade. He sat down on the grass and sobbed. Nearby, a Rasa soldier gasped for breath, a huge hole in its torso revealing smoking ruins where his organs had been. It reached for him, eyes surprisingly expressive in its agony. Pip moved closer, his human compassion getting the better of him. There was a shimmer as he moved close enough for the alien to be inside his shield. The Rasa raised his flechette gun and fired.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Minu was first through the destroyed wall, rolling in and coming up on one knee, her shock rifle raised. A turtle-bot sat near the doorway, its shield glimmering. She felt a thrill of fear race through her. How would the shock rifle react to a shield? It lacked the raw punch of a beamcaster. The turtle-bots’ twin flechette guns began to swivel toward her, and she fired, stroking the trigger as quickly as she could. She needn’t have worried. The first shot passed through the shield like it wasn’t there, burning through the bot’s armor and releasing a million volts of wild plasma into it. The bot twitched once and exploded. 
 
    “That was different,” Aaron said, his head sticking over the edge of the hole.  
 
    “Yeah,” Minu agreed, “I wasn’t expecting that. Pip can figure it out. Where is he?”  
 
    The two guys clambered in through the hole. Gregg leaned back out and turned around, shaking his head. “He’s out there lying in the grass. Looks like he passed out.” 
 
    “Drug must have worn off,” Aaron said. Minu nodded; it made sense.  
 
    The three friends made their way down the hall, using their shock rifles to dispatch any bots they came across. There were no living Rasa. In no time, they reached the field breaching mechanism overlooking the courtyard. They leaned out and saw piles of Rasa bodies next to two heavy defensive works, assembled from dualloy and shields. Behind those defensive works crouched a few dozen Rasa, all waiting. Occasionally, one would fire a beamcaster or a bolt would hit their shield. 
 
    “I wonder what they’re waiting for?” Aaron asked.  
 
    “Who cares?” Gregg said. They leaned out and opened fire. 
 
    As with the turtle-bot, their shock rifles ignored the shields, and Rasa began to fall. The lack of spectacular explosions and massive energy beams allowed the three Chosen to kill almost half the enemy before they realized what was happening. When they finally did, the three Chosen’s shields provided enough defense for them to finish off the enemy before they could mount an effective retreat or surrender.  
 
    “Come on,” Minu encouraged them and jumped on the floating platform the Rasa had used to carry them up to the third-floor mezzanine, “we’re almost there.” They followed as she figured out the simple controls. They rode the platform to ground level, and they could see into the lower floor of the complex for the first time since the fight began. The Rasa had breached the field here, as well. Rasa and human bodies crowded the hallways leading toward the front exit. It was immediately obvious the Chosen were making a last stand by the atrium, right in front of the exit. They were exchanging weapons fire furiously. The Rasa, sensing victory, were completely unaware of Minu and the two men flanking them.  
 
    Minu checked the portal. It was still active, showing a vast plain devoid of life. It was early evening on that world, and the grassy fields were heavily trampled. “Aaron, watch the portal just to be sure.” He nodded and found a position where he could observe the portal and be ready to help if needed. “Let’s finish this.” Gregg moved in close to share Minu’s shield. Side by side, they began pushing toward the rear of the Rasa formation.  
 
    It was a replay of the slaughter in the courtyard moments earlier. The Rasa didn’t realize they were under attack from behind until half their number were gone. The middle of their formation wheeled around to return fire and came under heavy attack from the Chosen in the atrium. The leader of the Rasa realized it was over. Almost as one, they threw their weapons down and dropped to their bellies. Minu yelled, “Cease fire! Cease fire!” 
 
    Slowly, the bloody and bandaged remnants of the Chosen who’d defended the bottom floor came out to discover they’d won. Slowly, a cheer began, then grew in intensity. Minu looked around her at the carnage, the floor awash in blood and bodies. She remembered the writings of a general many hundred years earlier. “And now we have to pay the butcher’s bill.” 
 
    “Minu, you did it.” She looked up and saw Dram. His left arm hung useless and bloody, and he held one of Gregg and Aaron’s huge guns in his right. Two more were in his belt with a couple of extra magazines. She nodded, unslung a new shock rifle, and handed it to him. He stuck his handgun in his waistband and took the weapon, turning it over in his good hand, examining it. Minu checked her own gun. A twenty percent charge remained. She’d lost count of how many hundred times she’d fired it. A careful diagnostic later would reveal its true efficiency.  
 
    More Chosen approached and accepted the extra rifles Gregg and Aaron carried. “There are twenty more in warehouse eleven, assembled and ready to go,” she told them. 
 
    Jacob was in Jasmine’s office. They’d converted it to a makeshift medical bay, where dozens of Chosen lay moaning in pain or still in death. Dr. Tasker was working on Jacob’s leg, which flechette darts had almost severed at the knee. He was among the lucky ones. More than a few were missing entire arms or legs. Dr. Bane was going to be busy making cybernetic limbs.  
 
    “How did you manage it?” Jacob asked, as he examined Minu’s shock rifle. He carefully noted the design, the way it felt in his hands, and how the controls worked.  
 
    “Two years ago, on a mission to Serengeti, I had a chance to make a deal.” She explained how she and Cherise had gotten the device from the Beezer warehouse manager. It was a fabricator, designed to manufacture custom photronic systems for small scale applications. It could be configured to make a component, and as long as it was fed raw material and power, it would crank out finished goods. This one was new, never configured. It was a very valuable find; once someone configured it, no one could change it.  
 
    Jacob looked at her in disappointment, then his gaze returned to the weapon. “The men tell me this is one fantastic gun.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Gregg said. He held his shock rifle like it was his most treasured family heirloom. He gave it an affectionate pat, then a wet kiss on the stock. “We don’t know half of what it can do, but we do know it fires five times faster than the beamcaster, uses a fraction of the power, is more accurate at longer range, and goes through energy shields like they’re not there.” 
 
    “Sounds like a miracle gun,” Jacob said skeptically.  
 
    “A miracle is exactly what we got,” Dram said. “Minu, we’re putting together a team, armed with your weapons and some beamcasters for heavy backup. You up for it?” 
 
    “After some patching up, sure. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “The Rasa blew it here and in Minsk. After we got the warning from Minsk, we sent a few hundred Chosen there. Because of the open design of the freight hub, they walked into a shooting gallery. Not even those turtle-bot/tanks got through.” 
 
    “What happened here?” 
 
    “We underestimated them. Didn’t think they’d figure out our Chosen-only portal address.” 
 
    “Painful mistake.” 
 
    “Won’t be made again,” Jacob said. 
 
    “Anyway,” Dram said, “Tranquility is the big problem. Again, we discounted that portal because no one really uses it anymore. They poured a few hundred soldiers through it. The two dozen Chosen there got their asses handed to them. The survivors are fighting a guerrilla action, but basically, the lizards are pasting the city. With several days left on the vendetta, we can’t risk them bringing thousands more soldiers through.” 
 
    “You think a dozen of these guns can turn the tide?” Minu took Jacob’s question as a challenge. 
 
    “If they can’t, there’s nothing to stop them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Julast 13th, 518 AE  
 
    30,000 meters, Eastbound, In Route to Tranquility 
 
      
 
    An hour later, her leg and her friends’ wounds temporarily fixed up, Minu, Aaron and Gregg piled into a pill-shaped Concordian transport seconds before it lumbered off the ground. Rated for six passengers, it was heavily overloaded with twelve fully-armed and -armored Chosen. Ten carried shock rifles and shields, and two had beamcasters for heavy fire support. The flight took six hours that felt like forever. Minu tried to sleep but only managed to catch two hours near the end of the flight. Gregg shook her awake as the pilot circled Tranquility’s plateau. From five thousand meters, the fires looked more under control and less widespread. She picked up a communicator and contacted the Chosen below. 
 
    “This is Chosen Alma, in command of a combat detachment, calling any Chosen in Tranquility, please report.” 
 
    “This is Chosen Jennings,” came the broken reply, “we’re happy to hear from you.” 
 
    “What is your situation, Jennings?” 
 
    “We have the Rasa surrounded and isolated inside Stadium Park, but we’re taking furious casualties.” 
 
    “What? How have you managed that?” 
 
    “Chosen Jovich led an attack on the portal and somehow disabled it, cutting off their reinforcements. They still managed at least a thousand through.” 
 
    “They never got their waves of bots through, though,” Minu said, half to herself.  
 
    “After that, the Plateau military mobilized their reserves, and we got down to it. The casualties have been horrible, but we’ve fought the Rasa to a standstill.” 
 
    “Roger that, Jennings, we’re almost there. Send us coordinates, and we’ll be right down. Ask Chosen Jovich to meet me on landing.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, that isn’t possible. He didn’t survive the assault on the portal.” 
 
    Minu choked and felt tears forming. Terry, Alijah, hundreds of Chosen, and now Jovich, too? Too many had died today; she had to stop this. One old, dead Chosen was not a reason to give up. “Noted,” she managed to say. Aaron reached up and touched her arm; she grabbed his hand and squeezed. She only found out hours later that she’d unconsciously used her cybernetic hand and broke two bones in his. He hadn’t made a sound or tried to let go. All her friends knew who Jovich was and what he meant to the Alma family. “I’m truly an orphan now,” she whispered.  
 
    They landed and disembarked in a surprisingly peaceful landing zone outside a demolished restaurant. Minu stepped down from the transport and walked into the building, which was little more than a gutted shell. A pair of heavy firetrucks were parked nearby; the crews looked as tired and beat up as the Chosen back at Steven’s Pass. Jennings ran up and shook her hand, having immediately recognized her gold stars. He followed her gaze to the emergency crews and shook his head. 
 
    “The Rasa don’t seem to buy into the whole ‘non-combatant’ theory. Hundreds of firefighters were killed while trying to limit the damage.” Jennings took her into a trashed clothing store, where she found the Plateau military commander, a middle-aged man wearing the mostly ceremonial trappings of a Plateau soldier. It was an amazing mix of archaic metal armor and fatigues. The only thing she thought might be any good was the steel helmet he wore, but even that was too short to protect the sides and back of the head. He looked more like a cross between a chaos-era knight and an old Earth Civil War reenactor. “This is Colonel Hastings.” 
 
    “Colonel, glad to be here.” 
 
    “Very good, young lady. Now if your people can give our perimeter guards a rest, we can mount another assault. We’re making some progress here. The lizards are remarkably difficult to contain and keep trying to break out.” 
 
    Jennings lifted an eyebrow at the dismissive treatment Minu received, and she didn’t think much of it, either. “Colonel, I’m sorry, you don’t seem to understand the situation. I am Chosen Minu Alma, and I’m taking command of this effort.” 
 
    “Now see here,” he blustered, his chest inflating with indignation, “I fought Rusk border raiders before your father was—” 
 
    “My father was First Among the Chosen, and he traveled all over this galaxy while you were playing soldier boy.” The Colonel’s eyes grew big as she continued. “Have your men deal with any stragglers; we’re going after the enemy command.” 
 
    Before he could complain, Minu gathered the Chosen who’d accompanied her. She outlined her strategy, and they nodded in agreement. They would take advantage of their superior weaponry and go for a knockout kill. The still flabbergasted Colonel Hastings watched as the twelve Chosen activated personal shields, readied their outlandish-looking shock rifles, and trotted out of the building and into history.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Julast 13th, 518 AE  
 
    East Limb Industrial Complex, Tranquility, Plateau Tribe 
 
      
 
    The battle of Tranquility lasted less than an hour. Minu’s team waded into the Rasa with their rapid-fire shock rifles, killing at will and driving into the heart of the enemy like a lance aimed at its heart. As soon as she’d heard that infantry equipped with old-style firearms had managed to hold the Rasa, she’d realized the enemy didn’t have a large stock of beamcasters. Though some later called it arrogant, she considered victory inevitable, and she was right. It only took ten minutes to reach the center of the Rasa position and storm the command center. It was another 40 minutes before all their troops got word that their commander had surrendered instead of facing total annihilation. For the second time in his life, Var’at sat on the ground, a prisoner of Minu Alma. 
 
    “This is most improbable,” he said when he saw the leader of the victorious enemy unit. The humans were remarkably identical in his perceptions, but her visibly swollen mammary glands and bright red hair were distinctive. Minu smiled as she recognized the Rasa by the chunk missing from his head crest.  
 
    “Var’at, it is good to see you, again.” 
 
    “I wish I could say the same.” 
 
    “Your forces on Bellatrix are defeated.” 
 
