
[image: cover-image, The Riven Stars - EPUB 2018]


Copyright

 

 

Copyright © Stephen Renneberg 2018

ISBN: 978-0-9941840-4-7

 

 

All Rights Reserved.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the copyright owner.

 

 

License Notes

This eBook is licensed for your personal use only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should purchase your own copy from a licensed eBook distributor. Thank you for respecting the author’s work.

 

 

This novel is a work of fiction. Names and characters are the product of the author's imagination, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

 

 

Illustration © Tom Edwards

TomEdwardsDesign.com

 

 

 

 

 

Author’s Website

http://www.stephenrenneberg.com/

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Also by Stephen Renneberg

 

THE MAPPED SPACE UNIVERSE

 

The Mothership

The Mothersea

 

The Antaran Codex

In Earth’s Service

 

SF/TECHNOLOGICAL THRILLERS

 

The Siren Project

The Kremlin Phoenix

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DEDICATION

 

For Elenor, with love.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mapped Space Chronology

 

3.4 Million Years Ago to 6000 BC

Earth’s Stone Age (GCC 0).

 

6000 BC to 1750 AD

Pre-Industrial Civilization (GCC 1).

 

1750 - 2130

The rise of Planetary Industrial Civilization (GCC 2).

The First Intruder War – unknown to mankind.

     The Mothership

Start of the Blockade.

     The Mothersea

 

2130 - 2643

The spread of Interplanetary Civilization (GCC 3) throughout the Solar System.

 

2629

Marineris Institute of Mars (MIM) perfects the first stable Spacetime Distortion Field (the superluminal bubble).

The MIM discovery leads to the dawn of Inceptive Interstellar Civilization (GCC 4).

 

2615

The Solar Constitution ratified, establishing Earth Council (15 June 2615).

 

2644

First human ship reaches Proxima Centauri and is met by a Tau Cetin Observer.

 

2645

Earth Council signs the Access Treaty with the Galactic Forum.

First Probationary Period begins.

Tau Cetins provide astrographic data out to 1,200 light years from Earth (Mapped Space) and 100 kilograms of novarium (Nv, Element 147) to power human starships.

 

2646 - 3020

Human Civilization expands rapidly throughout Mapped Space.

Continual Access Treaty infringements delay mankind’s acceptance into the Galactic Forum.

 

3021

Dr. Anton Krenholtz discovers Spacetime Field Modulation.

Krenholtz Breakthrough enables transition to Incipient Interstellar Civilization (GCC 5).

 

3021 - 3154

Mass migration dramatically increases human colonial populations.

 

3154

Human religious fanatics, opposed to interstellar expansion, attack the Mataron Homeworld.

Tau Cetin Observers prevent the Mataron Fleet from destroying Earth. 

 

3155

Galactic Forum suspends human interstellar access rights for 1,000 years (the Embargo).

 

3155 - 3158

Tau Cetin ships convert human supplies of novarium held in Earth stockpiles and within ship energy plants to inert matter (as human ships landed at habitable planets).

 

3155 - 4155

Human contact with other interstellar civilizations ends.

Many human outposts beyond the Solar System collapse.

 

4126

Earth Navy established by the Democratic Union to police mankind when Embargo is lifted.

Earth Council assumes control of Earth Navy.

 

4138

Earth Intelligence Service (EIS) established by the Earth Council.

 

4155

The Embargo ends.

The Access Treaty is reactivated, permitting human interstellar travel to resume.

The second 500 year Probationary Period begins.

 

4155 - 4267

Earth re-establishes contact with its surviving colonies.

 

4281

Earth Council issues Sanctioned Worlds Decree, protecting collapsed human societies.

 

4310

The Beneficial Society of Traders established to manage interstellar trade.

 

4498

Quantum Instability Neutralization discovered (much earlier than galactic powers expected).

Mankind becomes an Emergent Civilization (GCC 6).

The golden age of human interstellar trade begins.

 

4605

The Vintari Incident.

     The Antaran Codex

 

4606

The Battle of Tresik Prime.

End of the Blockade.

     In Earth’s Service

 

4607

The Nan Chen Disaster.

The Xil Asseveration.

     The Riven Stars

 

Notes:

GCC:    Galactic Civilization Classification system.

Asseveration:    A solemn or emphatic declaration.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One : Eden

 

 

Chartered Settlement

Hirato System

Outer Hercules

0.9 Earth Normal Gravity

898 light years from Sol

62,000 permanent inhabitants plus tourists

 

 

“What’s the matter hot shot, scared of heights?” Marie said, her voice distorted by the transparent air mask covering her face.

Ignoring her taunt, I leaned over the jump platform’s safety rail and peered past sheer cliffs to the carpet of wispy gray cloud below. The breeze off the frigid plains up here was icy and the atmosphere on the High Surface too thin to breathe unaided, yet the cliff top resorts were full of thrill seeking tourists. It was hard to believe we were on the same planet as the fertile valley fifteen thousand meters below, nestled in a tectonic crack in Eden’s crust.

“You sure you want to do this?” I asked apprehensively, glancing back at her as I wiped frost from my faceplate.

She wore a bright red, skintight jumpsuit with micro impellers on her wrists and ankles that would keep her inside the glide slope. The flexiwings running from her arms to her boots would unfold once she was airborne, allowing her to free glide all the way down to breathable atmosphere. My airsuit was identical to Marie’s, only blue in color and with a larger wingspan. The adventure company we’d hired them from had made us sign fatality waivers and pay an exorbitant equipment bond that made us worth more to them dead than alive.

“Maybe I should have brought Izin,” Marie teased, knowing tamphs hated heights.

“You couldn’t get him up here at gunpoint,” I said as she pushed past me, contemptuous of the risk.

She looked down confidently, saw the vertical rock wall vanish into the clouds and hesitated. “It is high, isn’t it.”

“Good thing the suit knows how to fly,” I said with more confidence than I felt. Leaping off one of the highest cliffs in all of human inhabited space wasn’t what I had in mind when we’d planned to meet here for a holiday, but it was too late to back out now. Providing we kept our arms and legs straight, the suit would get us down safely, or so our instructor said.

Ahead of us, a man in a black and white striped airsuit leapt off the narrow jump platform into the abyss. His wings snapped open as he fell and carried him away into the mist. Beside the now vacated platform, the jump master in a full environment suit waved us forward.

Marie and I exchanged nervous looks, clasped hands and edged toward him, holding the safety rails with our free hands. We were watched by dozens of jumpers lined up behind us and by many more less adventurous tourists in the pressurized bars and restaurants surrounding the jump site. As we walked the plank in silence, we swallowed our nerves and marveled at the grandeur of the vertical cliffs stretching away to the horizon.

They marked the southern extent of the Valley of Eden, a massive scar two hundred kilometers wide and almost seven thousand long. It had formed when the planet’s interior had cooled, cracking the crust and creating Eden’s most visible feature seen from space. Much of the planet’s thin air had settled into the low lying valley, creating an atmosphere thick enough to trap its sun’s heat in a blanketing greenhouse effect. The resulting temperate microcosm allowed humans to survive unprotected on an otherwise cold and bleak world, subject only to the vagaries of long mountain shadows and cloudy nights.

When we reached the jump master, he leaned toward us and yelled, “No holding hands. You can go together, but no touching. You’ll confuse your suit’s AI.”

I glanced at Marie, who had a hint of fear in her eyes as she let my hand go. “We don’t have to do this,” I whispered.

“Yeah, we do,” she said, glancing behind us. “They’re all watching.”

The jump master studied the atmospheric readings on his heads-up display, beamed to him from hundreds of sensors spread along the cliffs below. “OK folks, you’re clear to jump. Just follow Black Run Three all the way down. Stay inside the glide slope, keep your arms and legs straight and no aerobatics. Enjoy the ride.” He stepped back and waved for us to go.

Marie blew me a flirtatious kiss and yelled, “Last one down pays for dinner!” She leapt off the platform and stretched her arms and legs into a star jump as her flexiwings snapped open, giving her an oval appearance. The impellers immediately angled her face down, sending her diving into the clouds, picking up speed.

“Damn,” I muttered and jumped after her.

I felt a shudder as my wings unfolded and sudden pressure on my wrists and ankles as the impellers tilted me down. The heads-up display illuminated inside my facemask, showing the sixty kilometer long, cliff hugging path down into the terraformed valley.

“Hey! Wait your turn,” I heard the jump master shout at someone behind me, then I was racing alongside damp, bleak cliffs that loomed out of the mist.

Marie’s bright red airsuit was a barely visible flash of color ahead, weaving through gray cloud, unconcerned by the cliff’s proximity. “Woohoo!” she yelled over the communicator as she banked left and right, testing how much freedom the suit gave her. “It’s easier than zero-g.”

She was right. It was easy, providing we didn’t fight the suit AI which continually corrected our mistakes. “Zero-g doesn’t have cliffs,” I said, surprised how close the edge of the glide slope was to the rock face.

“Want to see me barrel roll?”

“He said no aerobatics,” I warned, pushing my wrists down and steepening my wing angle, searching for speed.

“Are you going to spank me if I break the rules?” she asked with a laugh.

I pulled my arms back a little, finding the wings automatically tucked to compensate, then closed the distance to Marie. When I caught her, I nosed up, matching her speed to fly side by side. She looked over at me grinning, then dipped her shoulder slightly and drifted toward me, reaching out with her hand until our fingertips touched. We lightly locked fingers together, flying as one, while my heads-up display flashed an orange proximity warning, trying to spoil the fun.

“My suit thinks you’re a naughty girl.”

She laughed. “Mine too,” she said, then we burst out of the clouds into clear air.

Below us, the long expanse of Eden’s green valley reached away to the horizon, flanked by towering rock walls and pencil thin waterfalls. Beyond the clouds bordering the cliffs, sunlight bathed the valley in light, revealing a patchwork of fields, forests, lakes and villages. Immediately ahead of us, slender streams arced out from the cliffs forming a series of watery arches through which the glide slope wove a snaking path.

“Oh my,” Marie said in wonder, surprised at the beauty of the scene.

With our fingertips locked, we flew under one waterfall, glided out around another and slid back in under a third. For two people who spent so much of their lives in zero gravity and thruster suits, it was like dancing in the air.

“I told you this would be fun,” she said as we drifted out around the next waterfall.

“It’s amazing.”

We glided beneath another flowing arch, through misty rain, then Marie let my fingers go and floated away toward the cliff face. To my surprise, the proximity warning in my HUD continued flashing as the distance between us grew. It turned from orange to red, then the words Collision Alert flashed across my screen, even though Marie was now pulling ahead, looking for speed to beat me home.

I wondered if the suit AI was confused, then my implanted bionetics kicked in. My DNA sniffer flashed a warning into my mind that someone was coming up behind me fast, but with the airsuit’s wings extended and the impellers holding me in the glide slope, I couldn’t see who it was.

I banked away from the cliff, losing speed and lifting my shoulder to glimpse a black shadow diving toward me. When he realized I’d seen him, he dipped one wing, aiming his arm at me, then an electric blue muzzle flash erupted from his hand followed by a blast of air as a projectile passed close to my head.

The black shadow straightened, letting me see his face through his air mask. He had finely sculpted, symmetrical features and piercing green eyes that never left me. It was a face I’d never seen before, which meant this wasn’t personal, it was professional.

I nosed down for speed while my bionetics searched its catalogue of murderers and misfits for a facial match, but got no hits. Whoever he was, he wasn’t famous, but my DNA sniffer had got enough of a read on him to flash a warning into my mind.

REFLEX SEQUENCING DETECTED.

Reflex gene mods gave him speed, balance and agility, while his athletic build indicated he was no mere enforcer. My own ultra-reflex mod was classified, but money could buy a lot on the black splicer market if you ignored the risks. It was why he’d almost taken me with his first shot, even at range with the flexiwings restricting his aim.

His steep dive wasn’t following the glide slope, indicating his suit safeties were off, giving him a tactical advantage. If his gene mods were as good as mine, he’d be able to make the hard shots once he got closer, even at speed. While I moved to stay out of his line of fire, my sniffer flashed another message into my mind.

COSMETIC GENE MODS DETECTED.

Cosmetic? That accounted for his good looks, but why would a shooter want to black slice pretty on top of deadly? As usual, my bionetics were way ahead of me.

CONTACT IS A DARK ANGEL.

Angels were genetically engineered sex toys and bodyguards, not assassins, although they certainly had the skills for wet work. They were talented and hellishly expensive, and I only had one enemy who could afford to use them like ammunition: a bloated parasite named Manning Thurlow Ransford III. He was Chairman of the Consortium, a sinister corporate empire that had its claws in every human world and bankrolled a Separatist Movement intent on reducing Earth’s colonies to criminal fiefdoms. I’d narrowly missed killing him once and had regretted it every day since. Ransford knew if he didn’t get rid of me soon, I’d make good on my promise to retire him permanently.

“Hey Sirius, you fall asleep back there?” Marie’s voice sounded in my ears. She was a red blur in the sky, banking close to the curving cliff face. Now that I was directly behind her, she couldn’t see me or the dark angel.

“You’re the one that’s asleep. I passed you already and I’m working up an appetite,” I said in as gloating a tone as I could muster, rolling again to keep my eye on the black airsuited assassin diving toward me.

“Don’t spend my credits just yet,” Marie said competitively, angling for speed.

Her red form disappeared behind a rocky promontory as my suit’s impellers pushed hard against my wrists and ankles, forcing me to level off before I dropped below the glide slope. The airsuit’s safety conscious AI made me a sitting duck, so I banked away from the assassin’s gun hand toward the cliff. For a moment I flew level, giving the glide slope time to drop beneath me, then the dark angel rolled onto his back, flying inverted to aim his gun at me. It was a maneuver my hand-holding tourist suit would never have allowed.

I jerked my arms back, taking the airsuit AI by surprise, momentarily leaping into a vertical climb as the assassin fired. The shot passed under my chest and struck the cliff beside me, showering stone fragments into the air, then my suit’s impellers threw me forward and away from the cliff, regaining speed as the dark angel rolled back to face-down flying. He crossed above me, maneuvering elegantly for another shot while I lurched forward like a stumbling drunk. My best hope was to kill my airsuit’s safeties so I could match him in the air even though I had no gun.

Activate Universal Interface, I thought. Disable airsuit AI.

The molecular implants threaded throughout my body searched my nervous system for a touch point, but I was clad in skin hugging aeroinsulon. With no exposed skin contacting the airsuit’s control system, my bionetic’s response was emphatic.

NO INTERFACE POINT DETECTED.

With wings extended and impellers fighting me all the way, I couldn’t bend my arms to reach the suit’s control belt. All I could do was push the AI to its limits and hope the dark angel ran out of ammo before I ran out of luck.

I banked hard back toward the cliff face, passing under him as he fired, then I straightened as he rolled away and inverted for another shot. My facemask’s heads-up display showed the glide slope bending away to the right, following the curve of the cliff, carrying me into his firing arc. With no way out of the lane, I dived as he fired. My left wing shuddered as his slug punched through the wing close to my ribs, triggering a blinking light on my HUD.

Far ahead now, there was a flash of red as Marie swooped into a high arched cave, then the inverted dark angel half rolled, angling his gun down at me. I turned sharply toward him as he fired, ducking under his shot and sliding beneath him. When I reached the outer edge of the run, my airsuit AI turned me toward the cave and flashed attitude warnings before my eyes. The dark angel, seeing I was in trouble, rolled smoothly to face-down, gliding to a position above and ahead of me.

I followed him into the fly through, my face skimming weathered rock as my impellers kicked up dust beneath me. For several seconds, I barely breathed, then we shot out of the cave together, him just above me, so close we disrupted each other’s air flow. Far ahead, Marie was following the rock wall in a long sweeping curve to the left, past slender waterfalls to another fly through several clicks away.

“You liar. You’re behind me,” she said, glimpsing me as she swept into the second cave. “Hey, who’s that with you?”

The dark angel slid away to clean air, moving out of the glide slope and angling to cut me off as I followed the tourist run along the cliffs. He took his time, seeing my airsuit AI was working against me, making his job easier.

“He’s a free styler,” I said. “He’s not on our run.”

“So, you’d rather be with a total stranger, than me?”

Above and to my left, the dark angel was paralleling me just outside the glide slope where I couldn’t reach him. He glanced ahead at the second cave mouth, picking the spot where my airsuit wouldn’t let me evade, then he began to drift in toward the tourist run. He dipped his right wing, preparing to go inverted for the kill shot, then I banked aggressively at him. He pulled away, thinking I was trying to ram him, then my airsuit AI forced me toward the fly through.

The dark angel turned toward the promontory ahead, gauging the distance. My bluff had thrown him out just enough to deny him an easy inverted kill. Now he’d have to come back into the glide slope one last time to take the cave, then finish me on the other side. He dived for speed, intending to beat me to the cave while I did the same, matching him all the way. As we raced toward the entrance, drifting together, our eyes flitted between each other and the fly through, knowing it would be close.

For once, the airsuit didn’t fight me. The wings flattened and the impellers boosted my speed as I followed the instructor’s advice on body shape. The suit AI didn’t care how fast I was going, just so long as I stayed in the lane. The dark angel, now barely a body length away, grinned recklessly and dipped his right wing, rolling toward me for a point blank shot, intending to take the fly through upside down.