    “You are a liar.” 
 
    “The force assaulting Minsk never gained a beachhead, and I defeated the one attacking our Chosen command six hours ago. And now your forces here have fallen, as well.” 
 
    The Rasa examined her carefully, listening to his translator hiss and snap. When it finished, he nodded and lowered his head in defeat.  
 
    “I ask you to end this vendetta. Do not force us to retaliate against your off-world base of operations. You’ve seen our superior weaponry and our resolve. The decision is yours.” 
 
    “You are victorious.” he agreed at last. “I do not understand how.” 
 
    “Innovation,” she said. His looked at the sleek new shock rifle, carefully taking in every detail. Go ahead and memorize it all, she thought and smiled, you won’t find it anywhere in the Concordian network; this is a purely human creation.  
 
    “As you no doubt are aware,” Var’at began, “under the rules of vendetta, we are sacrificed. What do you intend to do with us?” 
 
    “You will be returned to your world, once you provide us with the coordinates.” 
 
    He didn’t believe her, his long tooth-lined jaw hanging open. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “I already told you I was, didn’t I?” 
 
    “I do not know if you are noble or foolish.” 
 
    “Maybe both.” 
 
    “Indeed. You have my thanks; we are your inferiors.” 
 
    “We would like to be your friends.” He made a spitting sound the translator couldn’t handle. “If we can put our past transgressions behind us?” she added hesitantly.  
 
    “You slaughtered innocents!” 
 
    “What do you call this?” she asked, gesturing expansively at the smoldering city.  
 
    “This is a legal vendetta. What you did was not.” 
 
    “You have a point. However, your scout teams ate our people, which was considered an unforgiveable atrocity by us.” 
 
    “I was unaware this happened,” Var’at said, the translation sounding sincere. “Some of our people occasionally get out of control.” 
 
    “The attack on your innocents was perpetrated by an out of control member of our species.” Minu ran a hand through her sweaty hair and thought before continuing. “Considering all that has happened between us, I am offering you a concession of at least neutrality between our peoples. Your release is a gesture to this effect.” 
 
    “It will have to be considered by higher ranking leaders than myself. You humans are strange beings. I do not know if I’ve ever seen your like in all the galaxy.” 
 
    “I don’t believe we are that unique.” 
 
    “I hope, for our sake, that you are.”  
 
    Minu laughed and shook her head. “I was wondering if you would answer one thing.” 
 
    “If I am allowed to under the rules of our vendetta.” 
 
    “Fair enough. How did you find us? The location of this world has been carefully hidden by our patrons, the Tog.” 
 
    Var’at reached into a pouch. Minu didn’t worry; she knew that when a Rasa surrendered, they stayed that way. From the pouch he removed an unmistakable item. It was a Chosen-issue entrenching tool, made on Bellatrix. “This was found near the site of our slaughtered colony. The metal in it has a unique chemical content. The ores you used are from this world. In the Concordian database there are spectral recordings from every known world in the galaxy. It was like leaving us a map.” Minu nodded. It was another thing Ivan Malovich had to answer for. “And what of our equipment?” 
 
    “It is sacrificed. You will be held under favorable conditions until the vendetta is officially concluded.” 
 
    “That is reasonable. Now, may I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Yes, with the same qualifications you placed on my question.” 
 
    “What are those weapons called?” 
 
    “They are shock rifles.” 
 
    “Amazing,” he hissed, the envy coming through the translator intact. “We came expecting the few hundred stolen beamcasters. Tactics dictated a frontal assault, followed by bot shock troops. Beamcasters would not have matched that.” 
 
    “You are right, they would not have. These are new.” 
 
    Var’at nodded his long head in a very human-looking gesture, then asked one more question. “Perhaps if our peoples’ relationship is not permanently one of unending hostilities, we could agree to trade? I know our nest leaders would highly value these weapons.” 
 
    Minu smiled big and laughed. They’d found some common ground after all. “Who knows what the future will bring?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Julast 17th, 518 AE 
 
    Governing Council Chamber, Tranquility, Plateau Tribe 
 
      
 
    The council chamber in Tranquility sported a new feature after the assault. About a third of the ancient dome had collapsed during the fighting. They’d cleared away most of the debris, and the afternoon sun shone into the old building. Considering the dizzying array of Concordian weapons she’d read about, she considered Bellatrix extremely lucky their first true alien conflict involved a species nearly as poor as themselves.  
 
    Minu once again found herself in one of those uncomfortable public situations she detested. The world council of Bellatrix, composed of representatives from all the tribes, gathered. It took two days for them to arrive by maglev and aerocar. The vendetta was due to expire in less than one day, and she was looking forward to that even less than this meeting.  
 
    Dram stood on the huge wooden stage behind a podium, speaking over the public-address system. He provided a detailed account of the brief battle, and the costs they paid. Minu had read the report hours earlier and knew the mind-numbing numbers. Two hundred and eleven Chosen were dead, another seventy injured, and ten would be retired because of their injuries. She’d wanted to see the list, but Dram had refused to show it to her. “More important things to attend at this time,” he’d said, and then detailed her with the liberation of Tranquility.  
 
    Two thousand, five hundred, and ninety-two civilians were also dead. All but fifty of them died in Tranquility. Most of the rest were in Minsk. Only a single civilian medic, caught by an unnoticed centipede-bot during the attack on Steven’s Pass, died there. Material damage was impossible to estimate. Hundreds of buildings were destroyed during the rampage in Tranquility. The food distribution facility in Minsk suffered severe damage, and the Steven’s Pass complex was in sad shape. Dram began wrapping it up. 
 
    “In summation, considering the forces we faced and the sudden, unexpected nature of this vendetta, we have come through with very little loss of life.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, did you say very little?” Minu didn’t have to look to see who’d spoken. The accent and arrogance of the Malovich family was enough by itself for recognition. “Thousands are dead because of you, Chosen, getting us into a damned war!” 
 
    “This was inevitable. One way or another, we were going to come into conflict with other hostile species. The Chosen have been living targets on the frontier for decades.” 
 
    “If that girl behind you hadn’t stolen those weapons, none of this would have happened.” There was a good deal of mumbled agreement. Minu felt her face turning red and fought to keep her demeanor.  
 
    “The woman behind me is the one who invented our new shock rifles. It cost her a good deal of personal sacrifice and the loss of her entire science team. Without those guns, we would never have defeated the Rasa here in Tranquility.” 
 
    “Bah!” Viktor spat on the rubble-strewn floor, “That doesn’t excuse what she caused.” 
 
    “The cause was not hers,” Jacob said. Two Chosen helped him into the room. He wore a cast on his leg from the hip down.  
 
    “No?” Viktor asked. “Then who is to blame?” 
 
    “A Chosen on a scout mission perpetrated an atrocity on the Rasa. This gave them an excuse to seek Vendetta from the Concordian War Council.” 
 
    “Who is this Chosen?” Viktor asked, voices behind calling for the name. “There needs to be punishment.” 
 
    “I fully agree,” Dram said. 
 
    “Then who is it?” Malovich roared, pounding the lectern.  
 
    “The Chosen’s name is Ivan Malovich.” A stunned silence fell over the chamber. Ivan’s face became dark and strained.  
 
    “What kind of lie is this?” 
 
    “You dare accuse the First Among the Chosen of lying?” Jacob bellowed with an intensity that belied his injuries. Minu felt pride in her leader. Ever since the vendetta began, her opinion of Jacob had been growing. This was just another step in that process.  
 
    The voices that had supported Viktor moments earlier turned against him in the blink of an eye. Councilors stood and pointed at him yelling ‘shame’ and ‘outrage.’ Ivan gripped the lectern so hard Minu thought she heard wood splintering.  
 
    “I did not mean to offend,” he said, each word sounding like it etched his skin with acid.  
 
    Appeased, Jacob continued. “He admitted to perpetrating a slaughter of innocent non-combatant Rasa on a neutral world. Others on his team have concurred that the orders to fire were his. We transferred him to the logistics branch and reduced his rank to five-star, where he will stay for the rest of his career. Considering the offense, the loss of life and property that resulted, I consider the council’s decision to be very generous.” 
 
    Viktor had no more to say. He staggered back from the podium and dropped into his seat, defeated. 
 
    Dram continued as if no one had interrupted him. “While the loss of life seems great, it could have been far worse. Had the vendetta been by a higher-order species like the Tanam, the Mok-Tok, or the T’Chillen, we would likely have lost everything in short order. We have captured all the surviving Rasa and accepted their surrender, and we will return them to a neutral world, once the vendetta is officially complete. As a bonus, we have laid claim to all of their equipment.” 
 
    The council president, an elderly man from the New Jerusalem Tribe named Ezra, stood with some difficulty and spoke. “We owe the Chosen our thanks.” There was loud, nearly universal applause from around the circular chamber. “In particular, we would like to acknowledge Chosen Minu Alma. Her father was my friend, and he would be proud of her, as are we.” This time Minu did blush and could do nothing to control it. “However, First Jacob, how do we keep this from happening again? Why did the Tog not come to our aid?” 
 
    “The second question first, if you please? The Tog could not assist us, because it is against the rules of warfare. A vendetta is a kind of mini-war, declared for a few days and, on rare occasions, years. One rule that makes it unique is the open declaration of the participants. If you invite someone to help you, you must allow your adversary the same privilege. Since the Rasa challenged us alone, we had no choice except to fight on our own. Though we are under the protection of the Tog, we caused this incident. Blood was shed, so we were open to retaliation.” 
 
    “That is most tragic,” Ezra said and shook his head. 
 
    “I agree. As for how we stop it, I can’t say for sure. The Chosen council is going to spend a lot of time trying to answer that very question. We could deactivate the portals and hide on Bellatrix, but our economy depends on off-world resources. Without them, I dare say we would be in real trouble. Also, we must pay our debt to the Tog. Without that payment, we have no claim to Bellatrix, so we’d lose our leasehold. And without that…” 
 
    “We would be squatters,” Ezra finished for him. “I understand.” 
 
    “Ultimately, there is no way to avoid conflict. Our century under the Tog has been a peaceful time because we kept to ourselves. That time is coming to an end. The Chosen are looking at ways to make us safer, and Chosen Alma’s new weapons have gone a long way toward making that possible. Will this happen again? Maybe. Possibly. Will we be better prepared next time? Absolutely.” 
 
    The meeting broke up after a few speeches by well-placed council members. All of them were unhappy about the end of the world’s more than one hundred years of peace, but grateful the Chosen had managed to fend off the attackers. They made special mention of the valor of the Plateau Militia led by Colonel Hastings. As they left, Minu turned to Dram with a question. “Why did you want me here? I never said a word.” 
 
    “Propriety demanded your presence.” She looked confused, and he put a ham-sized hand on her shoulder. “Minu, you’re destined for great things. I’ve never doubted it, since I saw you the first day of your Trials. You are almost the youngest Chosen ever to rise to four stars—you are the youngest woman—and look what you’ve already accomplished. If you are not known and seen by the civilians, we cannot do with you what we plan to do.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” he said with a lopsided grin that gave her no comfort at all.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Julast 18th, 518 AE  
 
    Portal Temple, Tranquility, Plateau Tribe 
 
      
 
    Minu didn’t like the armor, not one bit. First, it was purely for show and second, she was about to walk boldly into the Kloth’s nest. The vendetta had ended without any further incidents. They ordered all portals to stand down, lest the war-weary Chosen shoot some innocents to pieces. Now that the vendetta had expired, the humans needed to boldly declare their victory.  
 
    Minu clunked toward the remains of the portal building in Tranquility. The armor was a copy of the Rasa design which had borne the declaration of Vendetta. Just as the Rasa soldier’s armor had announced the attack, her armor proclaimed their victory. An honor guard of Chosen flanked her as she marched. A naked Rasa, the envoy that had first announced the beginning of hostilities, walked before her. As protocol dictated, they’d forged Minu’s armor from his, and he returned with nothing, a symbol of humanity’s total victory.  
 
    She looked at the ravaged portal structure. Its once-sleek roof sagged from fire damage, and water dripped from the sodden walls. A fire had burned a good bit of the remains. Only carefully placed dualloy and ceramic concrete braces kept it from crumbling on the portal. They would have to completely rebuild it. They’d found Jovich’s body just outside the main entrance, along with a dozen dead Rasa. He’d accounted for himself like a Chosen, regardless of his age. 
 
    As she walked up ash-covered marble stairs leading to the portal, Dram and Jacob were there waiting for her. Jacob had graduated from a wheelchair to crutches, while Dram’s arm was still in a sling. The bones in his upper arm had shattered and would take weeks to heal. Regardless of their conditions, they came to attention as she approached, leading her charge.  
 
    “You do us proud,” Dram said. 
 
    “Tell them exactly who kicked their collective asses,” Jacob said with a small smile.  
 
    “I’ll let them know the total of the butcher’s bill,” she said. Behind her, lined up four abreast on the east avenue, were rank upon rank of Rasa soldiers who’d been spending the days camped in Founders’ Park. They wore only their thin uniforms, which were like human sleeveless underwear. They were lucky it was summer, or the cold-blooded beings would have been in a bad way. Jacob and Dram both nodded, and she prodded the naked Rasa forward with her rifle. The Chosen council had agreed she would wield a beamcaster. It was a subtle statement, since the beamcasters were what facilitated their mutual hostilities, and a measure of safety. They needed to keep the shock rifles secret for as long as possible.  
 
    The Rasa wasn’t completely naked; he had his portal control rod. Without it, he couldn’t get home. He held out the rod, and the portal came to life. On the other side, Minu saw a wide, tall chamber filled with heavily-armed Rasa soldiers, their weapons pointed at her. The envoy stepped through without hesitation. Minu slid the helmet on her head and followed quickly.  
 
    The temperature was several degrees warmer, and it was considerably more humid than Bellatrix. Windows lined the long, vaulted room as far as she could see. They cast a bitter, dark red light through the room. The soldiers tracked her carefully with their weapons. Minu stepped to the edge of their portal and stopped. As she’d read in the Concordian protocol files, Minu gave the Rasa soldier who’d preceded her a none-too-gentle push as he reached the steps of the dais. He’d been expecting it and rolled as he fell off, landing on his feet.  
 
    “I am Minu Alma, Chosen, representing Humanity, in service to the Tog.” She bowed, but not as low as she would to a Tog. “You are defeated; your vendetta is turned back.” One of the Rasa came forward through the line of soldiers. He wore advanced combat armor gilded with precious metal and gems. “You are honor bound to abandon your hostilities,” Minu told the newcomer.  
 
    “We do not intend to abandon our claim of vengeance,” the Rasa spoke, his hisses and pops translated by Minu’s translator.  
 
    “Then you force us to go to the Concordian War Council to demand reciprocity.” 
 
    The Rasa leader stared at her for a full minute. His troops watched her. They could clearly see their disarmed troops arrayed on the other side of the portal and the devastation of the surrounding area. Dram and Jacob were watching from the other side; they couldn’t hear, but they could see. This was a critical moment. Minu’s challenge was mostly bluff. Chosen techs had run the fabricator and turned out seventy more computers for the new shock rifles, but they still had less than a hundred weapons. They lacked any substantial bots for an assault force, and a third of the combat-trained Chosen were dead or injured. But the Rasa leader didn’t know any of that. He only saw his defeated army and a human wearing the armor of victory. Minu smiled; she had no doubt he was angry and confused. 
 
    “You do not have to take that step,” he said finally, “we acknowledge your victory.” And with that, he dropped to the ceramic concrete floor in the posture of respect. This time Minu’s bow was what she would offer an equal.  
 
    “We accept your acknowledgment and will not pursue reciprocity. Your surviving soldiers await parole to return to your world.” 
 
    “They may begin—” He never finished the sentence. Quick as a flash another Rasa in equally intricate armor jumped forward and clawed at the first leader’s neck. Minu almost screamed in shock; it took every ounce of will she had not to raise her beamcaster. 
 
    In an instant the two Rasa were doing everything they could to kill each other. They ripped and tore at exposed flesh with teeth and claws. At one point, they rolled partway up the dais, almost to Minu’s feet. There was nothing in the Concordian protocol she’d read that applied to this sort of situation, so she stood there, staring straight ahead, pretending not to notice. The rest of the Rasa soldiers did the same; nothing. In less than a minute it was over. The challenger stood up, cut and bleeding from a dozen wounds, his jaws dripping with most of the previous leader’s neck tissue. 
 
    “There is nothing more for you here, human,” he hissed and spat the pieces of his predecessor on the floor like a mouthful of snot.  
 
    “This changes nothing,” Minu said with as much conviction as she could manage. “We reached an accord with him.” 
 
    “It should die with him.” 
 
    “That is not The Law.” The Rasa looked from Minu to the corpse, obviously uncertain. “Had you acted before our agreement, things would have been different.” 
 
    “Perhaps you are right, human. I delayed my action too long.” Minu breathed again. “We will honor the agreement this dead piece of meat made with you.” 
 
    “Very good. I shall send through your soldiers.” Minu turned to leave. 
 
    “No,” the leader snapped. “We have no interest in defeated carrion.” 
 
    “But they are your people, your soldiers. They fought valiantly and were defeated honorably.” 
 
    “If they fought as valiantly as you imply, we would not be having this conversation. You would have been naked on the floor, and this idiot would still lead us. They are dead to us. If they have true honor, they will kill themselves, and you can use their meat to feed your children.” 
 
    Minu coughed as the bile rose in the back of her throat. “T-then that is your decision?” 
 
    “It is what I said. Leave our world.” 
 
    Back on the other side of the portal, Minu gave Jacob and Dram a detailed report on the events she’d witnessed. As she was speaking, Var’at came up from behind, unnoticed by the three humans, and listened. They had deactivated the portal without sending him back to his world. 
 
    “The new leader is Ko’kra,” he said. The three Chosen turned to look at him. “He is of a faction in the leadership that favors warfare. Tak’la, the slain leader, only pursued vendetta at Ko’kra’s insistence. I am sorry to place the burden of our disposal in your hands.” 
 
    “Disposal?” Minu asked as she removed the stifling helmet and tossed it aside. 
 
    “He means execution,” Dram said. Jacob and Var’at nodded.  
 
    “He thinks we’re going to kill over two thousand unarmed soldiers who surrendered to us.” 
 
    “It is your right,” Var’at said, as if he were saying Minu just won a prize at a fair. 
 
    “We refuse that right,” Minu said, immediately backed up by Jacob. 
 
    “She speaks the truth. You surrendered, and to humans, that is worth something. You are without a world now; where can you go?” 
 
    “There is nowhere,” Var’at admitted, “we cannot go to any legal Rasa world, and if we set out for the frontier, we are squatters. That is not what we want to do. We try to be an honorable people. The squatters you killed were another idea of Ko’kra’s.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Minu said. She leaned in close to the two Chosen leaders and explained. When she finished, they both scratched their heads in amazement.  
 
    “That might be…” Dram said, rubbing the stubble on his chin. 
 
    “Is it legal?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “I haven’t seen anything against it in the Law.” 
 
    “Well,” Jacob said and shrugged. He turned toward the expectant Rasa. For a being who was waiting to see if he was going to live or die, he was amazingly calm. “Var’at, you are the leader of these troops, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, I do lead.” 
 
    “Then as the leader of the Chosen, I would like to ask you to stay here, with us.” 
 
    Var’at’s jaw dropped, and his eyes darted back and forth between the three humans. “You speak the truth?” 
 
    “Chosen always speak the truth!” Minu insisted. Dram shrugged, but she didn’t notice.  
 
    “The civilian leaders will never agree,” Jacob cautioned, “but we have control of large areas of land, and you could settle on it. “ 
 
    Var’at closed his mouth with a snap. He turned and looked at his soldiers, arrayed down the avenue. Thousands of humans lined the streets, many watching the defeated aliens with angry expressions. Quite a few of his soldiers were wounded, and all hung their heads in defeat. What would this mean to them? “We will only be your charges. Do you mean to make us slaves? It is your right, of course.” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Jacob said emphatically, making a chopping motion with his hand. “That is abhorrent to humans.” 
 
    “We cannot simply live here with no purpose.” 
 
    “I’m sure something can be arranged, so that you’re not just guests.” 
 
    “I can think of something,” he hissed. 
 
    “Please go ahead.” 
 
    “We will serve you as soldiers.” It was the three humans’ turns to drop their jaws. “I must consult my troops; some may not wish to do this. Will they be free to leave?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Jacob said, “but you don’t have to be soldiers for us.” 
 
    “I understand that, yet this is all we know. We start to train as soldiers even before the fluid from our eggs has dried. It is our lives, all we are and all we will become. You humans are much more complicated than we believed. You are scorned by the higher-order Concordian species, but still you defeated us with ease, utilizing weapons never before seen. Serving you as soldiers is not only a way to continue doing the only thing we know how to do, it is an honor. We will teach you the Concordian way of war.” 
 
    “And I’ll teach you the human way,” Minu said.  
 
    “Then it is done,” Var’at said and bowed. 
 
    “No,” Jacob said, and Minu tensed. Was this where it would all fall apart? “The first lesson you must learn to live among humans is that we are all equal.” He held out his hand. Var’at rose to his feet and stared at the hand. Minu mimed reaching for Jacob’s hand, and he understood. The human and the Rasa clasped hand to claw.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Julast 19th, 518 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    The devil was in the details. Knowing the World Council wouldn’t be happy at their offering the Rasa a home, especially after they’d spent several days trying to destroy one of the oldest cities on the planet, the Chosen used subterfuge. With the public watching and screaming obscenities, they marched the two thousand plus Rasa in through the Tranquility Portal and out through the Steven’s Pass Portal. Normally, they used the training grounds at Steven’s Pass to house Chosen straight from the Trials, but they were ideal for the aliens’ needs, if a bit crowded. Var’at was so pleased to have a place to go, Minu didn’t think he’d care if they had to live in a swamp. 
 
    She finished the last of the arrangements in a transport on the way back to Steven’s Pass. Mostly higher-ranking Chosen packed the crew compartment. Aaron and Gregg sat and waited in the row behind her, not talking. As she was finishing her last message, Dram came down the center aisle of the transport. He had to bend almost double to walk inside the craft. “Mind if I sit?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said and picked up the extra tablet she’d put on the seat. He wedged himself into the chair. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “We lost a lot of Chosen in the fighting,” he said. 
 
    “I know, and we aren’t due for the next Trial for almost two years.” 
 
    “The Chosen Council is considering changing that, in more ways than one.” He had her full attention, but he suddenly changed the topic. “I understand you lost Terry and Alijah from your team.” 
 
    “They died in the fighting,” she said, not really wanting to deal with those emotions just yet. “They might have been Science branch, but they fought like Scouts.” 
 
    “They did you proud.” 
 
    “They did us all proud.” 
 
    He nodded, took a deep breath and started to say something, then let out a long sigh. “You need to tell her,” Aaron growled, his voice surprisingly full of emotion. She turned to look at him. Gregg sat next to him with, of all things, tears on his cheeks. Aaron looked on the verge of crying himself.  
 
    “Is it Christian?” 
 
    “No,” Dram said right away. “We’ve had no word from him and his team. We can hope they’re staying low to keep safe.” 
 
    “So tell me what’s happened.” 
 
    “Oh, goddammit,” Gregg moaned. 
 
    “I’ll tell her,” Aaron said. 
 
    “Tell me what?” 
 
    Aaron leaned forward. Minu couldn’t remember ever seeing him look more crestfallen. “No one wanted to tell you until after the vendetta was over.” 
 
    “It’s been over for more than a day. What happened?” 
 
    “Then we couldn’t decide who should tell you,” Gregg said. 
 
    “If someone doesn’t tell me what happened…” 
 
    “Pip was critically injured,” Aaron blurted. 
 
    “What? He was right behind us when we stormed back to the facility.” She thought frantically, trying to remember when she’d last seen him. They’d kept her so busy, she hadn’t had time to think about him, but he was injured in the fighting, too.  
 
    “I know,” Aaron said, “he was so wasted on buzz, when I looked back I thought he’d fallen asleep on the ground. Turns out, it was a lot worse.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Minu didn’t want to hear any more. She told them she wanted to see Pip right away. The flight was the same one she’d rode to Tranquility during the vendetta, only this time, it seemed to take an even longer eternity. The ground rolled by below like a slow-motion movie. She watched the hills and farms as she fought back tears. Pip would make four dead under her command. Add Alexis Krum to the list, even though she knew he’d gotten what was coming to him, and that made five. How could she go on? Little Pip, who was her closest friend; she’d spent innumerable hours with him, talking and drinking mead. They’d left him out there, alone and helpless on the grass, against the surviving Rasa. They’d been so eager for more alien blood, they hadn’t checked on him. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and there was nothing she could do to stop them. Big hot tears dripped from her quivering chin and splattered on the legs of her jumpsuit.  
 