I lifted my head, climbing as an electric blue muzzle flash sparked from his gun. The bullet’s shockwave punched the air below my chest, then I was above him, looking down at his face as he flew inverted half a body length ahead of me.

My move took him by surprise, but he recovered fast. He tried rolling away for another shot, but I dived at him. My faceplate struck his control belt, shattering to pieces, then as air blasted my exposed face, I grabbed his wing tips with my hands, locking us together. With the airflow over our wings disrupted, we corkscrewed out of control into the cave.

“Mr. Ransford said to tell you, Kade, he always gets what he’s owed,” the assassin yelled through his mask.

My back struck the cave wall, slamming my exposed forehead into his control belt as we spun through the cave, then a message flashed into my mind.

UNIVERSAL INTERFACE ACTIVE.

It was my bionetics, still trying to carry out my last instruction. Nerve endings in my face tingled as they established a link with the dark angel’s airsuit AI.

Initiate emergency shutdown, I thought, pushing my face hard against his belt’s control panel.

His back slammed into the rock floor with me on top, then we bounced into the air. His impellers switched off and his wings folded, pinning his arms as we hurtled out of the cave into clear sky. My wings tore us apart, then he tumbled helplessly toward the ground five thousand meters below.

“Consider that payment in full,” I said as my airsuit took over, flying straight and level.

With my faceplate now a jagged hole and my HUD destroyed, I couldn’t see the glide slope, but the airsuit AI knew where to go. I relaxed, letting it put me in the middle of the run for the tourist ride home.

“Sirius, what’s that noise?” Marie asked with concern.

It was my communicator, picking up the air blasting across my open face. “Just the wind,” I replied as I rounded another promontory.

Marie was now far ahead, sweeping over a grassy plateau in front of a large open air dining area. I was too far behind to catch her and could only watch her glide to victory. She tilted up to lose speed, then was enveloped in a sparkling aura as a pressure field caught her. The field carried her to a landing platform as my own suit began aerobraking, then I too dropped into the catcher’s mitt. I was surrounded by a tingling sensation as the pressure field carried me over a manicured lawn and deposited me beside her. A jump master hurried forward and switched off my airsuit while another helped Marie peel her’s off.

When she saw my smashed face mask, she gave me a concerned look. “Are you OK?”

I pulled the mask off and waved it angrily at the jump master. “Hey, what are you people trying to pull here? Look at this thing.”

The jump master took the mask, turning it over curiously. “Never seen that before.”

“I could have been killed!” I declared, feigning outrage.

“That’s why you signed a waiver,” he said, unconcerned.

“What happened?” Marie asked.

“Falling rocks,” I said, pointing to the hole in my wing.

The jump master put his finger through the hole curiously. “Looks too clean for a rock strike.”

“I want a refund,” I said. “And your license.”

“No refunds,” the jump master grunted, “and we’ll be deducting the cost of repairs from your security deposit.”

“You’ll what?”

Marie dabbed the blood on my cheek. “You cut yourself.”

“I’m OK,” I said.

She looked genuinely relieved I wasn’t seriously hurt, then gave me a mischievous look. “I’m glad, because … I won. It’s your treat.”

“But my mask broke.”

“Aw … but you signed a waiver,” she said with mock sympathy, then kissed me lightly on the lips.

 

* * * *

 

We caught the sky shuttle back to Eden City after lunch at the Jumper’s Pavilion. Marie went to our hotel to prepare for dinner while I told her I was going to check in with Izin, my tamph engineer aboard the Silver Lining. When I reached the spaceport, instead of going to Landing Ground East where the Lining was docked, I went south to the LG furthest from the terminal, where captains who didn’t want to be seen usually landed. 

The number of ships in port was way down due to the havoc Separatist commerce raiders were creating on trade routes and on the tourist industry. Most of the supply ships that got through came in Earth Navy convoys, which were infrequent so far from the Core Systems. It left the spaceport feeling almost deserted, with only a few isolated ships sitting on a largely empty plain.

The ship I was looking for was the Silk Road, an aging Caliphate Caravanserai class work horse with a garish purple paint job. She had an armored hemisphere for a bow, containing crew and command compartments, and four huge cylindrical cargo holds amidships, each with its own large engine astern. A pair of small turrets had recently been added to the bow’s flat underside while a heavy drone launcher crowned the top of the hemisphere, just forward of her modest sensor mast.

My ground skimmer pulled up in front of metal stairs leading up to the half-dome command section. The stairs were draped in purple and red silk that fluttered gently in the breeze and were guarded by a hulking Berber in red and orange robes. An ornate scimitar hung from his hip for show and an automatic weapon was partially hidden beneath his robes for practical persuasion. As I climbed out of the cab and started toward him, his dark eyes fixed an unblinking stare upon me, although he made no move to draw either weapon.

I glanced up at the Silk Road’s new turrets curiously. They were sealed, hiding their weaponry, but knowing their owner, I was sure they’d barely meet Earth Navy’s minimum requirements for unescorted flight through contested space. Their owner was, after all, a merchant, swindler and double dealing cheat, not a fighter. If he was attacked, he’d offer a cash bribe or one of his wives in exchange for his freedom.

Hoping the muscle modded guard wasn’t the twitchy type, I kept my hands where he could see them. “Zadim’s expecting me. My name’s Sirius Kade.”

The genetically mutated Berber drilled me a stony expression, raised his massive hand to his ear and said, “He’s here.” The man mountain listened a moment, never taking his black eyes off me, then said, “You got weapons?”

I lifted my arms, showing I was clean. “This is Eden, playground of the rich and infamous. Why would I be carrying?”

The Berber grunted and stepped aside, then I climbed the silk lined stairs with my boots ringing hollowly on the metal gratings. When I neared the top, the ship’s outer door swung up, letting me into a spacious airlock. Tapestries on three sides depicted sun bleached vistas of the Sahara as it was four thousand years ago. A palm tree oasis was visible in the distance, while on the horizon, an ancient camel train crested a sand dune.

The inner door slid open, then another mutant Berber led me along a corridor hung with Moorish art. The decorations were outlandish for a working trade ship, but typical of the showmanship of the Silk Road’s owner. 

At the end of the corridor, the Berber motioned for me to enter a large compartment decorated with wall tapestries, colored cushions and hand sewn carpets. A multi-stemmed hookah sat in one corner and a tall, steaming coffee pot in another. Waiting attentively were nine beautiful, young women, all skimpily dressed in the sheerest of silks that left little to the imagination. They smiled invitingly, while a dark haired beauty motioned me to a jade table in the center.

“The master is on his way,” she said as I took my seat. “Would you like a drink?”

“No thanks,” I replied, trying not to stare at her ample cleavage.

She backed away, joining the rest of the harem as a door opened and the portly figure of Ameen Zadim emerged. He was dressed in a fine gold silk robe, with jeweled rings adorning his fingers and rubies hanging from his ears. He grinned broadly, arching his bushy black eyebrows and extending his arms ebulliently.

“Sirius! It’s good to see you my friend, and at such a special time.” I rose and extended my hand to shake, but he grabbed me in a bear hug and kissed both my cheeks emotionally. I resisted the urge to wipe my face as he stepped back, clasping my shoulders and beaming with joy. “I cannot tell you how happy I am that you should trust me with such a special task.” He sighed with delight. “It is proof of what I have long said, that we are truly brothers.”

“Yeah, and you promised me a discount,” I said, giving him a shrewd look, expecting after such a greeting that he was going to double the price.

He chuckled, forever delighting in the deal. “Of course, of course. At such a time as this, we shall not quibble.” He waved me back to my seat and took the chair opposite. “First, some raki, to toast your good fortune.”

“Oh no,” I said warily, “I need to be sober enough to find my way back to the hotel.” A few glasses of Zadim’s colorless thruster fuel and I wouldn’t even be able to find the airlock.

“One of my beautiful ladies could show you the way,” he said persuasively.

I glanced at the young women curiously, “Are they all your wives? Or are you collecting concubines now?”

Zadim grinned. “They are not my wives, Sirius, or my concubines, they are my interns.” He laughed. “These dazzling young women are graduates of some of the finest business schools this side of Earth.” He leaned forward and whispered, “They’re all smarter than me, everyone of them, but don’t tell them that.”

I glanced with understanding at the young women, who were clearly amused at my naivety, and said, “I was worried you weren’t going to make it. The convoy arrived a week ago and you weren’t with it.”

Zadim’s demeanor darkened. “Argh! Separatist ships bombarded Hades City’s outer doors. Three Earth Navy frigates were trapped for a month before the city engineers got them open.”

“Why didn’t the surface batteries destroy the Sep ships before they got in range?”

“Saboteurs disabled the guns before the attack.” Zadim shook his head. “This civil war is bad for business, Sirius.”

“I noticed you’ve given the Silk Road some teeth, although those turrets are a little on the small side.”

Zadim gave me a look of disgust. “Those turrets are nothing. They are empty!”

“Empty?” I said, confused.

“There are no naval guns for sale in Hades City,” Zadim explained. “Even my cousin, Arnim, at Axon Way Station, has nothing. Everything is gone and Earth Navy will not allow heavy weapons to be shipped out from the Core Systems for fear the Separatists will get them.”

“How’d you get Earth Navy’s approval to travel unescorted?”

Zadim looked embarrassed, but couldn’t bring himself to answer.

“You bribed the navy?”

“Not exactly the navy,” he said uncomfortably, “just the civilian engineers who certified my new turrets.”

“What about the launcher?”

“That’s where I keep my raki still,” he laughed. “Only the navy can inspect my launcher and they are too busy to bother with me.”

“So you’re unarmed?”

“Not that I would ever admit it,” he said slyly, then brushed my concerns away. “Ah, trust me, Sirius, those Seps dogs will take one look at my turrets and …”

“Go after an unarmed freighter.”

“Exactly.”

It was typical Zadim, cunning over brawn. Coming all the way from Hades City unescorted and unarmed was risky, something only a real friend would have done, even if he did stand to make a tidy profit.

“I appreciate you taking the risk.”

Zadim’s manner lightened immediately. “I am a man of love, Sirius … uh, and money, of course. Such men as us cannot allow war to disrupt affairs of the heart, now can we?”

I smiled. “No, we cannot,” I said, suspecting he was using me as an excuse to sell contraband to the Eden merchants at hugely inflated prices, but even so, I was grateful he’d run the gauntlet to get here.

“Speaking of the heart,” Zadim said, reaching beneath his robe and producing a small, black box. He flipped the lid, showing me the ring inside. Even in the dim light of his harem-themed sales office, the stone sparkled brilliantly. “Two and a half carats, pure white, completely flawless, direct from the Witari Lode itself. Trust me, no Earth jewel was ever this perfect. Isn’t it beautiful?”

“It is that,” I said appreciatively, thinking I couldn’t possibly afford it.

The Witari Lode was a super terrestrial world, volcanic and uninhabitable, with four times Earth Normal Gravity and the richest deposits of gemstones in all of Mapped Space. An army of robotic miners worked night and day, extracting, cutting and polishing its treasures for sale to humanity’s super rich.

He gazed adoringly at the pristine diamond, adding, “A stone like this would normally only ever be sent to Earth to be sold for a king’s ransom.” He gave me a knowing look. “But fortune smiles upon you, my friend, because I, Ameen Zadim, have friends in high places.”

I gave him a suspicious look. “You stole it?”

“How can you say such a thing?” he said with a hurt look. “This is a Witari Diamond. Do you know how difficult it would be to steal such a treasure, the genius required to remove it without anyone ever knowing?” He gave me a cunning look, boasting at his thieving talents even as he denied any possibility of impropriety.

“Ah-huh,” I said skeptically, “and if I get caught with this thing, am I going to jail?”

“Fear not, my brother. I have the ownership papers and the Earth Bank transfers to prove ownership, all in your name, as you directed.”

“So I can have an assessor value it for insurance purposes without getting arrested?”

He furrowed his brow. “Let us not get carried away with formalities, Sirius. It would be better not to draw undue attention to your … good fortune.”

So, he was a counterfeiter and a thief. “No one will come looking for it?”

“Absolutely not,” he said with complete confidence. “I assure you, Sirius, I would not expose you to such a risk, and certainly not in a matter of the heart.”

I relaxed, took the little box and admired the engagement ring. “She’ll love it.”

“Any woman would be swayed by such magnificence,” Zadim, the Cali lover extraordinaire declared.

“How much do I owe you?” I asked, closing the box and sliding it into my pocket.

“Now that you have taken delivery,” Zadim said, “I will charge your account, after the discount of course, as we agreed.”

“Not for the ring, for bringing it to me.” I said meaningfully, telling him I understood the risk he’d run coming all this way alone, in nothing more than a ship with two empty gun turrets and a raki still in its drone launcher.

“You would do no less for me, my friend.” Zadim gave me a wily smile, “And one day, I may need you to do just that, but not today. Today is for lovers and toasts.” He clapped his hands and turned to one of his beautiful interns. “Raki, for two!”

Oh no, I thought, preparing for the worst.

 

* * * *

 

After escaping Zadim’s exuberant clutches, I climbed cautiously down the Silk Road’s metal stairs, my face flushed from the effects of his ninety proof poison. The Berber at the bottom gave me a stony stare as I exhaled slowly, trying to clear my fragile head.

“Raki?” he asked. I nodded, then he grinned knowingly. “Raki good.”

“For asteroid mining, maybe,” I said, then boarded the beetle shaped skimmer waiting in front of the Silk Road, courtesy of one of Zadim’s buxom interns.

“Grand Valley Hotel,” I said, then the skimmer accelerated away from the big Cali trade ship. It turned onto the road back to Eden City, then Zadim’s raki overwhelmed me and I dozed lightly. I was vaguely aware of the vehicle’s motion, but didn’t open my eyes again until we lurched around a corner. To my surprise, I found myself amid manicured fields filled with rows of small vine trees while Eden City was barely visible through the rear window. We’d left the main transit way and were now following a dirt road toward a palatial white mansion on a tree covered hill.

“Stop,” I ordered, but the skimmer ignored me.

I leaned forward and tapped the emergency panel, but rather than slamming on the brakes and throwing open the doors, the skimmer continued on up the hill. Near the crest, it turned onto a pebble drive lined with Earth willow trees that led to a large, three story structure. It had four white columns in front and large picture windows on each level, all set to reflective to conceal what lay within. 

The skimmer parked beside a dozen ground cars and a pair of long range power gliders, then its gull wing doors opened. Ignoring the pounding in my head, I climbed out, noting small sentry drones floating unobtrusively among the trees and surveillance sensors mounted high on the walls. 

A man in a plain gray suit with a dark sun band across his eyes appeared. He showed no weapons, but his bearing indicated they were close at hand. I considered running, but still fighting off the effects of Zadim’s generosity and with sentry drones everywhere, I knew I wouldn’t get far.

“This way,” he said, making no attempt to introduce himself, then he led me inside. The house was styled like a country manor with wood floors, framed wall screens displaying classic artworks on rotation, ornate furniture and motion and thermal sensors everywhere.

“Nice place you have here,” I said, trying to engage my guide in conversation, but he ignored me as we climbed a broad staircase to a door with a DNA scanner. He touched the sensor pad, unlocking the door, then showed me into a large room with two rows of consoles manned by seated operators wearing virtual reality sets. Beyond the operators was a floor to ceiling window overlooking the vineyard with distant views of Eden City and the spaceport.

The operators spoke in hushed tones to field teams on the ground and in orbit.

“… subject heading south from your position …”

“… no, I can’t hear them, they’re jamming our tracker …”

“… tell Eden Control you have problems with your landing gear. I need you to stay in geosynchronous for another two hours …”

My guide led me past the VR operators to a door on the far side of the room. He tapped another DNA sensor pad, then motioned for me to enter, but didn’t follow me in.

The second room contained banks of large screens, one showing Eden City with markers moving across it while another pictured the entire valley showing several contact markers. Small groups of plain clothed men and women watched the screens and whispered among themselves, some communicating through comm sets to the VR operators. A tall, ebony skinned woman with unnervingly sharp eyes saw me enter, excused herself from her associates and came to greet me.

“Sirius,” she said, offering her hand. “Welcome to Eden Station.”

“Hello Lena,” I said. “Are you following me now?”

“Not this time,” she replied. Lena Voss was my Earth Intelligence Service controller and head of Oh-Zero-Sixty. Her EIS command was responsible for a vast area of space beyond the Core Systems aligned with Earth’s north pole, nine hundred light years away. She was also mega-psi, and though she wouldn’t admit it, I suspected she could look into my mind and extract any secret I had with surgical precision, all without me ever knowing. She sniffed my breath and frowned. “Isn’t it a little early to be drunk, even for you?”

“I’m on vacation,” I replied without remorse.

She gave me a knowing look. “Hmm … That Ameen Zadim is a bad influence on you, Sirius. You know we’re watching him, don’t you?”

“You watch everyone.” I glanced at the screens. “Quite a set-up you’ve got here.”

“It’s a useful listening post. A lot of Separatist sympathizers pass through Eden.” She took my arm and walked me past a giant picture window toward another locked door. “We’ve got good line of sight to the spaceport and the city from here. We’ve also got an old orbital surveyor that’s supposed to be prospecting the other planets, but spends most of its time in orbit watching the valley. And the wine we make here is actually quite good.” She tapped the DNA scanner, then the door slid open revealing a darkened room with a round holo emitter in the center.

“Does the planetary government know you’re here?” I asked as we stepped through.

“No, but we’ve got people in the city government and the valley council. You’d be surprised the intel we pick up here, traitors whispering to their lovers in bed.” She locked the door behind us, adding, “Sometimes we even provide the lovers.”

“But that’s not why you’re here, is it?” As one of the very few high range mega-psi specialists, she was far too valuable to park herself on a remote tourist planet listening to pillow talk.

“No, it’s not.” She went to the round table-like emitter and activated a dampening field, ensuring no one could hear our conversation. “I have a job for you.”

“Another data drop?”

“No,” she said slowly, her demeanor hardening. “What I have for you is above any security classification we have.”

I gave her an amused look. “How is that possible?”

“Because we’ve never done anything like this before.”

“Like what?”

She gave me a troubled look, wrestling with her conscience, about to give me an order she didn’t want to. “Activate terminal safeguards, Sirius.”

“What?” Terminal safeguards would order my bionetics to record the conversation and monitor my thoughts in case I was taken prisoner and interrogated. If that happened, my implants would end my life before I could reveal what I knew. In all my time in the EIS, I’d never been assigned such a mission, never wanted one.

She gave me a cold look. “That’s an order.”

“I refuse the mission.”

“You can’t, not this one.” Her eyes drilled through me with an intensity that told me she meant it, and I couldn’t lie about the safeguards, not to her. She was already reading my every thought, making sure I obeyed.

“Yes ma’am,” I said reluctantly, then issued the mental directive activating my terminal failsafe.

Lena studied me briefly, then nodded once her genetically enhanced psionic powers confirmed I’d obeyed. “I’m sorry to do this to you, Sirius, but this mission isn’t coming from me. It’s from the Tau Cetins.”

“Since when are we working for them?”

“From the moment they asked. This is a first for the EIS and, as far as I know, for mankind. The Tau Cetins have never asked us to run a mission for them, not once in over two thousand years.”

“Isn’t getting us to do their dirty work against the rules, rules they’re supposed to maintain?” I asked, well aware the Access Treaty was very specific about preventing great and powerful civilizations – like them – subverting weaker, younger races like us.

She nodded. “If the Forum finds out, it’ll be embarrassing for us and damaging for them, considering they’re an Observer civilization and we’re not yet Forum members.”

“And let’s not forget,” I added, “fatal for me.”

“One problem at a time,” she said, allowing herself a faint smile.

I sighed morbidly, glad there was still a trace of dark humor left in her soulless mega-psi mind.

“Why me?”

“Siyarn asked for you personally. Apparently, he trusts you.”

“Lucky me. So who do I have to kill?”

“No one. Since the Alliance Fleet’s defeat last year, the Tau Cetins and other Forum members have been working hard to replace their losses. They’ve withdrawn all of their forces from Intruder space. It’s the first time they’ve done that in two and a half thousand years. The Intruder Blockade is finished, Sirius, and no one knows what’s coming next.”

“It’s a good thing galactic great power struggles are out of our league,” I said indifferently. The Intruders were sixty five thousand light years away in the Minacious Cluster, well outside the galactic spiral and far from human space.

“The One Spawn are coming, Sirius,” Lena said, “and the Tau Cetins are worried. And if they’re worried, Earth Council is afraid, very afraid. That’s why it’s our official, secret policy to help the Tau Cetins any way we can, every chance we get.”

“Fighting Intruders isn’t our problem,” I said slowly, certain no one expected the Milky Way’s youngest interstellar civilization to play any role in a war with the galaxy’s greatest enemy. “The Tau Cetins and the other Observer races will take care of them. They always have.”

“I wish it were that easy, Sirius.”

“Their job’s to kick the Intruders all the way back to the Minacious Cluster. Ours is to win the civil war.”

“Are you sure about that?” she asked. “Do you know how many other civilizations are being torn apart by internal conflicts?”

I shrugged. “That’s not something the Forum shares with us.”

“A lot, according to the Tau Cetins.”

“So the galaxy’s going through a rough spell. It happens.”

She shook her head. “It’s more than that, Sirius. The Matarons have been manipulating human factions for years, fomenting civil war. It’s part of a pattern. According to the Tau Cetins, internal conflicts have broken out all across the galaxy, triggered by disgruntled powers acting as proxies for the One Spawn, meddling in the affairs of less advanced civilizations. It’s an orchestrated Intruder strategy to disrupt the existing order and weaken the Forum’s unity. We’re all pawns in a galactic power struggle we have no control over.”

I recalled the words of an Intruder Matriarch I’d encountered eight months ago at the start of our civil war. She’d said her involvement wasn’t about us, about mankind, but about them, the Intruders. I hadn’t fully understood what she’d meant at the time, but I was beginning to.

“Outside interference gives the Tau Cetins and other Observers a free hand to intervene,” I said.

“Only if they can prove it, which they can’t, and even if they could, they’d have to choose sides. They’re supposed to remain neutral unless there are clear breaches of the Access Treaty or self extinction is imminent. That’s why the Tau Cetins want our help. We can go places and ask questions they can’t.”

“Because nobody cares what a bunch of lowly humans do.”

She nodded. “Except for the Matarons.”

The xenophobic reptilians had been wanting to exterminate mankind since human fanatics had tried to start a war with them fifteen hundred years ago. Fortunately, the Tau Cetins had frustrated their desire for revenge, although the snakeheads never gave up hope of one day wiping us out.

“So what do the birdies want me to do?”

“Birdies?” she said with a disparaging look.

“Bipedal, egg laying, super intelligent avians, oviparous ratites if you want to be specific.”

“Call them Tau Cetins, Sirius,” she said sternly, then added meaningfully, “They could be listening.”

I glanced around the room, wondering if the walls had avian ears, well aware that if the TCs wanted to listen in on our most secret conversations, there was nothing we could do to stop them.

“So what am I going to do, that they can’t?”

“Make friends,” Lena said, sliding a data chip into the holo emitter. “There’s a ship from the Cygnus Rim currently passing through the Orion Arm. Siyarn wants you to find out what it’s up to.”

“The Cygnus Rim?” I said surprised. “That’s … a long way from here.”

“Over forty thousand light years,” she said as the emitter’s DNA scanner confirmed her identity then an image of a cloud covered terrestrial world appeared before us. Lena zoomed in on two tiny specs floating in orbit above the planet. One was a ship of familiar design, the other a type I’d never seen before, shaped like a three pointed star with a flattened sphere at its center and a line of blisters running along each arm, top and bottom.

“They’re called the Xil,” she said with a sharp zed sound. “Their colonies are scattered all the way around the galactic rim, although their home is in the Outer Rim beyond Cygnus. During the First Intruder War, they were–”

“The First War?” I said surprised. I’d never heard it called that before. It had always simply been the Intruder War, fought two and a half thousand years ago, centuries before humankind had developed interstellar travel.

“That’s what the Tau Cetins are calling it. They believe a Second Intruder War is imminent. Tresik Prime may even have been the start.”

The Battle of Tresik Prime was an Intruder surprise attack that had inflicted a heavy defeat on the Alliance Fleet last year. Tresik Prime had been the Forum’s main base in the Minacious Cluster, a densely packed ball of old stars in the galactic halo sixty five thousand light years from Sol. Like most galactic clusters, it was mineral poor, except for a handful of stars torn from a dwarf galaxy eons ago. One of those captured star systems had been the birth place of the Intruders – the ‘One Spawn of Many Seas’ as they called themselves – from which they’d spread to the rest of their impoverished home cluster.

After the First Intruder War, the Alliance Fleet had blockaded the Minacious Cluster until the Tresik Prime disaster had forced it to withdraw to the galactic rim and await the Intruder’s next move. To the Forum’s surprise, the One Spawn had not followed up their initial victory with a strike into the galactic spiral. It was assumed the Intruders feared such a move would unite the galaxy against them a second time, although rumors of their desire for peace abounded.

“During the First Intruder War,” Lena continued, “the Xil were the only Rim civilization on that side of the galaxy not attacked by the Intruders. Others, like the Kesarn, were crushed.”

“How tough are the Xil? Too tough for the Intruders to tackle?”

“According to Siyarn, they’re a major power, but not yet a great power. They’re a long way behind the Tau Cetins, although they’ve applied twice for Observer status.”

“They’re ambitious.”

Observers were the nominal leaders of the Milky Way’s heterogeneous galactic civilization. They could intervene in an emergency to enforce Access Treaty principles, but mostly they watched events and presented facts to the Forum membership for collective decisions. There was no central political power as such, no formal government, for the galaxy was far too big, too diverse, for that. The closest the galaxy came to a formal government was when representatives of each civilization gathered to discuss the great issues of the day.

“They were turned down, both times,” Lena added. “Apparently, no one likes them. They have a history of breaking treaties, of acting deceptively and they’ve never adequately explained why the Intruders didn’t attack them during the First War.”

“And now Siyarn wants me to find out why they’re sneaking around the Orion Arm?”

She nodded. “The Tau Cetins are watching from a distance, but if they get too close, the Xil will complain an Observer civilization is interfering in their private, lawful affairs. More importantly, the Tau Cetins don’t want the Xil knowing they’re spying on them.”

“These Xil aren’t exactly going to tell me what they’re doing in Orion.”

“No, but the people they’re talking to might.”

She reset the holo image to bring the second ship into view. It was dark hulled, shaped like an elongated tear drop with scale armor and parallel ridges running along its length – not a class I recognized, but obviously snakehead in design.

“Mataron,” I said.

“Argila class,” she said, confirming my assessment. “This star system is Piet 9361, one of their concessions. They have a bunch of automated resource extractors strip mining the terrestrial planets there. It’s a closed system, off limits to everyone.”

No surprises there, the Matarons were painfully xenophobic.

“Except the Tau Cetins,” I said wryly, certain I was looking at TC imagery.

Lena shrugged. “What the Matarons don’t know won’t hurt them.”

I smiled, certain it would drive the snakeheads nuts if they knew the TCs were sneaking around inside their territory.

“The Tau Cetins,” Lena continued, “tracked the Xil ship to this system where it waited in orbit until that Mataron resource transport showed up. According to the TCs, these transports are fully automated, no crew, yet it docked for seven hours with the Xil ship, then left without visiting any of the extractors. Clearly, it wasn’t unmanned and it wasn’t there to pick up ore.”

“So what do the Matarons and the Xil have to talk about?”

“There are no formal links between them, no reason the TCs know of for them to even meet, certainly not in such a remote system.”

“Unless a mutual friend put them together.”

“That’s how the Tau Cetins see it,” Lena agreed.

“So what’s my cover? I’ll have to tell Jase and Izin something.”

“You’ve got a contract to deliver Earth diplomatic dispatches. It gives you the freedom to go to Earth Missions on neutral and alien worlds, as well as to our own colonies. The dispatches are genuine, in case you’re scanned by the Xil or the Matarons, and it’s plausible, considering the navy has no ships available for diplomatic work.”

“I hope it pays well. I don’t want my crew thinking I’m a stooge for Earth.”

“Pick a number, whatever makes sense.” She retrieved a small metal box from a side table and handed it to me. “This is for you.”

“And it’s not even my birthday,” I said, turning it over curiously. It had a thumb sized DNA sensor pad controlling its lock, but no other discerning features. “What is it?”

“Ammunition, designed to punch through a Mataron skin shield. It took longer and cost more than we’d hoped, even with Tau Cetin help, but it’s all our tech. No one can trace it back to them, even though they designed it for us.” I weighed the box in my hand, intrigued. “Each round cost more than an orbital shuttle, so don’t waste them.”

“Do the Xil have skin shields?”

“They’re way ahead of the Matarons, so they’ve got them if they want them.” She shrugged helplessly. “In spite of what we’ve spent on that ammo, we’ve got nothing to test them on, so I can’t guarantee they’ll work.”

“Only one way to find out.”

“Don’t go picking any fights, Sirius, not with the Xil. Just ask questions, get some answers and stay out of trouble.”

“What kind of species are they?”

“Nothing you’ve seen before.” She took my hand, creating a link between our bionetic systems, then data flowed from her hand into my threaded memory. She gave me a full rundown on Earth diplomatic missions and their staff within two hundred and fifty light years followed by a full xenofile on the Xil, including biologics, a cultural analysis and a rather creepy psych profile.

“I assume the Xil stuff came from the TCs?”

“Yes. Delete it when the mission’s over. It’s not data we should have access to.”

“Right,” I said slowly, scanning the xenofile she’d loaded into my implanted memory. “What’s a stridulator?”

“That one surprised me too. Look it up under insect.”

“I hate bugs,” I said, making a face, then the image of a venom spine spearing from a Xil palm flashed into my mind. “I take it we won’t be shaking hands.”

“I wouldn’t.” She pulled a data chip from her pocket. “Here are your dispatches. There are two thousand of them. Select the ones you need based on where you want to go. When you finish–”

“I know, destroy the rest.”

“Start with Valhalla. According to the TCs, that’s where the Xil envoy was headed.”

“Valhalla?” It was a human world that had collapsed during the Interstellar Access Embargo imposed on mankind by the Forum as punishment for the attack on the Matarons. “There’s nothing there, nothing that’d interest alien powers plotting galactic war.”

“That’s where they went.” Lena shrugged. “Makes no sense to me either.”

“OK,” I said, eager to get back to my hotel.

“There is something else,” Lena said awkwardly, peering into my soul with one of her penetrating mega-psi looks. “It’s Marie.”

“What about her?”

“You’re going to ask her tonight, aren’t you?”

I hadn’t told Lena what I was intending and shouldn’t have been surprised she knew – but I was. “That’s the plan.”

She gave me a sympathetic look. “Sirius, she loves you, but you can’t trust her.”

“You know that for a fact?”

“I haven’t looked at her if that’s what you mean. It’s more serious than that. She’s a Separatist sympathizer.”

“She’s no Earth patriot,” I conceded reluctantly, “but she promised me she wouldn’t do anything stupid.”

“We tracked a ship matching the Heureux’s description leaving Indrax a few months ago. There was no transponder signal, but it was her. The same ship was seen visiting five other Separatist worlds since then. I don’t know what she’s up to, but she’s in our sights.” Lena sighed. “If it’s her, it’s only a matter of time before Earth Navy blasts her ship to pieces or she ends up chipping icerock on Rana Six. Either way …” Her voice trailed off, but her eyes told me Marie’s days were numbered. “Let her go now, Sirius, before it’s too late.”

I knew Lena well enough to know she wasn’t lying. “Why haven’t you arrested her already?”

“You know why.”

I nodded, certain Lena was protecting her, for me. “I’ll talk to her.”

“You can’t tell her about me. About us.”

“I know. I’ll lie.”

“I’m sorry,” she said sadly. “I know what she means to you.”

“Do you?” I felt the tiny box in my pocket Zadim had brought all the way from Hades City, wondering what to do. Lena couldn’t – wouldn’t – protect Marie indefinitely and sooner or later, Earth Navy would catch her.

“Sirius, we need you to find out what the Xil are doing. It’s important … Marie’s a distraction you can’t afford.”

“She’s more than a distraction,” I said, suppressing my annoyance, then nodded goodbye and took the skimmer waiting outside back to Eden City.

 

* * * *

 

Marie and I took a skimmer cab to Lake Eve when the cliff shadows had crossed the valley and the sky was darkening. The lake had been designed to provide Eden City with a large freshwater reservoir filled with fish, but over time, it had evolved into a hub for water sports with an extensive waterfront entertainment district. Prior to the civil war, it had been a vibrant night spot, but now with tourist numbers down, the lakefront restaurants had a glittering, but somewhat empty feel.

The restaurant I’d selected was famed as much for its culinary delights as for its location on a pier overlooking thousands of colorful fish. The sea life, along with the rest of Eden’s flora and fauna, had been brought from Earth nearly four hundred years ago and released into the valley in a sequence planned to build a biosphere from the ground up. Without competing complex life, the ample sunlight and liquid water had made the low tech terraforming effort surprisingly successful. The valley became a flourishing microcosm while the rest of the planet’s surface fifteen to twenty kilometers above remained a freezing wasteland inhabited by single cell organisms. Apart from replenishing water vapor lost to high altitude winds, the biosphere was stable, providing one of mankind’s most pleasant colonial environments. It was why Eden had boomed as a tourist destination, giving a taste of Earth to those consigned to pressurized cities, underground caverns and marginally habitable worlds.

Towering beyond the lake was West Face, a vertical rock wall whose summit was hidden by thick clouds that spread across the sky in the cool night air, blotting out the stars. Icy, high altitude winds would lower the valley’s temperature during the night, dusting the land in a light frost by morning, but never snow. The nights weren’t long enough for that and the planet’s two degree axial tilt was too small for seasonal variations.

“The nights are so dark here,” Marie said, her eyes flitting from the fading stars to the rolling hills in the distance where the isolated lights of farmhouses and tiny villages were just coming on.

“Every time I look at those clouds,” I said, “I think there’s a leak in the life support system.”