    The transport landed in the parking area at Steven’s Pass, and she jumped clear before it came to a stop. The pain in her right calf was excruciating, and she stumbled and nearly fell. Aaron was there to steady her. She shook off his arm without a word of thanks. The lifts were out of service, so they climbed the stairs instead. Every step hurt, but to her, each jolt of pain was penance, no more than she deserved. They had temporarily repaired the hallway into the medical center. Bjorn’s old office was no longer a triage center. As she went by, Jasmine stood in the doorway looking at a computer. When she saw Minu, she stepped in front of her. 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    “Get out of my way,” Minu said and tried to step to the side. Jasmine moved to intercept, and Minu exploded. Jasmine yelped in surprise when Minu snagged her by an outstretched wrist, turned, pulled her over a hip, and threw. The yelp of surprise turned into a cry of dismay as Jasmine crashed into the wall and slid down, landing in a painful pile on the floor. The obstacle removed, Minu continued her march to the medical bay.  
 
    “Mess with the Kloth…” Aaron said as he went by.  
 
    “And you get the teeth,” Gregg finished. Jasmine didn’t comment. She lay crunched against the wall, head down, bent into a fetal position. She appeared unconscious. Dram noted she was breathing and didn’t stop.  
 
    The medical center was not extensive. The Chosen often used civilian facilities for their medical needs, so it was mainly for emergencies such as this. There were beds for 40 patients, two operating theaters, and a small intensive care ward for ten that could double as an isolation unit in the rare cases where someone brought back an alien bug. As Minu walked in and looked around, the doctor in charge stepped out. He was a civilian brought in by the Chosen to help with the large number of casualties. Those still in Steven’s Pass would either recover shortly or wouldn’t survive if moved. Pip was the latter. 
 
    “I’m afraid you can’t go any farther,” he said. As Minu tried to push past the much taller man, he put a hand on her shoulder. Minu looked down at the hand, then up to his face, with an expression of malice that made him swallow and pull his hand back as if he’d been shocked. 
 
    “You’d be wise to let us see our friend,” Aaron said with just as much venom as Minu felt. 
 
    “Pip,” Dram said to the frightened doctor, who was wondering what had possessed him to work for the crazed Chosen, even temporarily. 
 
    “I don’t know of any Pip,” he said indignantly. 
 
    “Pipson Leata,” Minu said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Oh, why didn’t you say so?” No one spoke. He cleared his throat and indicated the ICU. “But there is no way I can let you—argh!” Minu clenched her fists, and the doctor took a step back.  
 
    “Let the Chosen through,” Dram said, “before she hurts you. Can’t you see she’s family?” 
 
    “Let them in.” Minu looked up and saw Doctor Tasker coming from a surgical theater. He wore scrubs stained with fresh blood and was pulling off surgical gloves. “He’s just trying to do his job, and if you hurt him, we’ll have to hire another doctor to replace him.”  
 
    The doctor was quaking in fear and trying to find the nearest exit. After a moment, he nodded toward the ICU and got out of the way.  
 
    “Pip,” Minu said, “now!” 
 
    “Right this way,” Tasker said, casually tossing his gloves into an overflowing receptacle and walking into the ICU. He stopped just through the door, put on a mask, and handed them out to the others. “Put it on, or you’re not seeing him. I don’t care if you break both my arms and legs. If you want to give him any chance to survive, you will follow basic hospital protocol.” They put the masks on without protest.  
 
    The procession moved down the line of ICU beds. A retractable moliplas barrier shielded each bed, and they each had a self-contained filtering environment. Minu was acutely aware the beds held Chosen, fighting for their lives. They stopped at the end, and Dr. Tasker turned to face her. “Have they told you about his condition?” 
 
    “No,” she said and glared accusingly at her friends.  
 
    “Pip was shot through the head by one of their flechette darts. They’re hard enough on bone, but they’re hell on soft tissue. The dart hit him just above the right occipital ridge and entered through the eye socket. The dart fragmented, and the plastic did some widespread, incidental damage to his frontal lobe. We won’t know the extent of the damage until the brain swelling goes down enough for us to do a good scan. What we’re most worried about is his motor cortex and his amygdala.” 
 
    “Go on,” Minu said, sounding much calmer than she felt. 
 
    “The largest fraction of the dart cut sideways through Broca’s area of his motor cortex. This is the area that controls speech. The dart effectively destroyed it. His amygdala was also damaged, and it seems to be sending out waves of neural lightning storms to the rest of his brain. I can’t conjecture what those will cause. He may never regain consciousness.” 
 
    “Can’t you fix him?” 
 
    “It isn’t that easy.”  
 
    “With all the Concordian technology,” she held her three-fingered cybernetic hand a centimeter from his face, “you’re telling me nothing is possible?” 
 
    “I’m telling you that we’re technological babies. There might be a thousand things we can do, but we haven’t adapted the technology for our use! The network has all kinds of devices for use on brain injuries, but we have no idea what they might do to human physiology. While we give him time to heal from his wounds, we can start working on it. If we just start slapping alien tech into his brain, with no idea of the ramifications, then death might seem like the lesser of two evils.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said and put her arm down. “Can I see him?” 
 
    “He’s in a coma. We aren’t sure he’s even in there anymore. The noise from his motor cortex is making his brain scan hard to read.” 
 
    “I know, but I want to see him.” 
 
    “Okay. Keep the mask on.” He touched a control, and the moliplas barrier opened. She stepped in and saw her friend wasn’t alone; a girl sat on the far side of the bed. She was relatively short and a little overweight, and her face was wet with tears. Though she’d never met her, Minu knew she must be Pip’s girlfriend from Chelan, Cynthia. She glanced up at Minu, nodding slightly and sniffing. Minu returned the nod and looked at Pip.  
 
    Bandages covered his face, right eye, and head. They’d elevated his leg, which sported a bone-healing cast to repair the ankle. They’d attached him to dozens of machines via leads, and he had little antennas from remote devices pointing at him to monitor bodily functions. A tube leading from the left side of his head twitched occasionally. She could hear a machine hum, then a few drops of dark blood would ooze down the tube.  
 
    “Oh, Pip,” she said and moved to the head of his bed. The others came in but stayed by the end of the bed. Every few seconds, Pip’s chest would rise and fall, a monitor beeping each time he breathed and his heart beat. She took his hand and squeezed gently. There was no response. She leaned over next to his head and whispered in his ear. “I love you, Pip, I’m so sorry.” The devices continued to beep, and he continued to breathe, but there was no change. She didn’t cry; she didn’t have any tears left. After a few minutes, she turned to leave. 
 
    “He’d be glad you came,” Cynthia said. 
 
    Minu stopped but didn’t turn. She couldn’t face the girl right now. “I’m sorry,” she said simply then left the ward. 
 
    “We need to look at that leg,” Dr. Tasker said outside. She nodded and spent the rest of the afternoon allowing them to operate on the injured muscle. She was under local anesthetic and watched with some interest as they cut apart her muscles and put them back together. They sewed in a device that would stimulate her body to grow replacement muscles and skin, then they enclosed her leg in a short cast. It looked unusual under her uniform, but not freakishly so.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said as she got up to leave. 
 
    “We’ll do everything we can for Pip,” Dr. Tasker told her. 
 
    “I’ve said my goodbyes,” she said and left. 
 
    “You going to be okay?” Aaron asked in the hallway. Gregg and Dram stood nearby. 
 
    “No,” she said and headed for the stairs. In her billet, she crawled into her bed and turned the lights off. Here, it was like nothing had happened. More than two hundred Chosen and twenty-five hundred civilians weren’t dead. Her best friend wasn’t lying in a room with chunks missing from his brain, waiting to die while machines stubbornly kept his body alive against its will. She’d almost used her cybernetic arm to destroy those machines. It wouldn’t have taken a great deal of effort, but something had stopped her. Maybe it was because a chance existed—a very small chance—that Pip would come back to her, and he’d want that chance. She’d taken enough human biology in school to know that even if he woke up, he wouldn’t be the same Pip. That man was the last, lingering casualty of the vendetta, too stubborn to die.  
 
    “Tomorrow is another day,” she said and drifted off to sleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Julast 24th, 518 AE 
 
    Basic Billets, Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Nobody bothered Minu for days. She woke up, went and got food, returned to her billet, ate, used the bathroom, and went back to sleep. She didn’t know how many times she repeated that ritual. The sleep was mostly dreamless, aided by the medical pack on her leg. Along with drugs to stimulate the growth of new muscle, it trickled a minor anesthetic into her bloodstream. Occasionally, she saw images of friends living, dead, and not quite dead. Finally, she woke up with a start. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she asked the darkened room. Only the quiet humming of the air circulation system answered her. Of course she was alone, but what had she heard? It was the unmistakable echo in her brain of an incredibly familiar voice speaking one word. “Sapphire.” 
 
    “Sapphire…” she said, feeling the word run across her tongue. Just saying it made her brain itch. She knew it was a gemstone, the most valuable on Bellatrix. Once, a long time ago on Earth, diamonds were the most valuable stones, but on Bellatrix they were common, and sapphires were rare.  
 
    “This belonged to the matriarch of our family,” she heard a distant memory in her mind.  
 
    In a flash she leapt up and began digging under her bed, sending boxes of family pictures and other things skidding across the floor. She’d left most of her dead family’s things stored in the basement of the Chosen Tower back in Tranquility, and she’d only taken a few keepsakes. At the bottom of a box full of childhood art, she found a dusty wooden box. Someone from the Peninsula Tribe, the people who lived the simplest lives on Bellatrix, had made it. Her fingers shook as she lifted the lid. Inside was a necklace, sitting on green velvet. Attached was a single large sapphire so dark blue it was almost black. 
 
    She suddenly remembered sitting on the dock outside their family cabin in the woods, miles from Tranquility. She was five, and her father was giving her something very important. “This,” he’d said, taking the necklace from the box, “belonged to the matriarch of our family, Mindy Harper.” They’d gone to the cabin many times; it was where her mother and father had fallen in love. That time, when she was five, was the earliest visit she could remember. Her mother had known the importance of that necklace and carefully made sure her daughter only wore it at home, then secured it away when she finished. Minu had loved the necklace so much, it’d become her father’s pet name for her. Sapphire. He’d presented it to her formally at her graduation from the Keeper’s Academy, an acknowledgement of her adulthood. An adult no longer needed to guard it for her. She’d taken it from storage and kept it in her bedroom without really thinking about it. 
 
    Minu unhooked the clasp and put the necklace on. When she was five, the chain had reached her nonexistent breasts. Now it was more like a choker, the heavy sapphire hanging in the hollow of her throat. The chain was a delicate serpentine gold, and she made a mental note to replace it with something more robust. “Sapphire, sapphire,” she said over and over. The voice that spoke in her dream wasn’t her father’s; rather, it seemed inhuman. 
 
    She got up and stripped before climbing into the shower, turning the spray as hot as it would go. The water eased the tense muscles in her neck and body and cleared her mind. She finished her shower, dried herself off, and sat naked on her bed, legs crossed, mind deep in thought. After a minute she reached over to her desk and snagged the closest tablet. Without understanding why, she stood and opened the tiny secure safe in her room and removed a little metal case. From the case, she took a computer chip she’d only used once. Sitting back on the bed, she loaded the chip, and the encryption program came alive, requesting a password. “I’m pretty sure it’s eight letters,” Pip had told her, “even if we use known words and names, there’s thousands of possibilities. And there is a danger that only a limited number of attempts are allowed.” With trembling fingers, she entered “SAPPHIRE.” An instant later the chip’s file directories opened to her. “Dad!” she sobbed, tears falling onto the waterproof keyboard. 
 
    Minu scanned the file list and tried to control the trembling in her hands. She clicked on the first file and found it encrypted. “Damn,” she said. There were hundreds of main files with thousands of sub files. Many showed names with corresponding dates, others simple words, and still others planet names and designations. The files with dates made her think. This is his personal diary, she realized. During training, the instructors had urged them to keep a log or diary, a practice initiated by her father years earlier. There was so much, where should she start? He must have hidden a key, a final level of security, somewhere. But where? There amidst the files she found one labelled “Start Here!” Minu laughed and wiped away her tears. That was her father, through and through! She opened the file and found a series of nested text files, numbered one to five. Naturally she opened number one. 
 