She smiled. “Me too.”

A service bot glided up to the table, gave us a programmed greeting and displayed the menu on a glowing screen. We made our selections and ordered a local wine which might well have come from the EIS listening post’s vineyard. There were still a few offworld wines available, but nothing from Earth. Eden hadn’t received luxury items from the Core Systems in months, only essential supplies convoyed in by the navy to maintain the colony’s vital equipment.

A few minutes later, a human waiter brought a shapely canister. He showed me the stamped imprint on its metal side, made a show of depressing the vacuum seal and poured the wine into a pair of recycled titanium goblets.

“My relatives in Bordeaux would be appalled,” Marie said as we clinked tin chalices.

“Because we’re drinking from a hermetically sealed, bio-irradiated vacuum canister?”

“That and it’s white wine,” she said in her lilting Gascon accent. She took a sip and smiled, “And surprisingly good, fermented by some infallible AI, no doubt.”

“At least we humans still get to drink it,” I said, appreciating the soothing effect the wine had on my raki hangover.

For the next few hours, we joked and teased, watched multicolored fish swimming below our table and ate food that would have received praise on Earth. Occasionally, my hand brushed the pocket where I kept the jewelry box as I waited for the right moment and tried to put Lena’s warning out of my mind. Each time I was about to bring it out, I hesitated, certain that if Marie accepted, I’d eventually have to tell her what I really was. It was hard enough keeping that secret from Jase and Izin. It would be impossible hiding it from Marie once we were married.

Lena hadn’t said anything, but her mega-psi abilities would have revealed my intention of one day sharing my EIS secret with Marie. It was why she saw Marie as a security risk, something I couldn’t ignore, because Lena would never allow the EIS to be compromised. I couldn’t predict what Lena would do, but she hadn’t gotten to the top echelon of Earth Intelligence because she was sentimental.

By the time dessert arrived, the stars had vanished behind a dense canopy of cloud. Suddenly, a brilliant blue white point of light punched down through the clouds as a ship rode its thrusters toward the spaceport. I wondered if it was the EIS orbital surveyor landing for the night, but it never got close enough to see clearly.

“There’s something I have to ask you,” I said awkwardly, heart beating.

Marie smiled, leaning toward me, suspecting my intentions. “Yes?” she asked silkily, taking my hand.

“Marie … are you helping the Separatists?”

Surprise flashed across her face. “That wasn’t the question I was expecting.”

“When the war started, you promised you wouldn’t do anything … foolish.”

“I haven’t,” she said warily, releasing my hand and sitting up straight.

“I know someone … in Earth Navy. She told me the Heureux’s been seen docking at Separatist ports.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Are you spying on me, Sirius?”

“No … I just don’t want you getting into any trouble.”

“I’m a big girl. I know what I’m doing.”

“The navy’s watching you, tracking you, finding out who your contacts are. When they catch you and they will, they’ll destroy the Heureux. If you survive, you’ll spend the rest of your life in prison.”

“They’ve got to catch me first,” she said lightheartedly.

At least she wasn’t denying it. I wanted to tell her the only reason she wasn’t already under arrest was because the regional EIS Commander was covering for her, for me, but I couldn’t.

“If you’re going to pick a side,” I said, “pick the winner.”

“That’s what I’m doing.”

“Your family’s on Earth.”

“Relatives I’ve never seen are on Earth. My family, the people who mean something to me, who I care about, they’re all out here.”

“And they’re Separatists?”

“Some are,” she admitted. “Sirius, I’m not choosing sides, but a girl’s got to make a living somehow. Those Sep runs pay ten times what I can get from convoy duty.” She sighed wearily. “The Heureux is old. She was second hand when my grandfather bought her eighty years ago. If I don’t make enough money to replace her soon, I’m going to be grounded, permanently. I don’t have a choice.”

“You’ve always got a choice.” I could offer her that, but not like this.

“A few more runs, that’s all I need.”

“And then what?”

She realized it was more than a question about her career. “I guess that depends on whether I’m in prison or not,” she said playfully, then saw I wasn’t smiling.

My hand rested absently on the jewelry box in my pocket. “You know, I … could get a bigger ship. I’d even take Ugo.” I didn’t get on particularly well with her navigator, but Gadron Ugo was a good pilot, one of the best.

“Two captains, one ship?” she said thoughtfully.

“One captain, one … somewhat insubordinate first officer.”

She gave me a shrewd look. “Do you really want to be my first mate?”

“Hmm,” I said, knowing she knew that wasn’t what I meant.

“Sirius,” she said soberly, “the only way this can work is for there to be two captains, each with their own ship, flying the same routes.”

It wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, but at least I’d be able to keep her out of trouble. “There’d have to be a lot of cabin hopping.”

She looked intrigued. “My new ship will have a king sized captain’s bunk, although our little cabin on the Silver Lining will need an extension.”

“I’ll knock out a bulkhead,” I said, removing my hand from the jewelry box, deciding the ring would have to wait for another day, when she no longer posed a security risk. “Just promise me one thing. If you see Earth Navy, you’ll dump your cargo and bubble out fast. Don’t try to talk your way past them, just get the hell out of there.”

She leaned forward, placing her hand reassuringly over mine. “I promise. There’s no way I want to spend the rest of my life in prison, not when I have a king sized bunk to fill.”

From the look in her eyes, I realized she was already thinking of the regal accommodation back at our hotel, so I called for the check, hoping Lena would run interference for Marie a little while longer.

 

* * * *

 

Next morning, Marie kissed me while I was still half asleep. She was already dressed with her bag packed. Outside, the sky was bright and the clouds had receded back to the cliff tops, although the sun was still obscured by the High Surface.

“Breakfast?” I asked.

“I can’t,” she said apologetically, holding up her communicator. “Ugo’s just picked up a load from the local farmer’s collective. I’ve got to get it to Bamako Orbital in four days to make bonuses.”

Bamako? At least it wasn’t a Separatist hotspot. “Why the rush?”

“It was supposed to be there a month ago, but there weren’t enough ships in the last convoy to take it.” She shrugged helplessly. “The collective’s desperate, so they’re paying double and –”

“I know, you need the credits.” I climbed out of bed and began pulling on my clothes. “At least Bamako won’t get you killed.”

“Not this time.” She grabbed me while I was reaching for my shirt and gave me a long goodbye kiss. “I’ll see you in three weeks,” she whispered in a sultry tone.

“Don’t get caught,” I said, assuming she was up to something.

“I won’t,” she promised and hurried out.

I finished dressing, went down and paid the hotel bill then caught a skimmer cab to the spaceport. As it carried me out to the Silver Lining, I spotted a line of wheeled transport platforms pull away from the Heureux a few clicks to the south. Marie’s old hauler was an ugly duckling, with three rounded box-like cargo holds joined end to end ahead of a single, under powered maneuvering engine. All twelve of her cargo clamps now held vacuum-radiation sealed containers delivered by the transporters, as did her three big cargo holds. The VRS containers were emblazoned with the Eden Farmer’s Collective insignia, giving me some hope that Marie was playing it safe for once. The Heureux’s cargo doors sealed shut, then when the skimmer dropped me in front of the Lining, I gave her a wave, confident Marie was watching from her bridge deck. A moment later, the Heureux lumbered into the air, nosed slowly up and boosted toward space.

I watched her go with a melancholy feeling, then walked up the belly ramp into the Silver Lining’s empty cargo hold. We weren’t due to launch until tomorrow, but now that Lena and the Tau Cetins had given me a job and Marie was gone, I wanted to get moving. I just hoped Jase was back aboard. Unlike most spaceport towns, Eden had no legal brothels, because the colonial council had decided they conflicted with the colony’s clean cut, holiday image. So if my copilot had gone in search of illicit companionship, there’d be no flashing sign out front to tell me where he was.

Fortunately, I found him and a Eurasian girl with white and purple dyed hair passed out and naked on his bunk. “Hey,” I said, lightly shaking his shoulder. “We’re leaving.”

Jase stirred, blinking bleary eyes at me. “We are?” he said, glancing at the young woman beside him as if he’d never seen her before.

“We’ve got a mail run, diplomatic traffic.”

“We doing navy work now?” he asked, glancing at their clothes strewn across the floor, trying to remember the night before.

“Navy can’t spare the ships, so we got lucky. Pays well. Now get her out of here, unless you want her coming with us.”

He eased the girl’s arm off his chest. “Hey, ah … honey?” he said, unable to remember her name. “You’ve got to go.”

“Hmm?” she said, snuggling in closer to him, as hungover as he was.

“Struts up at oh nine hundred,” I warned, heading for the door.

“Oh nine hundred?” he said, wondering how he’d explain a Eurasian travelling companion to the little blonde he’d been writing to – not that he’d get to see Emma Hadley any time soon, now that Hardfall was in Separatist hands and hundreds of light years away.

Leaving Jase to get his guest off the ship, I hurried to engineering to let Izin know we were launching early. Izin Nilva Kren rarely left the ship during rest stops, partly because he didn’t have the same need to cut loose the way Jase and I did and partly because humans had a phobia about his kind. When he went dirtside, he was usually met with suspicious looks and cold silence. Most planet huggers knew very little about tamphs even though they’d lived on Earth since the twenty first century and knew no other home. Now that word of the alliance’s defeat at Tresik Prime had spread, humans had grown even more mistrustful of tamphs, fearing their enclave on Earth would attract the attention of their Intruder cousins. Even the Tau Cetins were wary of Earth’s terrestrial amphibians, not that the tamphs had given them a reason.

“You’re back early, Captain,” Izin said, keeping his bulbous amphibian eyes focused on his six screen set-up as he watched our hull crawlers polishing the outer skin. “Did your courtship ritual proceed as intended?”

“It wasn’t a ritual, Izin, it was a holiday,” I replied, not adding it hadn’t gone as planned. “Park your bots, we’re getting out of here.”

“With an empty hold?”

“We’ve got a DSR data run.”

Izin turned to me in surprise, adjusting the vocalizer over his mouth that translated his alien sounds into Unionspeak. “Department of Stellar Relations?”

“Yeah, diplomatic dispatches.”

“Are we taking sides now, Captain?”

“The only side we’re on is the money making side, Izin. It’s just data. No one’s going to be shooting at us for that.”

“Earth Navy won’t be,” he said meaningfully, then turned back to his control console. “My service units will be stowed in seven minutes.”

“I’ll be on the flight deck. Let me know when Jase gets his girlfriend off the ship.”

“She’s not his girlfriend, Captain, she’s number four since we landed. I had to disable the intercom because of his predilection for noisy white haired women.”

I suppressed a grin. “No wonder he’s tired,” I said, recalling Emma Hadley was blonde.

Leaving Izin to stow his toys, I went to the flight deck to lodge our departure request with ground control. Twenty minutes later, we boosted out of the Valley of Eden and set course for the Cordalis System. 
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The Silver Lining unbubbled at twice minimum safe distance from Valhalla, the second of three terrestrial planets in the Cordalis System. Five asteroid belts separated the inner worlds from two super ice giants whose immense gravity had disrupted the formation of other planets and restricted the use of superluminal drives in the outer system.

Jase deployed our sensors and scanned for hostiles while I plotted a course out in case we had to run. With Earth Navy protecting too many targets with too few ships, Sep raiders roamed the minor frontier systems with little fear of interception. It made jumping into dead ends like Cordalis a gamble at the best of times.

“We’re alone,” Jase declared after the first sweep. “No artificial neutrino sources anywhere, not even on the planet.”

“ENAC says it’s feudal,” I said, starting our run in to Valhalla.

The Earth Navy Astrographics Catalogue entries for Cordalis II were sparse since the Forum’s restoration of mankind’s interstellar access privileges four and a half centuries ago. The first report was from ENS Jeanne Bare, a navy survey ship that had attempted to reestablish contact with the colony three hundred years ago. She’d reported that, aside from a tiny monastic community on a remote southern island, the colony had collapsed into barbarism, making it among the most primitive of human worlds.

Valhalla had been established in 2961 by the Kindred Order, a monastic society drawn from all human militaries, who used martial virtue to define their search for inner peace. They’d named Valhalla in honor of their fallen comrades, practiced seclusion and contemplation – but not celibacy – and studied the Unity Canon, although their beliefs were not limited to the mainstream.

Reclusive Kindred Order communities were scattered across dozens of isolated outer worlds, most having survived the Interstellar Embargo due to discipline rather than faith. Once contact was restored, they began receiving a steady trickle of new offworld adherents who revitalized their gene pool and enabled their secluded communities to renew contact with each other.

Half a century after the Order first set foot on Valhalla, other settlers arrived with very different goals. They colonized the continent to the north of the Order’s island home and, while they knew of each other, the monks and settlers remained apart. By the time the Embargo was imposed a hundred and fifty years later, the mainland colonies were self sufficient in food, but little else.

Without regular contact with Earth and no industrial base of their own, the colonist’s equipment began to fail. At first they helped one another, then as they ran short of spares and their desperation increased, they turned to raiding each other for precious technology. In time, the mainland societies descended into brutal, internecine warfare while the monks watched on with growing concern from their island fastness.

When contact with the mainland eventually ceased, the monks came to believe they were the only humans left alive on Valhalla. So it remained for centuries until they discovered primitive tribes scavenging along the banks of the major rivers. At great personal risk, the Kindred taught the tribes to farm, helped them establish tiny communities along the great waterways, then despaired as warlords rose to rule them all. They formed feudal armies to control their fiefdoms, drove out the interfering monks and pillaged their neighbors, just as their ancestors had done on Earth thousands of years ago.

When the Jeanne Bare appeared, the feudal lords had wanted nothing to do with the ‘skymen’, whose power they feared. Faced by a mainland population unwilling to accept outsiders, Earth Council declared Valhalla a sanctioned world, protecting its primitive, indigenous culture.

Sanctioned worlds were a demonstration to the Galactic Forum that mankind was a law abiding species, that we would not force failed human societies back into our interstellar civilization, that we would wait until they sought reintegration. Sadly, few did. After ten centuries of isolation and savagery, most collapsed societies saw Earth as little more than a legend lost in time, if she was remembered at all.

Only the Kindred Order welcomed the Jeanne Bare, inviting Earth to establish a diplomatic presence on their remote southern island. After its founding, the Valhalla Mission routinely submitted pessimistic reports on the wretched state of the mainland fiefdoms, offering no hope that the planet would rejoin Human Civilization any time soon.

“I don’t see a beacon,” Jase said.

“It’ll be turned off,” I replied, suspecting Earth’s diplomatic mission wouldn’t want to signal its presence to passing Separatist ships. Keeping our transponder off, I aimed a narrow beam recognition signal at the planet, hoping to trigger the beacon. “How’s that?”

Jase watched for a response, then shook his head. “Still nothing.”

“Look for processed metals.”

He began scanning both continents as the blue green world loomed large on the main screen. It appeared almost Earth-like, yet its virulent flora was unusually toxic to the touch, making land clearing extremely hazardous and restricting the colonist’s food supply to what they could grow themselves or fish from the sea.

“I’m picking up low grade iron and highly refined alloys on the smaller continent, all heavily oxidized,” Jase said. “Looks like a junkyard down there.” A large resource marker appeared on the south west coast close to the mouth of a major river. “It’s a ship, or what’s left of one.”

“It’s the Kotor Bay,” I said, recalling another ENAC entry. “She was a long distance hauler stranded here when the TCs iced our cores.”

To implement the Embargo, the Tau Cetins had converted the novarium cores powering our ship’s energy plants into inert matter. Many ships like the Kotor Bay had been stranded, trapped on whatever world they happened to be on at the time, turning their crews into colonists who never saw their families again.

A nav marker appeared on an island a hundred and forty clicks off the southern coast. It was an auto response to our signal, beamed directly at us with an Earth diplomatic identifier.

“There’s the beacon,” I said, locking onto it and decelerating from orbit.

Soon, we were diving into the atmosphere toward a sprawling, tropical landmass. It was divided by a low, east-west mountain range flanked by three long river valleys to the south and a vast river basin to the north. Dense forests carpeted the land while primitive agriculture filled the flood plains of the great rivers and their many tributaries. Wooden towns and villages were scattered along the river banks while a handful of stone walled cities guarded major river confluences and coastal harbors. There were no inland roads, although the vast river network sustained fleets of oared fishing and cargo boats.

When we dropped out of the clouds, we saw peasant farmers tilling the land by hand. In pre-Embargo days, farming had been mechanized and the only animals brought from Earth were food producing. Oxen and horses were not among them, denying Valhalla’s peasant farmers the beasts of burden that could have pulled plows and carts. For such a society, slavery might have been expected, but the ancient taboo against such practices had survived the collapse, making their wars particularly vicious as there was no incentive to take male prisoners. Females, of course, were another matter.

We passed over a crowded iron age city surrounded by high stone walls and shrouded in hazy smoke from cooking fires and hand pumped furnaces. Beside the city was a cleared plain, once used as a landing ground for starships, now covered by pig pens, chicken farms and a shanty town. At the far end of the landing field was the crumpled skeleton of the three hundred meter long Kotor Bay. Its sides had fallen in from corrosion leaving its circular ribs exposed and rusting in the subtropical sun.