    “Minu, my daughter, my Sapphire. I am sorry you’re reading this, because it probably means I’m dead.” The tears formed again, but she held them at bay. “However, don’t write me off just yet. I’m confident that you’re reading this, but knowing the level of sophistication of Concordian programming, I’m not one hundred percent certain. I have installed a level two cypher that will allow you access to all these files. The contents of many will leave you stunned, amazed, and more than a little outraged. I’m sorry for my paranoia; it comes with the job. Go to where you found the necklace, and we’ll take the next step, together.” She tried the other four files and found them all encrypted. She had to seek the treasure. 
 
    Minu almost returned to the apartment in Tranquility. “I’m being too literal,” she thought as she dressed. “Dad wouldn’t have known I’d find it in storage after they declared him dead.” She’d stopped by earlier that night and spoke to Pip for a few minutes, telling him she loved him and kissing his cheek. Cynthia was there, her head on his bed, snoring lightly. She promised herself she’d go and see him as often as she could.  
 
    As she was climbing into her aerocar, an overnight bag in the passenger seat, when she heard a deep voice nearby. “Not running away, are you?” 
 
    “No, Dram, I’m not running away.” ‘I’m quitting’ were the words in the back of her mind. Just as something had kept her from destroying Pip’s life support, something kept her from speaking the words out loud now.  
 
    He walked over to her, stood by the car’s open door, and looked past her at the bag. “Sure looks like it.” 
 
    “I’ll be back,” she said without much conviction, “I need some time.” 
 
    “Okay, when? We must make plans, and you’ve set some changes in motion, albeit accidentally, that I’d like you to follow through to the end. Or at least help us stay on course, once it’s set.” 
 
    “I’m in no position to lead anyone.” 
 
    “I know you’re torn up inside.” 
 
    “Do you really? I lost my entire team, except for one civilian; the only one with enough common sense to run before the fighting started.” 
 
    “You think you’re the only one who lost someone?” he suddenly yelled. “Over two hundred Chosen are dead, and I knew the names of each and every one of them. Every…god…damned…one…of…them.” He smacked a huge fist into the palm of his other hand, emphasizing each word. “Forty were from my Trials group. They were people I’ve called friend for longer than you’ve been alive! Should you feel bad? Sure. Maybe you think you should feel like shit, but I don’t know why you would. Without your invention, the ingenuity to carry it through, and your on-the-spot decision to implement it in the face of insurmountable obstacles, we’d have lost this world to the Rasa. The fighting is over; that was the easy part. The hard part is surviving. We heal the wounded, bury and mourn the dead, then go on.” 
 
    “You make it sound so easy.” 
 
    “I never said it was easy, but it is necessary. The whole of humanity is depending on us, and you.” She heaved a great sigh and fell into the car’s seat. “So, tell me when you’ll be back.” 
 
    “It isn’t that easy.” 
 
    “Sure it is. Take a week, take a month, take two; just set a date, so I can tell the council.” 
 
    “The Chosen council cares that much about a young four-star?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll be back in two weeks,” she said, not knowing where the number came from. 
 
    “We’ll be expecting you, Chosen Alma.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She circled the cabin twice until she found a place to set the aerocar down. The land around the cabin only extended a few dozen meters in each direction before precipitously sloping down toward the water. The forest surrounded the small lake where the tiny island lay for many kilometers in all directions. Thick undergrowth covered the uncertain ground surrounding the cabin, and the few trees that had managed to gain a foothold on the island further complicated her landing. Flipping the aerocar while trying to land would strand her a good five hundred kilometers from the nearest sizable settlement. Finally, deciding to land on a pile of lumber that had once been a barn, she set down in the center of the debris. She crossed her fingers there was no basement as she disengaged the gravitic impellers. Several boards snapped with resounding pops, and the car settled slightly, but the landing spot held. 
 
    Minu got out and looked around. Everything seemed the same, if a little overgrown, in the ten years that had gone by between then and now. There was the cabin, the collapsed barn, a shed, and another strange, round building about four meters across and three tall. She thought about her first trip to the cabin, and remembered something about her father telling her to stay away from the rickety outbuildings. She headed for the cabin.  
 
    The building was nearly five hundred years old and constructed using a combination of modern and ancient techniques imported from their homeworld. Her Dad lectured her from across the years, as she remembered him saying, “Billy Harper, Mindy Harper’s husband, built this house for them to raise their family before things went horribly wrong. Billy died shortly after he finished it. When Mindy retired as mayor of Tranquility, she came here to live out her days.” Minu hadn’t set foot on the island for a decade, but the building still looked fine. “I got the land when my father died,” he’d explained. “I restored it and preserved the wood with Concordian technology. It should stand for another five hundred years, unless there’s a fire or some other disaster.” 
 
    Minu stepped onto the front porch and took in the view, which was much like Bellatrix would have looked when humans first arrived. The forest was composed almost entirely of the huge fern trees native to this world. Across the lake, she could see a few of the hardier evergreen trees from Earth beginning to encroach on the smaller native plants. Another century and they would supplant the native fern trees entirely, killing them with an impenetrable fifty-meter-tall canopy of pine needles.  
 
    Down by the lake was the dock where he’d given her the necklace. Unlike the cabin, he hadn’t built it with native materials. Her father used dualloy pilings, supporting translucent moliplas planks. It would still exist half a million years from now, though it would likely have a covering of mold and slime. She walked down to the dock, twice sinking to her ankles in the soupy ground. Landing on the remnants of the barn had turned out to be a smart move. She didn’t want to think about how deep her three thousand kilo car would have sunk in the gunk. She walked onto the dock and sat at the end in the same place she’d sat when her father gave her the necklace. There was a piling on either side, one capped with a steel cover, the other moliplas.  
 
    “Never would have thought of this,” she said and tried to pry up the moliplas cap. After some work it popped free. There was a water tight space inside, a few centimeters deep, and it held another chip wrapped in a water tight moliplas bag. She took it and replaced the cap. Might be a good place to stash something someday. She returned to her car and inserted the chip into her tablet. The chip held only a single cypher key. She found the file marked ‘two’ and opened it. 
 
    “Now I know it’s you, Sapphire,” it read. “As I said before, don’t assume I’m dead. You must ask yourself how you got this packet of files. There were three possible ways for you to get them. From me, on my death bed. Handed to you by a Chosen I delegated. Or finally, delivered by a computer via a very unusual circular route.” Minu nodded, recognizing the third option. The writing continued. “If you received the files via the last method, I may still be alive.” 
 
    Minu’s heart raced as she read on. “I gave copies of this data packet to selected Chosen along with instructions to give them to you should my death be confirmed. I could have given it to you myself, but if that was the case, you’d probably already know everything in these files. 
 
    “When I created these files and planned how to get them to you, I had to come up with contingency plans for various situations. One was that you would never become a Chosen. As your father, I’m going to discount that option immediately.” Minu smiled as she read. “Other issues I had to consider were your level of technical expertise, the branch of the Chosen you’d find yourself in, and the stage you had reached in your career when you received them. I can only hope you are at least a three-star Chosen, in service more than a decade, at the time of this reading.” 
 
    I’m sorry to disappoint you on both accounts, dad, she said silently before reading on. 
 
    “You have to play the hand fate deals you, so here you go. The chip is divided into five sections containing my logs, mission files, ideas, musings, and general mental masturbations.” She blushed slightly at her father’s candor. Never once in his life did he ever speak to her like that. She deeply wished this was a real conversation, not some grumblings from the grave. “You’ve no doubt noticed these five files, and you will soon be frustrated to realize that three of them are still locked. There are three more cyphers hidden in secret locations. Scattered throughout these data files are the clues you need to find those cyphers. Don’t be angry; I need to make sure you are ready to see the contents of the final three files. Since I have no way of knowing how old you are or what you’re doing, this is a control to keep you from knowing too much, too quickly. I have to make sure, somehow, that you’re ready for the burden.” 
 
    “Shit,” she said and checked. Sure enough, the other three files were still encrypted. Why would he give her all this information but hide three small text files from her? What could they contain that was so ground shaking that he wanted to be sure she was ‘old enough’ and ‘ready for the burden,’ as he’d said? 
 
    “I’m hoping you can use these files to help the Chosen move away from being professional scavengers to become the soldiers we’re destined to be. Our very survival, maybe the survival of the galaxy, depends on what we do and how we act, and no small amount of luck. I can’t go into this any further; you’ll find out more when you unlock the other files.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” she said out loud, then finished reading the file. 
 
    “Read, learn, and explore. You’ll find the clues as you go. The one thing you must promise, do not come looking for me. If I’ve disappeared, it’s for a reason. Promise me, Sapphire.” 
 
    “I promise, you, dad, for now.” 
 
    “I love you honey. I’m sorry I wasn’t there with you when your mother died. Goodbye.” 
 
    Minu closed the tablet and took out the chip, turning it over and over in her hand. She’d come here thinking she might retire from the Chosen and maybe go into science or teaching. Now, she didn’t know. What the Chosen did might be vital to the survival of the galaxy? The little chip glittered in the afternoon sun. Outside, a howler barked in the distance and others joined in, while high in the sky an eagle screamed. With a deep sigh she made her decision.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Julast 25th, 518 AE 
 
    Sanctuary Island, Plateau Territory 
 
      
 
    Minu spent the night in the musty old cabin, sleeping in the big bed her mother and father had slept in when she was a little girl. She cried, first remembering the pain of her mother dying, then with relief at having talked to the ghost of her father and the thought he might still be alive.  
 
    The following morning, she explored the cabin and found some still-edible food stored in the cupboards. Breakfast was ancient rice, pancake mix, and freeze-dried eggs. A nearly full EPC powered the Concordian-manufactured stove, so cooking wasn’t an issue. It also provided hot water, heating, and cooling. After eating, she explored further. It looked like no one had been there in years, and that didn’t surprise her. It was almost impossible to reach the island without a boat, and the cabin was nearly invisible from the shore. Besides, it was in a scarcely-settled region of the continent.  
 
    It was hard to imagine that Mindy Harper had once lived there, in the very same building, during the last years of her spectacular life. Curiosity led Minu to explore the spaces in detail. She wondered if there were any interesting artifacts from Mindy’s day. Just about every place Mindy had lived throughout her life was a monument of one sort or another except this one. This was a private place, a sanctuary of sorts. A monument in Founders’ Park led people to believe Mindy was buried there. In truth, she and her husband Billy rested in unmarked graves on the island. About twenty generations lay between them, but Minu had never felt closer to the enigmatic woman than that morning.  
 
    They’d furnished the entire building with handmade furniture, including a magnificent dresser in the bedroom, which was hand made by Billy as a gift to his beloved wife. Minu ran her hand along the smooth carvings, imagining her ancestors working the wood, keeping their clothes in it, and making it part of their lives.  
 
    Sometime when she needed a break, she’d come here and search more thoroughly. What interesting secrets had Mindy left behind? The story of the exodus was supposed to be complete in their history. Looking around the old, time worn surroundings, she wondered. The more she learned, and the deeper she delved into the Chosen and Concordian culture, the more she discovered things were not as they seemed. 
 
    She spent one more night in the cabin before returning to Steven’s Pass. On the flight back, she prowled through the thousands of files her father left her. As he’d said, many were detailed accounts of Concordian worlds and what he’d found there, others were impressions of alien species and his musings about how humanity could make its own way without the Tog protecting them. Three files remained locked, and despite so many others to explore, they made her burn with curiosity.  
 
    No sooner had Minu dropped her overnight bag in her billet than Dram appeared. “I knew you wouldn’t be gone for long.” 
 
    “I didn’t.”  
 
    “What made you come back?” 
 
    “An old friend set me straight.” 
 
    “Anyone I know? I owe that person a debt of thanks.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. Maybe someday you’ll have a chance to thank him in person.”  
 
    Dram gave her a lopsided, curious grin. “Okay, then. The Council meeting is set for tomorrow. They’d like to speak with you. They’re preparing a new assignment.” 
 
    “I expected as much.” He turned to go, and she grabbed his arm. “I’m going to have some demands of my own.” 
 
    “Demands?” he asked, his dark eyes flashing. 
 
    “Call them requests, if you must, but I think I’ve earned some leeway.” 
 
    “So you have.” 
 
    Dram left her alone to unpack. She’d scarcely opened her bag before she had more visitors. Gregg, Aaron, and Cherise tapped on her open door. The boys looked downcast, and Cherise was crying. For a second, Minu feared that Pip was dead, but it wasn’t that. It was the first real chance the friends had had to be alone together. Gregg held up a bottle of mead, Pip’s favorite brand. “Absolutely,” she said and invited them in. In a way, they all needed to say goodbye. Many bottles of mead gave their lives that night as the friends reminisced, laughed, cried, and said their farewells.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Julast 27th, 518 AE 
 
    Chosen Headquarters, Steven’s Pass 
 
      
 
    Minu didn’t remember much of the previous night after the first bottle of mead. There were many hundreds of beekeepers in the highlands around Steven’s Pass, and more than a dozen meaderies. By some accident, grapes didn’t grow well on Bellatrix, and that had led to mead being the favored drink. Minu had no taste for wine anyway. In the morning she took a long, cold shower, which gave her time to put her thoughts in order. Afterward, she put them on a tablet for presentation. She had a pretty good idea of what they would demand of her, and she wanted to be ready for it. 
 
    Minu once again sat at the small table with the Chosen council seated in a semicircle opposite her, along with a group of three Tog. Unlike the previous times she’d sat in the hot seat, this time she felt no fear. They were here to get something from her, not to threaten or interrogate her, but of course, the formalities came first. 
 
    “Chosen Alma,” First Jacob said, rising to his feet. “It is the determination of this council and our Tog masters that your actions, leading up to and through the vendetta against the Rasa, were in accord with the highest tradition of the Chosen.” Minu remained seated and nodded.  
 
    “We express our thanks for defending our interests,” the lead Tog said through hser translator.  
 
    “You have rewarded our confidence well,” another said. “Your choice to allow the disowned Rasa soldiers sanctuary is unorthodox, but not illegal. We have discussed this development in detail with our First, and plans are underway to make them legal residents on your leasehold.” 
 
    “We would like to discuss your future career.” Dram picked up the thread, standing with a tablet in his hand. “We have reviewed your recommendations and your notes that we were insufficiently prepared for the attack, and we acknowledge this is a deficit. Your new shock rifles are both innovative and suitable for our purposes and, possibly, very valuable commodities.” 
 
    He glanced at his notes, and she prepared for the other shoe to drop. “We want you to spearhead the specialized training of five scout teams as dedicated combat units. Planning is already underway for another Trial, which we will conduct as soon as possible. We lost too many Chosen to replace through reserves. We also want to reconstruct your research team with top flight people, headed by you and Dr. Hurt, to continue your ground-breaking research. What do you think?” 
 
    “Are you really asking my opinion?” 
 
    Jacob was standing, as well. He looked at the Chosen council and their aides, then gestured to them and the Tog. “Do you think we’d be here if we didn’t want your opinion?” 
 
    “Possibly.” Jacob’s lips thinned, and she instantly felt better about her position. When she’d seen the Tog in attendance, she’d reevaluated the strength of her hand, but Jacob’s pained expression pushed her forward. “Okay, I’ll tell you what I think.” 
 
    Minu picked up her computer and stood. Jacob and Dram looked at each other and sat. Dram looked very attentive, while Jacob looked apprehensive. “First off, your suggestion of five specialist scout teams is like applying a bandage to a severed head.” 
 
    “If all you’re going to do is insult this council…” Jacob began. 
 
    “Are you going to listen to me?” Jacob gnashed his teeth and quieted. “We’ve entered a new stage of our existence in the Concordian Empire. If our location is not public knowledge by now, it will be shortly. Species are certain to seek us out for our success against the Rasa, both as potential allies and as enemies. We cannot count on protection from the Tog or Beezer any longer. The day may soon come when the opposite is true.  
 
    “Fifty specially-trained Chosen is pathetic.” The council grumbled, but Dram remained attentive. “What I propose, many will consider a radical change. First, I think we should create an entirely new branch of Chosen, the military branch. Red stars would be appropriate. The soldier branch will absorb the scouts as a distinct sub-branch. We should alter the Trials to include certain key criteria. I am making those available on the network now. These criteria emphasize physical agility, marksmanship, fearlessness, and aggressiveness. The new Chosen should enjoy all the benefits of being Chosen, but should not be eligible for sideways mobility without special circumstances. The possible exception is Command. We should incorporate the Rasa into this new military-style unit from the ground up. What they lack in technological innovation, they make up for in military tactics and raw tenacity. They can be invaluable in the creation of this new branch, and we can test their loyalty to our cause at the same time. My instincts and my experience with Var’at suggest there is no reason to be concerned about their loyalty, though.” 
 
    Jacob laughed and shook his head. “Is that it?” 
 
    “Hardly,” she said and continued. His fury was evident. “Second, the shock rifles should not under any circumstances be sold or traded, nor should their secrets be transferred to the Tog.” For the first time, the Concordian masters reacted. Minu didn’t speak their silent language and they chose not to translate their comments. Judging from the furious hand gestures and muted pulses of living light, the conversation appeared quite animated. “Though we are in debt to the Tog under The Law, this invention belongs to us, and we are under no obligation to hand it over or sell it. This new technology gives us a military edge, and if I have any say, it will continue to give us one for many years. 
 
    “Third, as you suggested, we should create a science team to continue my research. It should include Dr. Hurt and Bjorn, as well as the best Chosen and civilian scientists. It is not only economically vital to humanity, it is vital to our survival. My research into species who produce new military innovations shows they only have a fifty-fifty chance of surviving their own innovation. Often, the birth pangs of that technology result in the death of the parent. I hope you understand what I’m saying. If a young species invents something ground breaking, other species often destroy them when they try to take that innovation. Concordian species don’t play well with others, especially the higher-order species.” She looked at the head Tog, P’ing, as she said the last part. Hse was staring back at her with hser lidless, almond-shaped eyes. 
 
    “Fourth, and this is an add-on to the first, the soldier branch needs its own facilities. These new bases, or forts, should be outside, around every operating portal on Bellatrix. That our portals are either sparsely or not at all defended represents a vital weakness. By constructing defensive and training facilities around the portals, we will be ready to deploy if there is a need for our soldiers off-world. We should bring at least one deactivated portal online, and that portal would be the soldiers’ primary base. I would suggest the old Peninsula Tribe Portal due to its remote location and proximity to available resources.” 
 
    Those in the room were silent for a long moment. Minu placed her tablet on the table and waited. Jacob forced a chuckle and finally spoke. “You don’t have much to add, do you?” No one else laughed. Minu had watched the Council carefully as she made her speech, and she had noted a variety of responses to her recommendations, ranging from surprise to shock. Jacob, however, was the only one who looked openly hostile.  
 
    “One more thing?” He gave a ‘sure why not?’ gesture. “I request a transfer to the new Soldier branch as soon as it is operable.” 
 
    “Well, as the First Among the Chosen, I guess I’ll start by saying ‘no.’” 
 
    “To what part?” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    “Fine with me,” Minu said and rose. 
 
    “You were not dismissed.” 
 
    “I am not looking to be dismissed. If you’re going to completely ignore me, I’m resigning my commission in the Chosen.” 
 
    “What? Are you going to be childish because your elders refuse your flights of fancy?” 
 
    “Flights of fancy? Creating five groups of partially-trained combat troops and selling off our most valuable defensive tool are flights of fancy. No, that’s not right; it’s fucking idiotic.” 
 
    “Now, see here,” one of the Council members yelled. 
 
    “No, you see here. I refuse to participate in the train wreck you’re orchestrating.”  
 
    “This entire situation is your doing, young lady!” said Jacob, his face stretched in anger. “It began with your overzealous meddling. Now you intend to run away and leave us to clean up your mess.” 
 
    “I admit I bear some responsibility. I was young and naive when placed in Command. I didn’t ask for that command. It would have thrilled me to be a member of a scout team; instead, I had to grow and adapt much faster than most. My decisions have been under intense scrutiny since the beginning, by both the Council and our Concordian masters.” She gestured at the Tog. “Repeatedly you have found me to be right and stated I acted appropriately. I never said I would not assist the Chosen. I will be happy to help, but only as a civilian. I won’t subject myself to your petty whims and vagaries if you will not take my guidance. I’ve spent an unbelievable amount of time researching this issue. Please contact me when you decide which civilian function you wish me to fulfill.” She turned and began to leave. 
 
    “Are you certain you want to leave the Chosen?” Dram asked. Minu was disappointed to hear how unconcerned he sounded. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at the table full of wide eyes and said, “Completely. If you’re unwilling to see how things really are, I’m unwilling to feed your delusions.” She continued out the door. No one stopped her. As the door closed behind her, she heard the Council yelling recriminations at each other.  
 
    She walked to the main rotunda, where civilian workers hammered and welded on the upper levels, repairing the damage from the Rasa assault. When she turned toward her billet, she found Cherise, Gregg, and Aaron sitting in the reception area. They jumped to their feet as she approached. “How’d it go?” they asked, running over each other. 
 
    “Looks like I’m a civilian,” she said, her voice surprisingly stress-free. She felt like someone had lifted a weight off her shoulders. The fate of humanity was no longer her responsibility.  
 
    “They threw you out?” Gregg asked. Minu chuckled. 
 
    “No,” Cherise said, studying Minu’s face and shaking her head regretfully, “she quit.” 
 
    “Those idiots,” Aaron growled, “I’m going to give them a piece of my mind.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Minu said and headed toward her billet. “Although if you did, you would double their intelligence. Everything will work itself out in the end.” 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Cherise asked. 
 
    “I think I’m going to go to school full time,” she said, “maybe get a job.” Maybe have a life, she added to herself. Her friends stayed in the rotunda and watched her walk away. None of them knew what to say.  
 
    It wouldn’t take long to pack. The tablet with the chip from her father sat on her desk. As soon as she saw it, she felt guilty. “I’m hoping you can use these files to help the Chosen move away from being professional scavengers to become the soldiers we’re destined to be.”  
 
    “Sorry, dad,” she told the computer. She picked up her overnight bag. It wouldn’t be hard to add the few personal possessions she owned. Before she could finish she heard a soft, tentative knock on the door. “Don’t bother trying to talk me out of it.” The knock came again, so she opened the door. “I’ll give you credit for persis—” A Tog stared at her with huge unblinking almond-shaped eyes. She dropped to her knees. “Concordian master, I apologize.” 
 
    “There is no need; rise Chosen.” She stood, her head a full half-meter above her visitor’s. “Your decision to leave our service was hasty.” 
 
    “I don’t believe so, Concordian master. If the Chosen do not intend to follow my recommendations, there is little I can do. I won’t be a party to my own species’ suicide.” 
 
    “We agree.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. What?”  
 
    The Tog, ever literal, repeated hser statement word for word.  
 
    “So you agree with my recommendations?” 
 
    “Completely.” 
 
    “So what is to be done?” 
 
    “Everything will be done.” 
 
    “All my recommendations are being implemented?” 
 
    “With one exception.” 
 
    “Which one is that?” 
 
    “You will not be transferred to the new branch of Soldier.” 
 
    “I guess I can live with that. What do you want me to do for you, Concordian master?” 
 
    “We want you to lead.” Hse held out one hand with three serpentine fingers. Hse turned it over palm up and unfolded hse fingers. There sat a cluster of three golden stars.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    January 22nd, 519 AE 
 
    Fort Jovich, Peninsula Tribe Territory 
 
      
 
    The new fortress was already taking shape, and massive dualloy beams soared a hundred meters over Minu’s head as she walked along the ceramic concrete floor. A dozen civilian contractors followed her, all demanding she listen to their problems. A big raindrop splattered on her shoulder. She looked up at the angry clouds racing across the sky. It would be the third monsoon that week, and the rainy season was still a month away.  
 
    “Chosen, you have to give priority to the completion of the new ceramic cement curing facility, or you will never complete your main structural supports in time,” one man finally managed to get out over the loud protests of the others. 
 
    “But if my haulers don’t get priority, the remainder of the dualloy braces will not be in place when we erect the supports.” 
 
    “And without the third workers’ camp I’m trying to finish, none of these tasks can be staffed.”  
 
    Minu sighed; all three made good points. “Okay, I’ll give you ten minutes with my assistant Cherise to work out a compromise. I’m sure we can accommodate all your schedules.” 
 
    “I don’t see how!” one of them howled. “Ridiculous,” another said. “The rainy season is about to begin!” the third cried. 
 
    She rounded on them. Though she was shorter than all of them by at least twenty centimeters, they stopped in their tracks and took a step back. She held up a warning finger when one tried to talk. “It’s simple. If this structure isn’t weather tight before the first serious storms begin at the end of March, this entire facility will be underwater, or worse, filled with water. If that happens, and we have to begin again next spring, I promise you we will hire off-world contractors who will get the job done on schedule.” 
 