“I don’t recognize her lines,” Jase said as we slowed to subsonic.

“She’s a Carlson Industries Mark Three heavy transport,” I said, quoting the ENAC entry. “They stopped building them in 3155.”

“When the Embargo hit?”

I nodded. “She was one of the last.”

“She’s dead now, not a flicker of residual radiation.”

After fifteen hundred years, a novarium reactor of that vintage should have been sweating neutrinos from Nv147 traces still in her core. The fact there wasn’t testified to the effectiveness of the Tau Cetin tech that had marooned her here.

“They caught her on the ground,” I said. “No casualties.”

“Tough break for the crew, getting stuck here.”

“It was a modern society back then, not what it is now.” Pig farmers in the shadow of the crumbling starship began waving wooden pitchforks at us threateningly. “Time to go before they start throwing rocks at us,” I said, feeding power to the engines, sending us streaking out over a calm, blue sea.

“There’s something east of us,” Jase said, studying his console’s scanner display.

I banked toward the new contact, then square, painted sails appeared on the horizon. They were oared galleys, each with a single mast, rowing hard for the south.

“They’re heading for the same place we are,” I said, “and not for a prayer meeting.”

We made a slow pass over the fleet at mast height, counting over a hundred and fifty ships full of men wearing leather armor and carrying swords, shields and short bows. They didn’t wave their weapons at us the way the mainland farmers had, but merely glowered at us with fear and suspicion.

“They know what we are,” I said, then we left the galleys behind and headed for White Rock Island.

The Kindred Order’s sanctuary was a broad mass of rolling, windswept hills and sprawling grasslands sixty kilometers long. It rose to a high promontory at its western end where the monastery had been built. The old stone structure was fully enclosed by a formidable wall with sheer white cliffs to seaward and a steep slope down to the farmlands on the landward side. Inside the walls was a collection of tightly packed stone buildings with aging solar panels on their roofs, the monastery’s only sign of technology. In the center of the fortress was a grass covered parade ground where three ranks of monks in hooded brown robes stood facing black robed instructors practicing sword and shield drills.

“Reminds me of home,” Jase said, recalling his military school education on Oresund, “except for the swords.”

“They’re Ories with religion,” I said, throttling back to hover above the parade ground.

Below us, a black robed monk waved his students back, giving us room to land. Once they were clear, I lowered the struts and set the Silver Lining down on the lawn, watched impassively by the monks.

“They’re supposed to be friendly,” I said, “but stay here in case they’re not.”

“And do what?”

“Nothing. It’s a sanctioned world. We can’t use our weapons here.”

“Do they know that?” Jase asked.

“I’m sure they do,” I said, sliding off my acceleration couch.

I collected the diplomatic data chip and a communicator from my stateroom and headed unarmed for the cargo hold. Jase lowered the belly door, then watched on internal sensors as I walked down to the parade ground.

“Seal it up,” I said into the communicator, then as the ramp lifted, a tall man in black robes with bad skin regen on the left side of his face approached me.

“I am Brother Rusakov,” he said with a thick Slavic accent. “What is your business here?”

“I have dispatches for the Earth consul.”

Rusakov glanced at a tower in the seaward wall and shook his head. “Consul Okeke is not here.”

“Do you know when he’ll return?”

“No,” he said, with a look implying Okeke would never return.

“Can I speak to whoever’s in charge?”

“The Abbot cannot be disturbed. He’s in contemplation, preparing for the Feast of Light Bringing.”

The three ranks of brown robed monks who’d moved to allow the Silver Lining to land watched with an intensity that made me suspect they were waiting for a signal from Rusakov. Considering they were a mix of combat vets and martial stoics, I didn’t like my chances if they turned hostile.

“I suggest you disturb him,” I said. “There’s a fleet headed this way and they don’t look like they’re coming for any feast.”

Brother Rusakov stared down his long nose at me, considering my words, then relented. “Very well.”

He led me to a large stone building with an eight spoked wheel over a cross above the entry. Inside was a vaguely Buddho-Christian temple with rows of wooden pews facing a large ceremonial platform. Lining the walls were dozens of flags from military units in which the monks had once served, some so old the units they represented no longer existed.

We followed well worn stone stairs down to a candle lit passage carved through the white rock from which the monastery got its name. Spaced along the corridor wall were thick wooden doors with old style key locks and rusting metal hinges. Most were closed, but a few open doors revealed small square rooms with a cot, a simple table and chair and a wooden window shutter.

At the end of the passage, Brother Rusakov knocked lightly on a door and said, “Forgive me, holiness, you have a visitor. It is a matter of urgency.”

“Come in, brother,” a soft voice answered.

Rusakov opened the door and motioned for me to enter, then followed me in. The room was the same size as the other cells, only with books on the table and the window shutter was open showing the sea beyond. Sitting cross legged in the center of the room on a scarlet cushion was a thin Asian man. He wore a plain black robe and his eyes remained closed in meditation.

“This is Tuksin Shinawatra, father of our Order on Valhalla,” Rusakov said.

“My name is Sirius Kade. I have messages for the Earth consul.”

The Abbot exhaled slowly and turned toward me, opening his eyes. “Adebayo Okeke went to the mainland three days ago. He has not returned.”

“Do you know why he went?” I asked.

“He saw two ships fly to Dur Segon and went to meet them. I warned him not to go, but he insisted.”

“What ships?”

“I know little of such things, but Adebayo said one was human.”

“And the other one?”

“It was unlike any ship he’d ever seen.”

“Was it star shaped, with three arms?”

“That is how he described it,” Tuksin said. “The consul captured its likeness with his devices.”

“Can I see the pictures?”

“If he returns, you may ask him.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“Even if I let you into his apartment, it would do you no good,” Tuksin said. “His equipment is locked to his touch.”

Diplomatic level DNA security would wipe the imager’s memory the moment it detected any attempt to tamper with the lock. “When will he be back?”

“He will not return,” Brother Rusakov said grimly. “Dur Segon is a dangerous place, even for an Earth consul, especially one who lives among us.” When I gave him a curious look, he added, “We do not bow to the Segonian High Lord.”

“Is that why a hundred and fifty galleys full of armed men are headed this way?”

The Abbot sighed wearily and stood. He appeared frail and thin, yet his eyes revealed a sharp intelligence. “You’re certain?”

I nodded. “They’ll be here soon.”

Tuksin exchanged wary looks with Brother Rusakov, then said, “They have attacked us before, but our walls are high and strong.”

“Do you have weapons?” I asked.

“Only what we make ourselves.”

“I mean real weapons.”

Rusakov shook his head. “We have people who are expert in modern armaments, but Earth will not allow such weapons on this planet. All we have are crossbows and swords, the same as the barbarians, although our training and tactics are superior to theirs.” There was a hard edge to his voice that revealed Rusakov’s fighting spirit.

“You’re ex-military?”

“I was Colonel General of the Karelian Assault Brigade, URA,” he said, straightening proudly, referring to a Union Regular Army unit raised in northern Eurasia. “Your ship is equipped with a formidable weapon. You could destroy the Segonian fleet before it reaches us.”

There was a Celestial Dynamics proton burst cannon on the Lining’s upper hull, undoubtedly the most powerful weapon on the planet, but using it would breach a dozen Earth laws just when we were trying to convince the Forum what good galactic citizens we were.

“I can’t do that.”

Rusakov scowled. “If the Segonians are dead, no would ever know.”

He had me there, but Lena would be furious if I started blasting primitive humans in wooden boats. “No.”

Rusakov bristled, then Tuksin said reassuringly, “We have defeated the Segonians before, my brother. We will do so again.”

“You don’t need my help,” I said, trying to placate the warlike Rusakov. “This place is a natural fortress,”

“Our walls are formidable,” Tuksin said agreeably. “They have been reinforced many times over the centuries.” 

“Each time the Segonians come,” the old Russian bear growled, “they have new siege weapons. One day, they will succeed.”

“Our walls will hold,” the old abbot assured him. “Begin your preparations, General.”

“As you wish, holiness,” he replied with a slight bow and hurried off.

“I still need to see what the consul recorded,” I said.

“And we must defeat a barbarian army intent on pillaging holy ground,” the old Abbott replied. “We each see only what is before us.” He smiled gently. “You are welcome to stay with us until Consul Okeke returns, although it may be better for you to go now. Our walls are strong, but Brother Rusakov is right, they are not invulnerable and the barbarian numbers are great.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“As you wish. You and your crew are welcome to sup with us tonight. Our table is modest by your standards, but our hospitality is great.”

“Thank you. We will,” I said, wondering what the Xil were doing on such a primitive world and why a human ship was here to meet them?

 

* * * *

 

I returned to the Silver Lining to find Izin in engineering, watching our spider-like hull crawlers on his six screens as they scrambled over the ship, waving curious monks away.

“Any problems?” I asked.

“They put a ladder against the starboard engine twenty minutes ago and tried climbing up, but I had a crawler shake them off.”

“Did you give them back their ladder?”

“In pieces. Now they have something else on their minds.” Izin refocused one of his screens on a stone parapet overlooking the parade ground where brown robed monks were busily erecting a wooden covering above the walkway.

“They’re shielding the ramparts from arrows,” I said.

“The warriors we saw at sea will need more than bows and arrows to breach those walls,” Izin said.

Rusakov had said the barbarians used siege engines. I hadn’t seen any catapults on the galleys, but a direct hit from a thousand kilogram rock wouldn’t even scratch our hull, but it could blind us.

“When the shooting starts, stow the sensors,” I said. “Use the hullbots to keep an eye on what’s happening outside. And put a thruster bot in the air. I want to know where that fleet is.”

“I thought we weren’t permitted to intervene in the affairs of sanctioned worlds.”

“We can’t shoot them, but we can watch them.”

“A fine distinction, Captain,” Izin said dubiously.

“Isn’t it. And send the other thruster bot to the mainland. The Earth consul’s over there somewhere. Find him. He must be carrying some tech with him, even if it’s just a nav reader.”

While Izin put eyes in the sky, I went to the flight deck where Jase was watching the main screen’s view of the parade ground. It was beginning to fill with farmers, wooden carts and livestock streaming in from the surrounding farmland.

“It’s going to get crowded in here,” Jase said. “Won’t be long before they’re camped under the hull.”

“Put the struts on full extension. Give them some head room.”

“Our thrusters will rip those carts apart when we launch,” Jase said, sitting up to carry out my instruction. “Maybe we should go now while we still have clearance.”

“We can’t. The consul’s not here. Until he signs off the delivery, there’s no bonuses for anyone.”

Jase nodded absently as he watched monks herd sheep and goats into makeshift pens. “I’ve heard of worlds like this. Never really believed they existed.”

“You’d be surprised how many there are. A thousand years cut off from civilization is a long time.”

“Must have been tough.”

“You should be thankful Oresund survived intact.”

When the struts were fully extended, Jase put his feet back up on his console. “I guess the nights are dull here.”

“We’re invited to dinner.”

“It doesn’t involve praying or chanting does it?” he said warily.

“I hope so. Some good old time religion would do a hard drinking, womanizing heathen like you some good.”

Jase scowled. “I’d rather scrub the waste recyclers with my tongue.”

 

* * * *

 

The monks ate in a communal dining hall, filled with rows of long wooden tables flanked by simple bench seats. The cenobites were a mix of ex-military offworlders and Valhallans of all ages who ate and drank with an infectious, boisterous good humor. Considering a barbarian army was almost upon them, they were surprisingly relaxed, almost relishing what lay ahead, yet no one spoke of the coming battle.

Jase, Izin and I sat opposite Tuksin and Brother-General Rusakov. Either side of us were senior monks of both genders, all dressed in black robes some with their hoods thrown back revealing their faces.

“Consul Okeke normally sits in your place,” Tuksin said as the the monks took their seats. “He is a most learned man, from Lagos on Earth. I hope no harm has come to him.”

“So do I,” Jase whispered meaningfully, more concerned with the consul’s delivery signoff than his safety.

“Would the mainlanders harm him,” Izin asked, “considering he represents Earth?”

The monks around us fell silent, glancing furtively at my diminutive, amphibian engineer. His bulging blue green eyes were fixed upon the Abbot, while the vocalizer covering his small mouth was set so only those nearby could hear him. To the offworld monks, he was at best a curiosity, at worst an object of suspicion.

Brother Rusakov fingered his knife absently. “We call them barbarians for a reason. The last one of our brothers to visit Dur Segon had the skin flayed from his body, while he was still alive. They sent us his skin as a warning and impaled his head on a spike above their castle gate.”

Izin considered Rusakov’s reply, then said, “What they lack in technology, they make up for in psychological warfare.”

“They’ve been trying to scare our Order into submission for centuries,” Tuksin said. “It only strengthens our determination to resist.”

“What do they want?” Jase asked, casting an appraising eye over the sparse dining hall. “No offense, but you don’t have much.”

“We have this island,” Rusakov said simply. “If the Segonians ruled here, they’d dominate the entire coastal trade south of the Irik Mountains. High Lord Gravis wants to rule the south, but he needs wealth to do it. He levies those who pass his coast to pay for his army, but many sail south of our island to avoid his tax collectors.”

“You don’t tax them?” Jase asked.

“We have no need of their silver,” Tuksin said.

“Do you trade with them?” I asked.

“There is some contact with the mainland, but we are self sufficient,” the Abbott replied. “We had to be to survive. For centuries, we were the only civilized people on Valhalla.”

“Still are,” a gruff voice snapped. The remark came from a monk with huge shoulders and a hood pulled down over his face.

“The mainlanders were cannibals,” Rusakov said. “It was why many of our early missionaries never returned.”

“They ate them?” Jase said, contorting his face in revulsion.

Tuksin nodded. “That was a long time ago.”

“But there’s so much farmland near the rivers,” I said, “why would they turn to cannibalism?”

“The fields were destroyed, the livestock killed and the farmers forced from their land,” Rusakov said. “They were starving.”

“And we could not help them,” Tuksin added. “So we stayed on our island with our books. We have a library here, the only one on the entire planet. It contains many spiritual texts, but also great works of history, art, philosophy, science and engineering. It is stored in the caverns below this fortress. It is our one great treasure.”

“Do the Segonians know of its existence?” Izin asked.

“Centuries ago, we taught them how to construct buildings, make boats and iron tools. Some even came here and attended our school, saw the library for themselves. They know.”

“Our generosity made them greedy,” Rusakov said. “Once they were strong enough, they attacked us, many times. Fortunately, their siege craft is poor, but they learn from their mistakes. Each time they attack, the fight is harder.”

“But you have technology,” I said. “Those solar panels on your buildings could power weapons.”

“What little energy we have, we do not waste on war,” Tuksin said. “Earth replaced our solar collectors and gave us new data cores for our library in return for us providing their diplomats with a safe haven.”

“But no weapons,” the deep, gruff voice snapped.

“I’m surprised a military order needs permission to arm itself,” I said cautiously.

“We do not smuggle weapons, Captain Kade,” Tuksin said. “Nor do we forgot our heritage. Martial discipline is simply our path to enlightenment, not an end in itself.”

“Our relationship with Earth,” Rusakov explained, “lets us communicate with the Kindred Order on other worlds, through couriers such as yourselves, and gives our young the opportunity to leave if they wish. Most choose to stay.”

“You could use your knowledge to make explosives,” Izin suggested.

Rusakov glanced at Tuksin, revealing it was a subject much discussed between them, then he said, “There are no sulfur or potassium nitrate deposits on this island, so we are unable to make even simple gunpowder.”

“They must be on the planet somewhere,” I said.

Tuksin nodded. “They are, but if we mined those resources, the mainlanders would discover what we were doing. They would learn how to make explosives and would destroy themselves again.”

“And us,” Rusakov added.

An ominous silence settled over the table, then gray robed postulants slid plates in front of us filled with steaming vegetables and baked mutton. Others placed wooden pitchers on the table. Izin suddenly grabbed the slender wrist of the postulant serving him and pulled the robe back revealing a very thin, dark purple arm. Beneath the postulant’s hood was a long, delicate face with narrow, outward sloping purple eyes above a slender nose.

“You have Minkarans here?” I said, surprised.

“There are some non-humans among us,” Tuksin said, then motioned to the Minkaran postulant. “Sister Egalsi has been with us almost three years. She is soon to take vows.”

“Izin,” I said quickly, aware all eyes were upon him, “let her go.”

He released the Minkaran postulant, who bowed slightly and backed away. “You’re a long way from J’nanki,” he said.

“You are further from your home than I,” she replied in a lisping accent, clearly not meaning Earth.

The Minkar System was only three hundred and eighteen light years from Sol. The peaceful Minkarans had never moved off J’nanki in large numbers, although they were advanced enough to have fought alongside the Tau Cetins in the First Intruder War. She knew exactly what Izin was, although I couldn’t tell if she was afraid of him or not.

Sister Egalsi hurried back to the kitchen, then I turned to Tuksin. “I’m surprised a human religious colony has non-human students.”

“Not just students,” Tuksin said with a wry smile, glancing at the broad shouldered monk who sat with his head covered and hands below the table.