    They held a hurried conversation before one spoke for the group. “We will speak with your specialist and figure out a way to make it work.” 
 
    “I thought you’d say that,” she said and continued on her way. Minu left the trio in one of the dozens of Concordian-made portable office modules. They were smaller than the ones made on Bellatrix, but they were completely water-tight and had self-contained atmospheres. It sometimes rained so heavily that the air processors on the locally-made modules would flood. Minu navigated a series of trenches that would someday hold power conduits, but now, they were two-meter deep rivers crossed by wooden bridges. She finally reached the east wall of the fortress. The section was nearly complete and held her office. As she reached the door, rain began to pour from the sky. She slammed it closed, already drenched. 
 
    “Hey, Boss,” Aaron said from a computer terminal. The command center was full of Chosen and civilians, experts ranging from engineers to construction workers. Dozens of computers hummed, and holotanks showed the fortress in its completed form, as well as various sections under construction. “You having fun dealing with the contractors?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Minu scoffed, “nothing but fun.” She dropped into the chair behind her desk and sighed. She wiped water from her long red hair using a towel she kept on hand for the typically terrible weather. Her duty segment should have ended hours earlier, but that was two progress meetings ago. Her computer lit up with messages varying from important to urgent. She saw one from Dram, her boss, and opened it right away. It was a status update on the upcoming Trials. They were about to begin the preliminary written tests for both full Chosen and soldiers. There were over twenty thousand applicants for the first five thousand slots. As she’d suspected, there was a lot of interest in a purely military branch of Chosen. They’d already scheduled five rounds of Trials, each with five thousand candidates. She fully expected two thousand from each group to graduate, and a thousand of those to make it through training. Two years from now, with Fort Jovich in operation, the Chosen would have five thousand fully trained soldiers at its disposal. 
 
    Another message updated her on the progress at the new weapons’ factory in Tranquility. Her wonderful little computer-manufacturing micro-factory cranked out a hundred computers each month. They quietly acquired the other parts off-world, or Chosen scouts brought them in from salvage operations. They’d finished a thousand shock rifles, and she expected to arm all the new soldiers by the time they finished training.  
 
    A message from Ted and Bjorn showed progress on the personal shields. Ted said there was tantalizing data indicating it was possible to mass-manufacture individual shields. They would be a pale imitation of the ones she and her team had used during the Rasa vendetta—only able to take one direct hit from a beamcaster, or a few dozen flechette rounds—but unlike the devices they were based on, there would be no catastrophic detonation from overload.  
 
    She was ready to collapse from fatigue when she saw a message she’d been waiting for. Gregg was back from a junk pile with container after container full of supposedly useless little crab-bots. She already had a score of private companies falling all over themselves trying to get the contracts to modify them. She had plans to integrate the modified little beasts into their military tactics that would greatly increase her combat team’s effectiveness. All in all, only three months after the vendetta, plans were well underway. 
 
    “I’m taking two days off,” she announced. Several technicians tried to get her attention, but Aaron deftly intercepted them.  
 
    “Let the boss have some down time,” he told them. They dejectedly relented, and she gave Aaron a grateful smile. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch via email in the morning. Call if it’s a disaster.” 
 
    “Get some rest. Nothing much is going to happen for a few days until the storm burns itself out anyway.” 
 
    Minu stumbled down the hall. They’d only partially finished the vehicle bay, but personal transports of all types still crowded it. She climbed into her hot little red aerocar and took off vertically. The weather hammered the car despite its powerful impellers. She gritted her teeth for a tense minute as technology battled nature. Eventually technology won, and she leveled off at ten thousand meters, well above the storm, and set the autopilot for her retreat.  
 
    As the car hummed, she yawned and relaxed for the first time in days. She was doing what she’d imagined months earlier, during their desperate fight against the Rasa. The Chosen would have soldiers, and those soldiers would attend her War College. More would follow, all trained to fight the varied Concordian species on their own terms, with human ingenuity. Without realizing it, she drifted off to asleep.  
 
    Her car woke her two hours later, in time to land on the island. It was raining lightly at the family cabin. She landed easily on the concrete pad, grabbed the bag she’d put in the car for the occasion, and ran through the rain into the house. The environmental system she’d installed the previous month sensed her landing, and the cabin was already warm and cozy by the time she came through the door. As she stripped and climbed into the big fluffy bed, a hundred things whirled through her mind. Pip was still on life support. His brain had healed itself, except for the scarring and missing tissue. The doctors said he was sort of conscious, trapped inside, unable to communicate with the outside world. She wondered what kind of personal hell he was suffering through. The Rasa were more valuable than she’d thought possible. Hundreds of them worked on Fort Jovich, even during the monsoons! It turned out they found the driving rain and horrible heat quite comfortable. They were still kept carefully away from civilians; that secret would remain for now. Var’at held the rank of Colonel in the Soldier branch, below only Minu and Dram, but they had yet to solve the issues of his giving orders to humans or using shock rifles. 
 
    Minu lay back and sighed, the sheets cool against her flesh. Christian was still missing. They had not yet declared him and his team lost in action. She hoped they were laying low and avoiding trouble. She was too busy most days to think about him. It was only when she was in bed that he came to mind. Was that all he’d meant to her? She couldn’t answer her own question. And, of course, she thought about her father. His files provided endless ideas and guidance. She hadn’t told anyone about them. Somehow that seemed dangerous. She still held out hope he was out there, somewhere in the galaxy, doing who knows what. And the clues in the files remained hidden. 
 
    What about the Weavers? She hadn’t meditated at a portal since the day of the vendetta. Minu told herself it was because she’d been too damn busy; the truth was she was too damn scared. The sapphire pendant she wore around her neck was now on an indestructible dualloy chain. It silently spoke of the truth the Weavers were real. The voice in her mind that had led her to the password was theirs. So many questions, so much to do. How will I ever find time? She tried to clear her mind and sleep. She’d have to worry about finding more time when she had more time. For now, she had work to do. Her sleep was remarkably peaceful for someone with a mind so full of turmoil. 
 
    In the morning she made a breakfast from the well-stocked pantry and checked her email. Aaron was carefully screening what got through, of that she had little doubt. The weather in Peninsula was still stormy, so she’d get her two days off. She did feel a little guilty, but as the day went on, and the skies cleared, some much needed relaxation replaced her guilt.  
 
    Every time she came to the little cabin, she did more work. She repaired wear and tear here and upgraded a system there. The cabin was beginning to come together. 
 
    That morning she decided to do some work in the bedroom. She’d brought in new area rugs when she’d first started staying at the cabin, but when she’d put the rugs down, she’d inadvertently damaged one of the old pieces of furniture. It was a gorgeous four drawer dresser supposedly made by her storied ancestor’s husband, the pig farmer and amateur carpenter. Tool kit in hand, she examined the piece. Considering Billy’s tools and the fact that the local hardwoods were far from that hard, he’d done a fabulous job, at least as far as her novice eye could tell.  
 
    During the carpet installation, she’d pulled too hard on the five-hundred-year-old dresser and nearly pulled a leg off. She surmised a little wood glue and a screw or two would fix the problem. She set to work, and a half hour later finished the job. Only, the bottom drawer wouldn’t close properly now. “Oh great,” she grumbled and tried repeatedly to ‘gently’ force the drawer closed. On her final attempt, it gave off an ominous ‘CRACK.’ “Now you’ve done it!” She pulled the drawer entirely out.  
 
    There was no obvious damage to the rail and no obvious indication of why it wouldn’t close. She leaned over, carefully eyeing the track cut in the wood, and she spotted it. A paperclip jammed the track. Using a pair of pliers, she extracted the clip and started to reinsert the drawer when she thought, Where did that clip come from? 
 
    The drawer contained only her clothes, and not much at that. When she’d moved in, there’d been almost nothing left from the previous occupants—a few pairs of shorts, a couple of musty towels, and a box holding some linens that might well have come from Earth. They were rank, and she’d long since sealed them in bags and shipped them off to the Plateau Historical Society. Minu removed her clothes from the drawer and examined it in detail. Nothing unusual. She flipped it upside down. The bottom was loose.  
 
    She pulled gently on the loose piece just to see how much repair it would take, and the entire drawer fell apart. “You have got to be kidding me,” she cried in dismay as the wood tumbled from her grasp and rained down on the floor. With a sigh she got on her hands and knees to collect the puzzle pieces. She’d nearly finished when she realized she had an extra bottom piece. She also noticed a fair amount of paper debris, four extra paperclips, and finally, a computer chip.  
 
    “A secret stash,” she realized as she moved some of the paper bits around the floor. During a week-long stint in the Chosen records department, she’d seen some old paper storage. This sort of leftovers was common from paper files, and she knew right away that the hidden place had once held more than a couple of pages. Now, only the debris and paperclips spoke of what had once been there. There was some dust, too. No one had accessed this hidey hole for a long, long time. She held the computer chip in one hand, turning it over and over for almost a minute, before a cold feeling crept up her spine. If no one had been here for so long, where did the computer chip come from? It was a modern moliplas chip of Concordian design. They were first seen on Bellatrix a little over a hundred years ago when the Tog returned and introduced humanity to the galaxy.  
 
    She left the partially-reassembled drawer where it lay and retrieved one of the half dozen tablets from her desk on the other side of the bedroom. She inserted the chip in the tablet, and it glowed slightly, acknowledging access. A file menu appeared in English. There was only one entry, titled “Astronomical Observations.” She opened the file and found hundreds of dated entries, each followed by complex symbols and computations, all of which meant exactly squat to her. Astronomy was something she didn’t have in common with her ancestor. Was this the long-lost astronomy diary of Mindy Harper? If so, who had taken the time to have them scanned into a modern computer chip? It had to be her dad, but it seemed like it had been many years since someone last opened the drawer. Minu remembered her father had never used the dresser on their trips to this island when she was a young child. Instead, he kept his clothes in a bag. She checked the file logs on the chip, but unlike human operating systems that automatically recorded date and time details, Concordian-made systems only did that if you requested it. Whoever had made this chip had not done so.  
 
    Minu copied the files almost without thought, then slipped the chip into her little dualloy secure chip safe, the same one she’d used to keep the files Pip had pilfered from the Tog database. She made a mental note to research the chip further and perhaps send a copy to the Plateau Historical Society  
 
    She repaired the drawer and put it back in place. She even fixed the secret compartment. Who knows? It could prove useful someday. As the brisk winter evening came upon her, she took a cup of tea out onto the little porch and sat in an ancient chair, also made by her ancestor, and watched the stars come out. A couple of howlers barked at each other across the water, a rare thing that time of year. There on the family ancestral island, her worries about the Concordia and the Chosen seemed so far away. It was probably the best place on the world humanity now called home. Like Mindy had once done on the same porch, she looked up into the sky facing the direction where a star would be visible that night. The star, 248 light years away, had once given birth to her species. That was where Mindy Harper was born. She looked over at a short line of graves with simple markers a few dozen meters away. Mindy, Billy, and all but one of their children rested there. Maybe she’d join them one day. It seemed appropriate that the last of the line to live and die on Bellatrix should join the first. 
 
    On the horizon, green Romulus was just beginning to rise. Remus would only appear late that evening, after its little brother had already made two sweeps across the great sky. A billion stars twinkled, and still her gaze was drawn to one. “What comes next?” she asked the stars. Only the howlers answered her. 
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Excerpt from “The Lost Aria:” 
 
      
 
    Tak’la reached the end of the hall and entered the meeting room, immediately assuming the posture of respect, knees on the floor, immobile lips centimeters from the floor as well. “We of the Rasa thank you for coming,” he hissed through his translator.  
 
    “We will hear your plea,” the reply came quickly. The voice could not have been more different than his own, so full of volume and resonance. Tak’la rose to his feet and faced the Tanam where it stood with another of its kind. The felinoids were a full two meters tall even in their somewhat slouched postures, standing bipedal on two limbs while two arms hung at their sides. Everything about the beings spoke of barely-contained power. Ten centimeter retractable claws tipped all four limbs, and canine fangs long enough to protrude below the jaw proclaimed this being as a climax predator of frightening ability. The Rasa evolved as predators on a primarily reptilian world, and they were ambush hunters and opportunists. The Tanam caused a deep feeling of fear to run along his spine. He knew they hunted by running down, battling, and tearing their foes limb from limb. Tak’la felt a moment of panic and considered running for his life. “Speak!” the Tanam ordered, and he did.  
 