The monk lifted his head enough to exchange an amused look with Tuksin, revealing a broad, leathery face with a protruding forehead, dark skin, flared nostrils and a massive square jaw. The monk’s small dark eyes met mine, then he reached up with a heavy, dark skinned arm rippling with muscle and gently lifted his goblet to drink. The monk was from Syrma III, just sixty nine light years from Earth. Sarlo, his homeworld, was a super-Earth with three point two times Earth’s gravity. It was why Syrmans were five times stronger than men, although with a gentler disposition.

I looked around the eating hall, spotting a few alien hands and non-human faces obscured beneath hooded brown robes. Most were native Orion Arm species although there were a few I’d never seen before.

“It was my understanding,” Izin said, “that different species did not exchange religious concepts, that such activity was prohibited by the Access Treaty.”

“Proselytizing activities are banned,” Tuksin corrected. “No one has the right to force their ideas upon another, but we do not seek to convert anyone or be converted ourselves. Those who come to us do so freely and we learn as much from them as they from us.”

Jase was only half listening as he studied the dark liquid in his wooden goblet. He sniffed it warily then, resigning himself to an uneventful night, took a sip. He blinked in surprise and took a larger mouthful, swirling it around his mouth before swallowing.

“What is this?” he asked, holding up the goblet.

“We distill it ourselves,” the black robed monk beside him said, “from Sacchagrass we grow here on the island. The early colonists brought it to Valhalla from Earth.”

“You make this from grass?” Jase said incredulously.

Izin removed his vocalizer long enough to taste the liquid, then replaced it and said, “Sacchagrass is a genetically engineered variant of sugar cane with a very high yield in short-chain, sweet tasting carbohydrates. It was transplanted to many first wave colonies.”

“Hell yeah,” Jase said, “it’s rum! Or something damn close to it!” He took another swig, smacking his lips together appreciatively. “I could get used to this, after twenty more.”

The massive Syrman picked up the pitcher and filled Jase’s goblet. “Drink skinny brother, drink,” he said encouragingly in a deep basso voice, then drained his own goblet in one swallow.

Jase’s eyes widened, impressed at the Syrman’s thirst, then the monk beside the broad shouldered alien chuckled. “Careful. Argi drinks sacchawine like water … and he likes company.”

Deep guttural Syrman laughter emanated from beneath Argi’s black robe as his massive shoulders shuddered with mirth. “Sweet water.”

I suppressed a groan, certain I’d be pouring Jase back into the ship in the early hours, then turned back to Tuksin. “So you teach non-humans the Unity Canon?”

“We share what we know. They share what they know. Together, we find we have much in common.”

“I thought religion was specific to each race, based on their own needs.”

“From a psychological, form-based perspective, that is true,” Tuksin said. “Superficially, belief systems are species, even culture specific, and they are as numerous as the stars in the universe. However, on a deeper level, the reverse is true – there is only One true teaching.”

“In all the universe, only one teaching?” I said uncertainly. “How’s that possible?”

“If man has a soul,” Tuksin said, “all sentient beings in the universe also have a soul.”

“How do you figure that?”

“It is a matter of law, a law as common as those defining gravitation or electro-magnetism and as equally consistent throughout the universe. If gravity or electricity work on Earth, they work on all worlds as determined by the physical laws of nature. The same is true of the soul, except it is governed by universal spiritual law. The proof, my brother, is the existence of your own soul. It cannot exist in isolation. That would be inconsistent with the universe.”

“With the universe,” I said uncertainly.

“Think of it this way,” Tuksin said. “It is said we are made in the image of God, but what is that image? Is it our physical human form or a spiritual quality of which form is simply an outward expression? If God exists, He is a universal deity and all intelligent life in the cosmos is made in His image, imbued with His spiritual quality. If there is a path to enlightenment, it is a path all life in the universe follows.”

“Even Matarons?” I said dubiously.

“Even them.”

“What about Izin?” Jase asked, motioning toward our tamph engineer. “Do tamphs have souls? What do you think, Izin, have you got a soul?”

Izin glared at Jase. “I think … you should stay away from the sacchawine.”

Tuksin studied Izin a moment. “We believe the soul is a universal principle, shared by all sentient life in the cosmos, binding us all together … including tamphs. Their species is famous for its great intellect and its lack of heart, and therein lies the galactic problem. Izin’s Intruder cousins have developed a great civilization, but it is a civilization purely of the mind, without love. It is why they are perceived as cruel, and why ultimately, they will fail.”

His words had no effect on Izin, but they made me uncomfortable because I knew as far as tamphs were concerned, what he said was true. I trusted Izin with my life, but compared to humans and any other species I knew, he had a cold streak in him like no other.

“Mind without heart,” Rusakov repeated thoughtfully, as if that phrase had a deep spiritual meaning I didn’t fully understand. “It is the nature of evil.”

Tuksin waved to the assembled monks. “We inhabit different forms, we follow different paths at the beginning, but ultimately, all paths lead to the same destination.”

“Which is…?” I asked.

“The Identification of all life as One. At such a point, there are no differences between humans and non-humans, there is only Life itself. All is Life. That is the ultimate salvation, not just for mankind, but for all sentient beings in the universe.”

“Except for Intruders,” Argi said softly, reflecting the anxiety of the Syrman people.

“Even them, Brother Argi,” Tuksin assured him, “but … not for a long time.” The old Abbott turned to me. “This may sound strange to you, but these ideas are the foundation stones of galactic civilization itself.”

“I thought that was the Access Treaty,” I said cautiously, wary of insulting my host by contradicting him.

“The races that founded galactic civilization were nearing the end of their respective journeys. They understood that in spite of their diverse outward physical and psychological characteristics, there were no real differences between them. It was why they were able to come together, to create laws where every race has a place, irrespective of how young or old, how ignorant or wise they were.”

“You can’t possibly know that,” I said, finding it difficult to believe a simple spiritualist on a barbarian world could possibly know what the founders of galactic civilization were thinking eons ago.

Tuksin gave me a kindly smile, “The advantage of being at-one with the universe, my brother, is that any question may be answered. All one need do … is ask.”

“Too bad the Matarons and the Intruders don’t share your faith,” I said with genuine regret. I had no way of knowing if he was right, but I was certain neither of them would hesitate to obliterate his little retreat from orbit if it served their purpose. So much for universal Oneness.

“They are closer to each other than they are to us,” Tuksin said philosophically. “Fortunately for mankind, the Tau Cetins are closer to us, and to the founders of galactic civilization, than to either of them.”

“How come the Forum hasn’t mentioned this before?” I asked.

“Proselytizing is forbidden … and unnecessary. After all, we are all on the same journey, it just takes longer for some to complete than others.”

“And the Segonians and this High Lord who strips the skin off his enemies,” Jase said, “I take it, they don’t believe any of this?”

Tuksin sipped his sacchawine thoughtfully. “Tyon Gravis’ reality is limited to what he can take by force, tiny as that may be.”

“In that case,” Izin said, “I hope you did not teach him to build trebuchets.”

“No, we did not,” Brother-General Rusakov said, “but when it comes to war, the Segonians are as cunning as a pack of Siberian wolves.”

The general’s assessment left me with an uneasy feeling because according to Izin’s thrusterbot hovering above the sea to the north, those wolves would be snapping at the monastery’s gates within a day.

 

* * * *

 

Next morning, while Jase slept off his crushing defeat by Argi in a boisterous drinking competition, Izin and I joined Tuksin and Brother-General Rusakov at the top of a wood covered parapet. A battlement for archers lined the outer wall, which dropped eighteen meters to a steep grassy slope overlooking now deserted farmland. In the distance was a sheltered cove with an aging wooden pier that ran from a shingle beach out into a narrow harbor. Wooden galleys filled the anchorage, tying up at the wharf or beaching themselves by their bows to disgorge men and supplies. Further out to sea many more galleys sat with their oars resting idly in the water, waiting their turn to enter the tiny inlet.

Leather clad infantry armed with short swords and large, round wooden shields climbed over the bows of the beached troopships and formed up under the watchful eyes of officers and nobles wearing crude iron breastplates. When the beached galleys had disembarked their soldiers, they pushed off from the shore, making way for other ships to land.

From the beach, the infantry moved inland, securing the surrounding farms and establishing a sentry line several kilometers from the cove. They marched in sixty man cohorts four ranks deep with swords sheathed and shields on their backs. The shields were wide enough to overlap and form a shield wall from behind which they could thrust forward with their swords.

“They’ll have us cut off in a few hours,” Rusakov said.

“Are all your people inside?” I asked.

“No.” Rusakov glanced at distant woodlands. “We have raiders hidden in the forest to attack their camp at night.”

“What happens if they’re caught?”

“They’ll be tortured, out there in front of us,” he said, nodding to the plain below. “They won’t be allowed to die until it’s over.”

“An effective, if crude strategy,” Izin observed.

“Not effective,” Rusakov snapped. “Such brutality only hardens our resolve.”

The harshness in his voice reminded me the Kindred were a military order with a martial spirit. I watched monks in leather armor place quivers of crossbow bolts beneath the battlements and practice battle drills on the parade ground below. The archers lining the parapets were mostly grim faced women while the infantry were all men, none of whom showed any fear.

Tuksin followed my gaze. “You’ll find no shortage of courage here, Captain Kade.”

It was undoubtedly true, although I’d happily trade some Kindred stoicism for a field launcher and a good supply of glide bombs.

“They have no cavalry,” Izin observed as he studied the barbarian army spread across the plain.

“There are no horses on Valhalla,” Rusakov said, “and Earth won’t give us any.”

“Draft animals would make us more self sufficient,” Tuksin said, “reducing the benefits of a return to colonial status.”

Down in the narrow harbor, galleys tied to the old pier unloaded a four wheeled wagon and a series of two wheeled carts, then work crews manhandled heavy wooden crates onto the carts. I zoomed my monoscope onto the crates, but couldn’t see what they contained. Further along the wharf, twenty men used a derrick to lift a large object wrapped in canvas onto the four wheeled wagon, then ranks of men hauled it ashore. Overseeing the operation were two noblemen wearing polished golden breastplates and carrying bejeweled swords. They were accompanied by another man who was clearly not Valhallan. He wore a dark blue jumpsuit with two thin silver bars on his collar and a utility belt with a sidearm.

“Three men on the wharf, Izin,” I said. “What do you make of them?”

He studied them briefly through his naturally telescoping eyes and said, “One is a Separatist officer.”

“Why would Separatists be helping the Segonians?” Tuksin asked, squinting to see.

I handed him my monoscope, then he and Rusakov took turns looking through it as the four wheeled wagon was dragged up from the beach.

“You have an Earth diplomatic mission here,” I said. “If it falls, so does Earth’s presence on Valhalla.”

“And the Segonians get what they want,” Rusakov said, handing the monoscope back to me. “Control of this island.”

I focused on the wagon as more men came to drag it up to the grassland. “Whatever help the Seps are giving them, it’s in that wagon.”

“It’s a siege engine,” Izin said, imagining what the bulky shape hidden beneath the canvas might be.

I watched the soldiers struggle to drag the heavily laden carts up from the beach, certain their contents would soon be hurled at the monastery walls. I lowered my monoscope, fearing the old fortress was about to face an attack unlike any it had ever seen before.

 

* * * *

 

During the morning, the Segonian army assembled dozens of two wheeled carts on the road leading to the monastery gate. Each cart was handled by ten men, while hundreds of archers formed long skirmish lines either side of the road. When the sun neared its zenith, Izin returned to the Silver Lining to manage our hull crawlers and ensure our sensors were safely stowed while Rusakov, Tuksin and I climbed the circular barbican tower above the fortress gate.

“The carts are loaded with gravel and large rocks,” I said, studying them through my monoscope.

Either side of us, several hundred female monks in brown leather armor stood with crossbows in disciplined silence, protected by the parapet wall’s merlons and the recently erected arrow shield above their heads. Below the parapet, relays of older women waited with boxes of iron tipped bolts, ready to keep the crossbowmen supplied once the fighting began.

Brother Rusakov leaned through the battlement crenel and glanced down at the waterless moat at the foot of the wall. The drawbridge had been raised to form a wooden shield in front of the gate’s iron portcullis, sealing off the gate tower from the road.

“They’re going to build a causeway across the moat,” he declared.

“They can’t breach the portcullis,” Tuksin said, certain the heavy iron grate lowered through grooves in the stone wall from the barbican was an impenetrable barrier to their infantry.

The stone bridge upon which the wooden drawbridge normally rested reached halfway across the dry moat from the other side and ended four meters above the ground. Beyond the stone bridge, the road leading down to the plain had been skillfully designed to channel attackers into a narrow corridor upon which the monastery’s crossbowmen could concentrate a withering fire. If the attackers got across the moat and raised the portcullis, they’d then have to move along a cobblestone path flanked by high walls while archers fired down upon them from above. At the end of the path was a heavy, iron banded wooden door that would have to be breached before they could enter the fortress proper. It was a defensive system the monks had constructed over a thousand years, making the only landward entry into the monastery a merciless killing zone.

“How many men does it take to raise the portcullis?” I said to Rusakov in a low voice.

He gave me a surprised look as he guessed what I was thinking. “You suspect treachery?”

“It takes four men on the winch several minutes,” Tuksin said, nodding toward the room above the main gate. Its thick wooden door was embedded in the tower’s stone wall making the winch room a natural fortification.

“I’d post your most trusted men there,” I suggested.

“Ridiculous!” Rusakov snapped.

Tuksin caught the old general’s eye and nodded, then Rusakov scowled and disappeared into the barbican to assign men to guard the winch. Before he returned, a war horn trumpeted in the distance, then the Segonian archers marched forward while their men-at-arms dragged the carts along the road toward the moat bridge.

On a low hill behind the carts, a large canvas blind had been raised on poles, hiding a surprise they had in store for us. Further back, a siege camp had sprung up across the plain comprising rows of large, five sided tents with shallow conical roofs.

“I don’t see a trebuchet,” I said, sweeping the plain with my monoscope. “It must be behind that blind.”

“They could be assembling it, before bringing it up to fire,” Tuksin said as Rusakov returned from the barbican.

“You should go, holiness,” he said. “Their archers are almost in range.”

The old Abbott hesitated, unwilling to leave, then saw his presence made the monks anxious for his safety. “I’ll go, but if they get through the gate, I’ll be in the front rank,” he said, then clambered down the ancient stone steps to safety.

I spoke quietly into my communicator. “Jase, are you there?”

“Yeah skipper, watching it all on Izin’s private channel.”

I looked up, searching for Izin’s thrusterbot hovering a thousand meters above, but couldn’t make it out. “Got everything stowed away?”

“We’re all good here.”

“Can you see what’s behind the blind?”

Jase was slow in replying. “No, there’s a canvas awning over the top.”

Trebuchets were tall, too tall for the blind. It had to be a smaller siege engine, a ballista or a mangonel. For it to be effective, they’d have to bring it closer, although it would still outrange the monks’ crossbows.

“Keep buttoned up until it’s over.”

“Don’t stay out there too long,” Jase said, worried I’d be cut off from the ship if the Segonians breached the gate.

“This is just the first round,” I said, then pocketed my communicator as the lead carts passed a stone marker beside the road indicating the limit of the crossbow’s range.

Rusakov let the carts come on a little more, then shouted, “Crossbows, fire!”

The grim faced sisters loosed off a massed volley at the leading carts, killing many soldiers in a single stroke. Unattended carts rolled back down the hill, crushing the men behind them and crashing into other carts or running off the road and overturning. The carts behind were then rushed forward as the crossbowmen fired again. This time, a Segonian lookout yelled a warning and the soldiers rolled under the carts, sheltering as crossbow bolts showered harmlessly over them.

“Reload,” Rusakov bellowed.

On the road, a Segonian officer barked an order and the soldiers scrambled out. They grabbed their carts and pulled them hurriedly toward the bridge, taking advantage of the lull.

Seeing the cart men were using the monks disciplined volley fire against them, Rusakov yelled, “Staggered fire, fire at will,” then every fourth monk released their bolts while the others waited.

The Segonian lookouts warned the soldiers, who scrambled beneath their carts just before the arrows struck, then the sisters on the parapet wall began a steady bombardment, timing their shots to keep the soldiers pinned down. The men-at-arms, realized the change in tactics, scurried out from cover, dragged their carts a short distance and hid again before they could be picked off. Some cart men were killed outright by bolts through the head or chest while others were struck in the arms and legs. The grievously wounded were left screaming on the ground while those who could crawl pulled themselves beneath the carts to tend their wounds.

When the lead cart neared the bridge, it was down to just three men. They hid beneath it as arrows rained over them and more carts came up behind them. Soon, a line of two wheeled carts loaded with rocks was drawn up in front of the moat, but the soldiers made no attempt to move onto the stone bridge. Back down the road, the Segonian archers stopped just beyond the stone marker, out of crossbow range.

Brother-General Rusakov scowled uneasily. “What are they playing at?” he wondered aloud.

The war horn wailed again, then the archers dropped flat to the ground. Behind them, the canvas blind fell forward and the awning billowed like a sail as it was pulled back, revealing the four wheeled wagon with its rear aimed toward the monastery. I focused my monoscope on the squat siege engine on the wagon. It was hidden under a canvas covering, but a black cable ran from beneath the canvas, over the side of the wagon and back through the grass to a circular mirror-like object angled at the sun.

“Oh-ho,” I said.

“What is it?” Rusakov demanded, squinting to see.

“Trouble. They’ve got a solar collector. Whatever’s in that wagon, it’s no catapult.”

Segonian men-at-arms pulled the canvas cover back revealing a long barreled weapon on a circular swivel mount. The Separatist officer climbed up onto the wagon and slid into a seat mounted behind the cannon, then the barrel began to lift as he took aim.

“Skipper,” Jase’s voice sounded urgently from the communicator in my pocket. “Get off the wall. They’ve got a slammer!”

A blue electromagnetic flash erupted from the cannon’s muzzle, then a silver streak flashed across the plain toward the barbican at fifty times the speed of sound. The sides of the projectile’s housing peeled away mid flight and eight slender darts deployed, creating a circle of kinetic impactors flying parallel to their parent.

The impactors struck the raised drawbridge, shattering it into splinters, then punched through the iron portcullis, ripping it from the stonework. The kinetic impactors flashed on through the narrow passageway behind the gate, wrecking the inner door and tearing through the stone buildings behind it before striking a watch tower on the far side of the monastery. The ancient stone tower shuddered as if hit by an earthquake, then collapsed as the projectiles shot off over sea. A moment later, the impactors’ sonic boom rolled over the barbican, drowning out the roar of collapsing masonry and the screams of crushed and dying monks. It had been a precise, non-explosive attack ideal for destroying the monastery walls without endangering the precious library below.

Out on the plain, the Separatist officer shifted his aim two degrees to the left as the weapon recharged, then he fired again. Another blue flash glowed from the hypervelocity cannon as a second silver streak flashed across the plain and struck the barbican tower we stood on.

It shuddered beneath our feet, then Rusakov and I ran for the steps as a dirty brown cloud rose around us. The crossbowmen on the tower beside us, blinded by the dust, fell back in confusion.

“Jase, take it out with the thrusterbot,” I yelled into my communicator as we scrambled down the tower stairs through choking dust. When we reached the stone doorway onto the parapet, we found the monks there still firing at the carts, stolidly ignoring the unfolding disaster around them. “Jase, do you hear me?” I said, turning to Rusakov. “Get your people off the wall, General.”

He glanced at the cannon in the distance, then yelled, “Everyone, away from the tower!”

A subsonic scream sounded from above, then all eyes turned skyward as a dull gray, multi armed maintenance bot dived toward the slammer. Designed for vacuum, not high velocity atmospheric flight, the thrusterbot slewed and bucked clumsily as it picked up speed.

The slammer fired again, sending a third hypersonic, swarming projectile crashing through the barbican tower, this time above the gate. The whole massive stone structure lifted slightly from the tremendous impact, then collapsed upon itself, hurling a boiling cloud into the sky. The adjoining wall and the defenders on it fell into the billowing dust amid screams of terror and the thunder of falling masonry.

The path beneath my feet gave way, forcing me to dive along the collapsing parapet wall, away from the tower. I caught the edge of the walkway with my fingertips as another impenetrable brown cloud rolled over me, so thick I couldn’t see my hands. Barely able to breathe, I pulled myself up onto the parapet and felt my way blindly along the wall to the next watchtower.

Inside the guard room, stunned monks coughed to clear their lungs, while back through the stone doorway, nothing could be seen of the barbican tower. Being the last one through, I pushed the wooden door shut to stop the dust from flooding the watchtower, then searched the faces around me for Rusakov, but he was not among them.

We all waited for the thunderous crack and sonic boom of another impactor swarm, but when none came, I ran up a spiral stairway to the top of the circular watchtower. The monks there were still firing at Segonian men-at-arms as they pushed carts off the bridge into the dry moat, ignoring the arrows falling around them. Some soldiers were hit and fell dead into the moat where they were buried under rocks and falling carts, while those who survived helped the carts coming up from behind, more afraid of their overlord’s wrath than the Kindred’s arrows.

Slowly, the dust thinned, revealing the barbican tower and adjoining sections of the curtain wall had fallen into the dry moat, partly filling it with rubble. On the other side of the moat, the gravel and stone from the carts was steadily adding to the fallen masonry, building a causeway from the moat bridge to the ruined fortress gate.

The Segonian war horn trumpeted several times, then their archers ran forward. When they were close, they loosed off their arrows in massed volleys, trying to drive the defenders off the parapet wall and force back the chain mail wearing monks who’d scrambled into the ruins of the barbican. Their arrows mostly fell on the wooden coverings shielding the monks, although some crossbowmen were hit. As soon one fell, another would rush forward to take her place while the fallen archer was carried away by her sisters. Below the parapet, Kindred swordsmen took cover behind the walls, ready to cut down any Segonians who made it across the moat. 

Soon, the stubborn fire from the crossbows took their toll. The number of carts stranded on the road began to block those coming up from behind while the men-at-arms who tried to clear the way were cut down, adding to the carnage.

Finally, the air cleared enough for me to see the slammer with my monoscope. It stood unharmed on the wagon, while behind it, mirrored pieces of the solar collector lay scattered around the wreck of Izin’s thrusterbot. It had narrowly missed the hypervelocity cannon, destroying the field gun’s power supply instead.

The Separatist officer walked around the wrecked solar collector and picked up a twisted thrusterbot arm, recognizing it immediately. With an alarmed look, he took a biscope from his belt pouch and focused on the fortress wall as I zoomed in on his face.

When he saw me studying him, I muttered, “That’s right, you scum sucking Sep slimetoad, here I am.”

I grinned and offered him a good look at my middle finger, then he lowered his biscope angrily. After a moment, he stormed off with the thrusterbot arm toward the siege camp, then the war horn trilled in the distance, sounding the retreat. The Segonian archers and the surviving men-at-arms ran down the hill under constant fire from the sisters on the wall, who knew each one they killed today was one less they’d have to fight tomorrow.

Round one was over, but the gate fortification was in ruins and the causeway bridging the dry moat was more than half finished. If the Segonians had a backup power supply for the slammer, it wouldn’t take long to bring the curtain wall down, silencing our crossbowmen.

“Jase,” I said into my communicator. “Use Izin’s other thrusterbot to take out the slammer. Don’t miss this time.”

“Not possible, Skipper,” Jase said after a long pause. “The other one’s wrecked. It was on the hull when the slammer opened up.”

A chill ran down my spine. If one of those bunker busters had hit the Silver Lining, it would have torn her apart. I hurried to the rear of the watch tower and peered through the thinning dust cloud drifting across the monastery’s parade ground. The collapsed tower on the seaward side had buried the Silver Lining, leaving only her port engine visible beneath a mountain of broken masonry.

“Is she holed?”

“No,” Jase said, “but we’re not going anywhere until we dig her out.”

I ran down to ground level and raced through narrow alleys to the parade ground. The monks were picking over the rubble, searching for survivors, paying no attention to the Silver Lining. The dead were mostly farming families who’d been sheltering on the parade ground when the slammer opened fire. Their bodies were being laid out in rows while the wounded were carried away on stretchers and the sound of weeping filled the air. From the trail of destruction through the monastery, it was clear the slammer had only narrowly missed the ship’s stern. When I reached the port engine, I discovered the Lining was still standing on her struts, having saved everyone sheltering beneath her.

“I’m here,” I called over the communicator, then the belly door lowered and I hurried up to the flight deck. Jase and Izin were grimly watching a visual feed from a hull crawler as it scrambled over the mountain of rubble burying the ship. “How bad is it?”

“The ship is undamaged, Captain,” Izin said, “but the thrusters can’t deploy. Those that can can’t generate enough thrust to lift off.”

“What about the main engines?” I asked.

Jase shook his head. “We can’t get her nose up. If we tried blasting our way out, we’d wreck the ship.”

“The monks will have to dig us out,” Izin said.

“Can’t the hull crawlers do that?” I asked.

“They’re designed for precision engineering, Captain, not earth moving. And we’ve lost both thrusterbots. One was crushed when the tower fell on us.” He glanced at Jase, “And he crashed the other one into the ground.”

“Hey!” Jase snapped, pointing at me. “He told me to.”

“He told you to hit the hypervelocity cannon. You missed.”

Jase looked hurt. “Not by much.”

Izin grunted in disgust. “We also lost the two crawlers giving us sensor feeds … I might be able to salvage one.”

“So we’re down four bots, but the ship’s undamaged,” I said.

“Providing the hypervelocity cannon doesn’t commence firing again,” Izin said. “One hit and we’ll be trapped here permanently.”

“Can we activate the shield?”

“Not with so much mass in contact with the hull.”

“Good thing they don’t know we’re here,” Jase said.

I winced uncomfortably. “I wouldn’t count on that. The Sep gunner saw our thrusterbot … and this,” I said, repeating the hand gesture I’d made from the parapet wall.

“Oh,” Jase said slowly.

“Magnetic accelerator field guns typically have redundant power systems, Captain,” Izin said.

“In the army they do,” I agreed, “but this isn’t the army.”

“It would be prudent to assume they have a second collector,” Izin persisted. “And a third.”

“Yeah, that leaves only one alternative.”

“Pray?” Jase said. “We’re in the right place for that.”

“I had something more practical in mind, like destroying that cannon before they can get it going again.”

“How do you propose to do that, Captain?” Izin asked. “The only weapon we have that could destroy it is pinned under tons of rubble.”

“We do have one other weapon that could do it.”

They looked at me confused, then Jase gave me an incredulous look. “Not your Mataron meat slicer?”

I’d taken a quantum blade off a snakehead assassin two years ago and never used it since, certainly not for carving meat. “It can cut through anything.”

“Are you out of your mind?” Jase demanded. “There are thousands of sword waving savages out there itching to peel the skin off your back.”

“And every other part of your body,” Izin added for accuracy.

“I’ll make a deal with the Abbot,” I said. “I’ll knock out the slammer if his people dig us out.”

Jase sighed. “If we’re doing this,” he said, thinking he was coming, “I’m not fighting with crossbows and steel swords.”

“You won’t have to. You’re staying here with Izin to get the ship airborne.”

“You’re going out there alone?”

I nodded. “They won’t be expecting me.” And I’d have an edge at night with my threaded senses and gene modded abilities, although I couldn’t tell them that.

“We have one other problem, Captain,” Izin said. “Before the second thrusterbot returned from the mainland, it located Consul Okeke’s communicator.”

“Where is it?”

“Dur Segon.”

With Separatists arming the High Lord in order to wipe Earth’s diplomatic presence off the planet, I didn’t hold much hope for the consul’s life. If he was still alive, he’d be rotting in a Segonian dungeon close to death.

“We’ll get the Lining out of here first, then we’ll pay the High Lord a visit,” I said.

Leaving them to plan how to dig the Lining out, I went to my stateroom to collect the Q-blade and my P-50, no longer concerned with the diplomatic niceties of sanctioned worlds. Properly armed, I went to the dining hall in search of the Abbot. It was now a makeshift hospital with the wounded lying on the long dinner tables. Two doctors in white, blood spattered sterile suits went from patient to patient, triaging them with diagnostic scanners. They were followed by nurses who prepped the wounded for surgery if they could be saved, or tranquilized them to die in peace if they could not.

Avoiding the overworked doctors, I approached a brown robed nurse and whispered, “I’m looking for the Abbot.”

“He’s in pre-op,” he said, pointing to a side door.

I followed two orderlies who carried a woman on a stretcher outside and down an alley to a cathedral containing rows of cots filled with bloodied monks awaiting surgery. Tuksin was moving between the beds, holding hands and offering what comfort he could.

I waited until he finished speaking to a patient, then whispered, “Can we talk?”

Tuksin nodded and led me outside where we could speak in private.

“That cannon is still operational,” I said in a low tone.

Tuksin looked surprised. “I was told you destroyed it.”

“We disabled its power supply. It’s only a matter of time before they bring up a replacement.”

He glanced at the alien blade decorated with serpentine carvings stuck in my belt and the bulky pistol strapped to my hip. “And you’re going to stop them?”

“Yeah, but not from here. I can destroy it with this,” I said, tapping the Q-blade, “if I can get close enough.”

Tuksin nodded. “When do you leave?”

“After dark.”

“I’ll send someone with you.”

I shook my head. “I’ll do better alone.”

“There is a way past their sentries, but you will need help.”

“I’d rather you dug my ship out.”

“I will arrange for it, but one of my people will help you past the Segonians,” he said in a tone that told me I had no choice.

“OK,” I said, noticing a worn face, scarred by a bad skin regen job among the wounded. It was Brother-General Rusakov, lying unconscious with a tourniquet tying off a horribly mutilated leg.

Tuksin followed my gaze. “His leg was crushed when the barbican collapsed. Our surgeons will have to remove it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“At least he’s alive,” Tuksin said gratefully, “although he will play no further part.”

“The consul can get a prosthetic sent out from Earth,” I said, then realized one wouldn’t be enough. “As many as you need.”

“If your enemy is arming the High Lord, we will need more than robotic limbs.”

“Yeah, you will,” I agreed, thinking that in just a few short hours Valhalla had turned from a failed Earth colony clawing its way out of the dark ages into a proxy state battlefield in mankind’s interstellar civil war. “So, how do I get out of here without being seen?”

 

* * * *

 

After sunset, Tuksin led me down stairs carved through the rock, past a series of iron banded doors to a torch lit sea cavern. Pulled up on a shingle beach were four fishing boats while on the far side of the cavern, an iron grill blocked access to the sea.

A group of monks stood on a rock ledge holding a rope ready to haul up the grill while the Syrman monk Argi readied one of the boats for sea. He wore sleeveless, leather armor and a pair of two handed battle hammers sheathed on his back in the shape of an X.

“These boats are meant for eight,” Tuksin said, “but with the wounded, we can’t spare that many, so Argi will row for you.”

He was more than a head shorter than me with shoulders twice as broad and arms and legs thicker than my chest. “The sea is calm tonight,” Argi’s deep basso voice rumbled as he slid two oars into the oarlocks. “We will make good time.”

“I can row.”

“You would only slow us down,” he replied.

“Argi rows faster than eight men,” Tuksin assured me.

“OK,” I said, convinced by his massive shoulders that it was no idle boast.

“You sit in front, for balance,” Argi said, motioning me to the rowboat.

“How far are we going?”

“To the woods south of the Segonian lines. We have scouts there.”

I took my seat near the bow, then he pushed us off into the water, carefully climbing over the stern, almost sinking us under his weight. He moved gingerly to the center where his massive hips touched the gunwales on either side. To my surprise he sat facing forward, the opposite to how humans preferred to row, and hooked his boots under the bench seat ahead of him. When he was settled, he lowered the oars into the water and with one massive forward push, sent the boat surging toward the sea gate.

The monks on the ledge hauled on their rope, lifting the gate out of the water, although we had to duck as we passed beneath it. Once we were through, the gate splashed down into the water behind us and a locking bar that could not be reached from the seaward side was slid into place.

We drifted through a narrow sea cave with a low ceiling then as the sea swell began to rock the boat and the roar of breaking waves grew louder, Argi dug the oars into the water, driving us through a narrow cave mouth to open water. Before the swell could push us onto the rocks, he drove the oars powerfully through the water, sending us planing out onto a calm sea.

Behind us, white cliffs rose to the monastery’s north wall where two monks watched a lone Segonian ship at anchor offshore. The galley showed fore and aft lanterns, unconcerned that it was starkly visible on the dark sea. A lookout lounged near the bow, but we were too low in the water and too far away for him to see us. Argi paid the galley no attention, but began a quiet, rhythmic stroke that sent us knifing through the gentle swells, following the coast to the east.

When the galley was no longer in sight, I asked, “Are there other Syrmans on Valhalla?”

“I am the only one.”

“Are you ex-military, like the human offworlders?”

“We have nothing like your human militaries on Sarlo.”

Earth’s four collective governments, the Democratic Union, the People’s Federation of Asia, the Indian Republic and the Second Caliphate all had their own professional armies, as did many large offworld colonies. It seemed strange that such a physically imposing species as the Syrmans lacked humanity’s obsession with military power.

“What about your navy?”

“Our ships have not been armed since the Intruder War and the weapons they carried were not of our making.”

“Were they Tau Cetin?” I asked.

“Yes. We returned them all after the war.”

“So no standing army, no navy? Doesn’t that leave you … exposed?”

“To what? We have no desire to attack anyone. If we did, we would easily defeat those who are less advanced, and those who are more advanced would easily defeat us. In either case, the Tau Cetins or one of the other Observers would intervene. Even humans understand this.”

We did, although we found it hard to rely so fully on galactic law for protection, even though as the youngest interstellar civilization in the galaxy, we were the least able to defend ourselves. Full Forum membership was still forty eight years away, although the civil war wasn’t helping our cause. Even so, if we could sort out that mess in time, we could still make it.

“Old habits die hard,” I said.

“Militarism is not a habit,” Argi said, “it is a choice, a state of mind based on fear.”

“Is that how you see us, as fearful and militaristic?”

“It is what you are. Your weapons, your warships, cannot protect you and yet you continue to build them in huge numbers. They give you comfort, not protection.”

I considered telling him Earth Navy’s primary purpose was to stop humans breaking galactic law and causing another delay to our Forum membership, but that would only have reinforced his negative view of our chaotic nature.