    “We have asked you here to offer an alliance between our species.” 
 
    The Tanam snorted, a deep, almost subsonic sound, and regarded him even closer than before. The other one, though of similar build, remained aloof and without comment. Their ears were large and mobile, able to detect sound from any direction, and were pierced by a variety of bejeweled ornaments. The one who remained silent had more ornate decorations. A superior? The first one spoke again. “We know of an offer, as does every other high order species in the Concordia.” It took a step closer and Tak’la fought to stand his ground. “It speaks of fear and desperation after your defeat.” The other one issued a low rumbling growl.  
 
    Tak’la shivered, his resolve barely holding. “What we offer is not without merit.” 
 
    “Then speak of this offer.” 
 
    “First, may I state what we wish from this alliance?” 
 
    “If you desire.” 
 
    “Very well…We want the human creatures destroyed and utterly annihilated.” 
 
    The Tanam chuffed and shook its head, a gesture Tak’la could not guess the meaning of. “We have met these humans and tasted their flesh. While hominids are rare, these are no different than any other chattering primates we’ve encountered in the past. Timid, feckless children of a species with a dubious claim to the mantle of higher order. Deal with them yourselves.”  
 
    “We cannot. Our claim of Vendetta expired, and the council chose not to give us a chance at redemption.” 
 
    “Again, this is none of our concern.” 
 
    The other spoke for the first time, its voice even lower, making it even more difficult to control his fear. “We have always thought it wise to allow the lesser species to settle their own squabbles. We find it less desirable to meddle in your prattling than the Mok-Tok, and we don’t have such a taste for carnage as the T’Chillen. Still, I’m sure the council could be encouraged to hear your pleas, with the proper amounts and types of incentives.” 
 
    “We have exhausted our supplies of capital in such matters. The first Vendetta left us severely depleted in war materials, and our prestige badly damaged.” 
 
    The first one snorted. “No doubt…It was a disgraceful showing.” 
 
    “These humans are more than they appear,” Tak’la said, pressing on quickly. “They show remarkable tenacity in combat, and an almost cruel inventiveness in developing weapons never seen before in the Concordia.” 
 
    “Ludicrous,” said the first. The second just snorted again. “If you are as impoverished as you claim, then what could you possibly offer us as enticement? To get at the humans, we would first need to orphan them.” 
 
    “Are the Tog any great challenge to the mighty Tanam?”  
 
    “Do not patronize us,” the second one said in a deep dangerous growl.  
 
    “I would never dream of that, noble one. But would not the fall of the Tog be reward in itself to compensate you for the cleansing of the humans?” 
 
    “Perhaps, were you to offer us that destruction? Instead you would have us do the task ourselves, work for our own reward as it were. The Tog have adequate defenses, more than enough resources to call mercenaries to their aid should a protracted war be underway, and many allies on the Concordia Council. Even these humans would be of some modest help in defending their interests.” 
 
    “And what if we were able to hand you an easy victory?” 
 
    “You cannot handle the infant humans! What makes you think you can defeat their patrons, a higher order species eons more mature than you? We’ve wished them out of the way as far back as our history goes, and they persevere. Obnoxious grass eaters they might be, but they are tough grass eaters.” 
 
    “It is true that we are younger and less powerful than either you or the Tog, but what we lack in might, we more than make up for in shrewdness and creativity.” The Tanam stared at him.  “If we are able to hand the Tog to you and make success all but guaranteed, would you agree to the second part of our deal?” 
 
    The first Tanam looked at the second for assurance, confirming Tak’la’s guess that the second was of higher rank. The barest of nods and the first turned back to him. “Yes. I see little chance such a thing can be done, so no risk is being assumed on our part.” 
 
    “Very well,” Tak’la said and reached into a pouch hanging from his waist. Those deadly eyes watched his every move, almost hoping he would produce a weapon. Tak’la placed a single crystalline rod and held it out to the Tanam. The rod was less than half a meter long, and it glowed slightly from an inner light. Concordia script slowly crawled around its width and length in ever changing patterns.  
 
    “That cannot be,” the second one said, pushing past the lower-ranking Tanam and carefully examining the device. “One has not been seen in many lifetimes.” 
 
    “As I said, we are resourceful. Two more are included in the offer.” 
 
    “Three?” The first Tanam exclaimed and looked at the second. 
 
    Tak’la didn’t have to be a Tanam to see the look of greed that flowed between the two like an electrical charge. It tore him in half to offer almost all of the devices they’d found, an incredibly rare and valuable thing to a higher-order species, a treasure beyond measure to the Rasa. Many months of negotiations and deals within the Concordia’s innumerable houses and clans gave him confidence that the fall of the Tog was worth anything he could pay.  
 
    “Do we have a deal then?” The two Tanam tore their eyes away from the glowing rod to look at him. One glance at their expressions and he knew the answer. “One now, the other two when it is done.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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Excerpt from “Cartwright’s Cavaliers:” 
 
      
 
    The last two operational tanks were trapped on their chosen path. Faced with destroyed vehicles front and back, they cut sideways to the edge of the dry river bed they’d been moving along and found several large boulders to maneuver around that allowed them to present a hull-down defensive position. Their troopers rallied on that position. It was starting to look like they’d dig in when Phoenix 1 screamed over and strafed them with dual streams of railgun rounds. A split second later, Phoenix 2 followed on a parallel path. Jim was just cheering the air attack when he saw it. The sixth damned tank, and it was a heavy. 
 
    “I got that last tank,” Jim said over the command net. 
 
    “Observe and stand by,” Murdock said. 
 
    “We’ll have these in hand shortly,” Buddha agreed, his transmission interspersed with the thudding of his CASPer firing its magnet accelerator. “We can be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    Jim examined his battlespace. The tank was massive. It had to be one of the fusion-powered beasts he’d read about. Which meant shields and energy weapons. It was heading down the same gap the APC had taken, so it was heading right towards that APC and Second Squad, and fast. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. 
 
    “Jim,” Hargrave said, “we’re in position. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Leading,” Jim said as he jumped out from the rock wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Excerpt from “Minds of Men:” 
 
      
 
    “Look sharp, everyone,” Carl said after a while. Evelyn couldn’t have said whether they’d been droning for minutes or hours in the cold, dense white of the cloud cover. “We should be overhead the French coast in about thirty seconds.” 
 
    The men all reacted to this announcement with varying degrees of excitement and terror. Sean got up from his seat and came back to her, holding an awkward looking arrangement of fabric and straps.  
 
    Put this on, he thought to her. It’s your flak jacket. And your parachute is just there, he said, pointing. If the captain gives the order to bail out, you go, clip this piece into your ‘chute, and jump out the biggest hole you can find. Do you understand? You do, don’t you. This psychic thing certainly makes explaining things easier, he finished with a grin.  
 
    Evelyn gave him what she hoped was a brave smile and took the flak jacket from him. It was deceptively heavy, and she struggled a bit with getting it on. Sean gave her a smile and a thumbs up, and then headed back to his station.  
 
    The other men were checking in and charging their weapons. A short time later, Evelyn saw through Rico’s eyes as the tail gunner watched their fighter escort waggle their wings at the formation and depart. They didn’t have the long-range fuel capability to continue all the way to the target.  
 
    Someday, that long-range fighter escort we were promised will materialize, Carl thought. His mind felt determinedly positive, like he was trying to be strong for the crew and not let them see his fear. That, of course, was an impossibility, but the crew took it well. After all, they were afraid, too. Especially as the formation had begun its descent to the attack altitude of 20,000 feet. Evelyn became gradually aware of the way the men’s collective tension ratcheted up with every hundred feet of descent. They were entering enemy fighter territory.  
 
    Yeah, and someday Veronica Lake will...ah. Never mind. Sorry, Evie. That was Les. Evelyn could feel the waist gunner’s not-quite-repentant grin. She had to suppress a grin of her own, but Les’ irreverence was the perfect tension breaker.  
 
    Boys will be boys, she sent, projecting a sense of tolerance. But real men keep their private lives private. She added this last with a bit of smug superiority and felt the rest of the crew’s appreciative flare of humor at her jab. Even Les laughed, shaking his head. A warmth that had nothing to do with her electric suit enfolded Evelyn, and she started to feel like, maybe, she just might become part of the crew yet.  
 
    Fighters! Twelve o’clock high!  
 
    The call came from Alice. If she craned her neck to look around Sean’s body, Evelyn could just see the terrifying rain of tracer fire coming from the dark, diving silhouette of an enemy fighter. She let the call echo down her own channels and felt her men respond, turning their own weapons to cover Teacher’s Pet’s flanks. Adrenaline surges spiked through all of them, causing Evelyn’s heart to race in turn. She took a deep breath and reached out to tie her crew in closer to the Forts around them.  
 
    She looked through Sean’s eyes as he fired from the top turret, tracking his line of bullets just in front of the attacking aircraft. His mind was oddly calm and terribly focused...as, indeed, they all were. Even young Lieutenant Bob was zeroed in on his task of keeping a tight position and making it that much harder to penetrate the deadly crossing fire of the Flying Fortress.  
 
    Fighters! Three o’clock low!  
 
    That was Logan in the ball turret. Evelyn felt him as he spun his turret around and began to fire the twin Browning AN/M2 .50 caliber machine guns at the sinister dark shapes rising up to meet them with fire.  
 
    Got ‘em, Bobby Fritsche replied, from his position in the right waist. He, too, opened up with his own .50 caliber machine gun, tracking the barrel forward of the nose of the fighter formation, in order to “lead” their flight and not shoot behind them.  
 
    Evelyn blinked, then hastily relayed the call to the other girls in the formation net. She felt their acknowledgement, though it was almost an absentminded thing as each of the girls were focusing mostly on the communication between the men in their individual crews.  
 
    Got you, you Kraut sonofabitch! Logan exulted. Evelyn looked through his eyes and couldn’t help but feel a twist of pity for the pilot of the German fighter as he spiraled toward the ground, one wing completely gone. She carefully kept that emotion from Logan, however, as he was concentrating on trying to take out the other three fighters who’d been in the initial attacking wedge. One fell victim to Bobby’s relentless fire as he threw out a curtain of lead that couldn’t be avoided.  
 
    Two back to you, tail, Bobby said, his mind carrying an even calm, devoid of Logan’s adrenaline-fueled exultation.  
 
    Yup, Rico Martinez answered as he visually acquired the two remaining targets and opened fire. He was aided by fire from the aircraft flying off their right wing, the Nagging Natasha. She fired from her left waist and tail, and the two remaining fighters faltered and tumbled through the resulting crossfire. Evelyn watched through Rico’s eyes as the ugly black smoke trailed the wreckage down.  
 
    Fighters! Twelve high! 
 
    Fighters! Two high!  
 
    The calls were simultaneous, coming from Sean in his top turret and Les on the left side. Evelyn took a deep breath and did her best to split her attention between the two of them, keeping the net strong and open. Sean and Les opened fire, their respective weapons adding a cacophony of pops to the ever-present thrum of the engines.  
 
    Flak! That was Carl, up front. Evelyn felt him take hold of the controls, helping the lieutenant to maintain his position in the formation as the Nazi anti-aircraft guns began to send up 20mm shells that blossomed into dark clouds that pocked the sky. One exploded right in front of Pretty Cass’ nose. Evelyn felt the bottom drop out of her stomach as the aircraft heaved first up and then down. She held on grimly and passed on the wordless knowledge the pilots had no choice but to fly through the debris and shrapnel that resulted.  
 
    In the meantime, the gunners continued their rapid fire response to the enemy fighters’ attempt to break up the formation. Evelyn took that knowledge—that the Luftwaffe was trying to isolate one of the Forts, make her vulnerable—and passed it along the looser formation net.  
 
    Shit! They got Liberty Belle! Logan called out then, from his view in the ball turret. Evelyn looked through his angry eyes, feeling his sudden spike of despair as they watched the crippled Fort fall back, two of her four engines smoking. Instantly, the enemy fighters swarmed like so many insects, and Evelyn watched as the aircraft yawed over and began to spin down and out of control.  
 
    A few agonizing heartbeats later, first one, then three more parachutes fluttered open far below. Evelyn felt Logan’s bitter knowledge that there had been six other men on board that aircraft. Liberty Belle was one of the few birds flying without a psychic on board, and Evelyn suppressed a small, wicked feeling of relief that she hadn’t just lost one of her friends.  
 
    Fighters! Twelve o’clock level! 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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