“So what are you doing here? I thought this was a retreat for veterans.”

“It is but one step on a long journey. I learn your ideas, share mine and together we walk into the same light.”

I remembered Tuksin’s words, that if we had souls, so did Argi. “That’s no reason for you to be in this fight?”

“I am not ready to leave this world and I will not be pushed,” he replied. “In spite of what you may think, Syrmans are not pacifists.”

“If you were, you wouldn’t have fought the Intruders.”

“We are realists,” Argi said, rowing hard, showing no sign of tiring. “Self preservation is as strong in us as it is in you.”

The outline of a Segonian galley with its fore and aft lights appeared around a headland. It was anchored close to shore, although its overconfident lookouts were paying little attention to the surrounding sea.

“Can we go around it?” I whispered.

“I cannot go further out to sea,” Argi replied, glancing warily at the dark waters beyond the galley.

“Too rough?”

“Too deep. I cannot swim on this planet. I am too heavy.”

Syrman body density was higher than a human’s, giving them much less buoyancy. If the boat overturned, he’d sink like a rock and, considering my lack of aquatic training, me with him.

“I’m not much of a swimmer myself,” I said, anxiously eyeing the dark water, certain the bottom was many meters below.

“I could hold my breath long enough to reach the shore by walking from here, but not from out there.”

I wondered if we should go ashore and continue on foot, but one look inland told me we were too close to the sentries patrolling the siege line around the fortress. Beyond the sentries was the Segonian camp with hundreds of tents and campfires and thousands of soldiers. Instead of trying to evade the galley, Argi shipped oars and let the boat glide silently through the water, then a lookout caught a glimpse of us and started up a rope ladder, yelling to men on the deck.

“Get ready to row fast,” I said, drawing my P-50, certain the lookout was about to sound the alarm.

“They’ll know you used a gun to kill him,” Argi warned.

“No they won’t,” I replied, sliding a shrapnel slug into the chamber and taking careful aim, estimating the roll of our boat. When we lifted to the peak of a swell, I fired once at the galley’s hull, blasting a hole in its side that looked as if they’d struck a rock in the dark.

Panicked shouts erupted from the galley as seawater flooded in through the ragged hole and crewmen swarmed up on deck. An officer held a lantern over the side, trying to assess the damage while sailors rushed to get rope and canvas to patch the hole. Several men hauled in the anchor, intending to beach the ship before she sank while others, believing the ship was sinking, grabbed empty casks to float with and jumped over the side.

Soon the galley was down by the bow and the sea was full of men splashing toward the beach. Suddenly, a hand reached up and caught our gunwale, thinking we were a rescue boat. The sailor’s face appeared beside Argi, who leaned toward him and growled, baring his teeth. The sailor gave him a terrified look and fell back into the sea, more afraid of Argi than drowning.

The massive Syrman began rowing again, moving us quietly away as water began to lap the stricken galley’s deck. When we were some distance away, it rolled onto its side and its mast splashed into the water. The naturally buoyant wooden hull didn’t sink, but became a wallowing life raft that frightened sailors clung to, calling to the sentries on shore.

We soon lost sight of the faces bobbing in the water, although it took a long time for their cries for help to fade into the darkness. When we could no longer hear them, Argi began to stroke harder, moving us down the coast, away from the soldiers who were now pulling men from the water.

We stayed close to shore as we passed the siege camp, then came upon a small forest that concealed our presence from the sentries. They were Earth trees, far easier to cut than the immensely hard local woods and without the poisonous side effects. The first Kindred settlers had chosen the island because it was far enough from the mainland that once they sterilized it, the native flora would be unable to regain a foothold. Since then, the monks had carefully maintained the forest to supply their lumber and provide a contemplative retreat.

When we reached a pebble beach protected by a shallow headland, Argi headed for the shore, whispering, “Our scouts will be keeping watch here, if they have not been captured.”

“Do you know the way?” I asked, thinking if they’d been caught, we’d have to find the slammer on our own.

“I become disoriented in the forest at night,” he replied uncomfortably.

Our boat scraped onto the beach and we jumped out, watching the trees warily. When no one appeared, Argi dragged the boat out of the water with one hand, then we hurried to the trees, listening for approaching soldiers.

“There’s a lumber trail to the south,” Argi whispered, pointing into the darkness. “The Segonians will be patrolling it, but we could follow it through the forest.”

Thinking that sounded like a terrible idea, I took a step forward, then found the point of a short sword in my face. The woods around us were suddenly alive with movement as men wielding swords and women aiming crossbows appeared. Argi stepped forward so they could see him, then a harsh whisper sounded in the night.

“Argi! In the darkness, you look like a fat Segonian pig.”

Argi turned to a wiry, bald monk who strode out of the trees. “And I took you for a skinny, hairless pagan,” Argi growled back, then the monk hugged him with a wry grin.

“We almost shot your companion,” he said in a strong Gaelic accent.

“Kade, this is Brother Malcolm,” Argi said. “His spiritual education is lacking, as are his manners.”

Malcolm grinned, showing he was missing a few teeth. He had a scar across his neck where someone had tried to slit his throat and there were signs of a subcutaneous plate above his right eye where part of his skull had been replaced.

He stuck out a hand. “Sergeant Major Malcolm McKinney, Coldstream Guards, Union Army, retired.”

“Sirius Kade,” I said, sizing him up as we shook hands. He was at least forty five with a tough, lean look from years of hard living.

“So,” he said, anticipating our purpose, “what are we going to do about that bloody big gun of theirs?”

“Cut it into pieces,” I said drawing my Q-blade, “with this.”

His eyes narrowed on the Black Sauria’s famed ritual weapon. “Haven’t seen one of them in a long time, and never in a human hand.”

“It’s a … souvenir.”

“Snakeheads don’t give them up easy.”

“They do when they’re dead.”

Brother Malcolm gave me an intrigued look, then turned to Argi. “We’re raiding their supply train after midnight. It’s on the other side of the camp. That’ll get their attention.”

“We’ll be ready,” Argi said, then the raiders surrounding us melted away into the shadows.

 

* * * *

 

Malcolm assigned Sister Kaila to lead us through the forest toward the slammer emplacement. She was a native Valhallan, slightly built, almost elfin, yet she carried her crossbow as if it hardly weighed anything at all and had two quivers strapped to her back crammed with bolts.

When we reached the edge of the forest, she pointed to a gentle rise two clicks away where a small campfire burned, silhouetting the slammer on its wagon. “They don’t know we have raiders behind them,” she said. “There are few sentries this side of the line.”

I turned to Argi, noting how his small, beady eyes squinted in the darkness. “How’s your night vision?”

“Bad. Syrma is more than eight times brighter than Sol and Sarlo is closer to it than Earth is to your sun.” He pointed at his black eyes. “These are for bright days, not dark nights,” he said, unsheathing his war hammers, holding one in each hand, “but I can see anything close enough to hit.”

“My eyes are good at night,” Kaila assured me.

“Mine are better,” I said.

“I doubt that, offworlder.”

Enable infra red mode, I thought, ramping up the thermal sensitivity of the bionetic filaments in my eyes. The campfire and the soldiers on the hill instantly brightened, becoming ghostly red blurs, then I pointed to a tiny infra red smear in the darkness to our left. 

“There’s a small animal over there, watching us.”

Kaila looked into the darkness, seeing nothing. “You take me for a fool?”

I threw a rock into the underbrush, startling a small Earth rabbit that hopped away into the woods.

She turned to me in surprise, then I said, “I’ll take point. Watch for my signals.”

Chastened, she nodded, then we crept from the trees across a grassy pasture bordered by dry stone walls. Faint moonlight shone down from Valhalla’s three tiny satellites, letting us find our way across the fields without revealing our presence to the Segonian soldiers ahead. We scrambled over a series of waist high walls, then as we neared slammer hill, two red apparitions appeared ahead of us, ambling across our path. I motioned the others to the ground, then held up two fingers and pointed toward the soldiers.

“I don’t see them,” Kaila whispered, peering into the darkness. 

I drew my P-50, intending to go forward and take care of them. “Wait here.”

She caught my arm. “Your gun will flash.” She lifted her crossbow. “This will not.”

She was right. In the darkness, the P-50’s electromagnetic accelerator would reveal my position to anyone looking this way, but her crossbow was good for only one shot. “I don’t have to reload.”

“I’ll have time,” she said, then before I could protest, she hurried on ahead.

Argi and I waited as Kaila became a shrinking heat blur, then we followed at a distance. She slipped silently over the last stone wall before the hill and crept forward, stalking her prey. When the Syrman and I reached the wall, I sighted on the sentries with my P-50 in case Kaila needed covering fire while Argi readied himself to leap over the wall and charge. When she was halfway to the sentries, exposed in the open, she dropped to one knee and took aim.

Enhance audio sensitivity, I thought, cranking up my listener to hear the sentries.

For several minutes, nothing happened. Sister Kaila remained frozen in her firing position, watching the two soldiers intently.

“What’s she waiting for?” Argi whispered impatiently.

“Angles,” I said as one sentry stopped for a moment while the other continued slowly up the hill.

There was a soft twang as her crossbow fired, then the infra red ghost standing still slumped to the ground. The second sentry continued on several paces as Kaila braced the crossbow’s limbs with her feet and calmly slotted a second bolt into the flight groove. She quietly pulled the string back to the latch while I kept the second guard in my sights.

He stopped and looked for his companion, saw the body on the ground and ran back down the hill. As he reached his fallen comrade, Kaila’s crossbow twanged again and a bolt struck the guard in the chest, knocking him off his feet. She jumped up and ran forward holding the crossbow in one hand and a short bladed knife in the other. The second guard lay groaning, still alive, his body a partially obscured red blur in the long grass. 

“Did she get them?” Argi asked, squinting into – what was for him – impenetrable darkness.

Kaila pounced on the guard, slitting his throat, then I heard a brief gurgling sound before he fell silent.

“She got him,” I said, relaxing.

Argi and I clambered over the stone wall and ran to her as she wiped her blade on the sentry’s leather armor. I gave her an approving nod, then she reloaded her crossbow and we crept up the hill. Halfway to the crest, I heard the faint voices of the soldiers guarding the slammer.

My listener counted and analyzed their audio signatures, then I whispered. “There’s at least six men up there. One is the Sep officer. I want him alive.”

“He’ll be better armed than the others,” Kaila warned, glancing apprehensively at the offworld gun in my hand, expecting him to have something similar.

“She’s right,” Argi said. “We should kill him first.”

Normally I’d have agreed with them, but I wanted answers. “I’ll take care of him. You two worry about the others,” I said, ejecting my gun’s magazine and replacing the first two rounds with gel slugs, stun ammo that could break bones at close range but couldn’t hit a tankosaur at a hundred meters.

“Argi, you take the center,” I said, “I’ll go right, Kaila, left. Stay low and wait for Malcolm’s diversion. That’ll be our signal to attack.”

Kaila and I moved off either side of Argi as we crept up the hill. When we could just see the top of the hypervelocity cannon on the wagon, we went to ground in the long grass and waited, listening to the murmur of the Segonian guards sitting around the fire on the other side of the wagon.

After almost an hour, a two wheeled cart pulled by ten men rattled up from the siege camp. It was led by a noble in an ornate, gold breastplate who roused the soldiers near the wagon to unload the cart. Before they could begin, a yellow fireball boiled into the air on the far side of the camp as casks of lamp oil ignited all at once. Flames sprayed over nearby carts and tents setting them alight, then hundreds of men ran toward the fire.

Up on slammer hill, the voices became excited as all eyes turned toward the siege camp. They spoke in the Segonian dialect, an unintelligible descendant of an east European language, but the emotional tenor of their words was clear.

Reset bionetic sensors to defaults, I thought, not wanting to be blinded or deafened when the fighting began.

Argi suddenly charged up the hill holding both war hammers above his head, his short muscular legs pounding the ground in a hulking, half-leaping gait. To his left, Kaila sprinted forward with her crossbow, faster than the massive Syrman, then I ran to the other side of the wagon.

When we reached the hilltop the soldiers, still mesmerized by the fire, didn’t see us coming. The Sep officer and the nobleman were taking turns watching through a biscope while the soldiers muttered among themselves. On the cart between us and them was a second solar collector while on the reverse slope were more carts filled with hypersonic swarmer rounds.

I ran past the wagon looking for a clean shot at the Sep officer as Kaila put an iron tipped bolt between a soldier’s shoulder blades. The impact threw him forward onto the ground, then as his comrades turned to see who fired, Argi leapt among them, swinging his two hammers in a wild frenzy that sent them flying before they knew he was there.

A sentry suddenly stepped out from beside the wagon and tried to take my head off with a short sword. I caught his arm, brought it down and twisted, breaking the joint and forcing him to drop his weapon, then struck his head with a reverse elbow strike, hurling him into the wagon. As he crumpled, the noble in the gold breastplate yelled angrily at the soldiers who drew their swords and charged at Argi. The stocky Syrman turned in circles, driving back any who dared approach while Kaila picked off another man-at-arms with a bolt through the chest.

The Sep officer now saw me and went for his gun, but I fired first. The gel slug expanded into a gelatinous projectile as big as Argi’s fist and struck him in the stomach, lifting him off his feet and dumping him onto the ground. I ran forward, dodging another wild sword swing from a soldier and kicked the Sep officer’s pistol out of his hand, finding he was paralyzed and gasping for air. I turned to see men-at-arms with swords drawn circling Argi. They lunged at him, but his whirling hammers kept pushing them back while the nobleman, now in a rage, screamed at the soldiers.

Two stepped back, sheathed their swords and switched to short bows. As they were notching their arrows, Kaila shot one, then the other put an arrow into Argi’s shoulder. I fired my remaining gelslug into the second bowman’s head at close range, snapping his neck, then ran forward as Argi continued chasing down the soldiers, seemingly unaware of the arrow protruding from his shoulder.

I fired again, dropping another man-at-arms with a standard pin point round, then my sniffer detected movement behind me. I rolled sideways as a pistol fired, then as I came to my feet, I saw the nobleman aiming the Sep officer’s pistol at me. He fired again, sending a poorly aimed shot past my face, so I put one in his head, killing him instantly.

The soldiers stopped and stared at the nobleman’s body in shock, then as one, they panicked and ran toward the siege camp. Kaila shot one in the leg, but he limped away holding his wound while Argi whirled to a stop and sheathed his hammers.

I hurried to the muscular Syrman’s side, finding a steady trickle of blood running down his arm and the arrow which had struck bone.

“It’s nothing,” he said, pulling the shaft out and tossing it away, leaving the arrowhead deep buried in his shoulder.

Kaila produced a small cloth pad and slid it under his leather vest to stem the blood. “This needs to be bandaged.”

“Not here,” Argi said, motioning at the slammer. “Destroy it.”

I drew my Q-blade and climbed onto the wagon. The field gun was the same ordnance used by the Union Regular Army, but without a Union manufacturer’s plate. The Seps had either copied the design or bought it from a black market dealer. Knowing we didn’t have long before the Segonians returned in strength, I touched the ritual blade’s activation surface, then its edges and the serpentine carvings along its length glowed white as it reached full power.

“The Matarons would kill you for having such a weapon,” Argi said.

“They’ve tried,” I replied, then swept the blade through the slammer’s armored body, severing the forces binding the gun’s atoms together. After several strokes, the hypervelocity cannon was in pieces, no longer a threat to the Kindred’s stone fortress.

To complete the destruction, Argi shattered the solar collector with a single blow from one of his hammers, then slung the gasping Sep officer over his good shoulder while Kaila pocketed the officer’s pistol. She saw me watching her, expecting me to order her to hand it over in accordance with Earth’s sanction.

“This is mine now,” she declared defiantly.

She tensed as I jumped down off the wagon, removed the Sep officer’s utility belt and offered it to her. “You’ll need this. Ammo for your gun.”

She gave me a relieved look and slung the belt over her shoulder like a bandolier.

“Put me down,” the officer wheezed, too weak to resist.

I grabbed his head, lifting his face. “My friend here’s got the strength of ten men. Don’t make him mad.”

He looked down at the mountain of muscle holding him, saw Argi’s beady eyes staring at him and fell silent.

Across the plain, the siege camp was now well ablaze. Hundreds of soldiers with blankets and water buckets fought the fires, although there was no sign of anyone coming toward us. Considering there was a corpse in a shiny gold breastplate at my feet, it wouldn’t be long before we had company.

“I hope Brother Malcolm made it out of there,” Kaila said, admiring the pandemonium he’d created, then we started down the hill, eager to reach the safety of the forest.

 

* * * *

 

Kaila led us to a small clearing well away from any lumber trails where we waited for Brother Malcolm. She kept her crossbow aimed at our prisoner while I checked Argi’s wound.

“My ship’s medbot can get the arrowhead out,” I said. He acknowledged my offer with a nod, then I turned to the Sep officer who’d recovered enough to speak. “Who are you?”

He gave me a surly look, but said nothing.

My listener had already analyzed his accent back on slammer hill and identified his home planet. “You’re Hindratin,” I said. “What are you doing on a sanctioned world?”

“Helping the oppressed free themselves from Earth’s tyranny,” he sneered.

“Earth has one diplomat on this planet, stuck on a remote island meditating the days away. That’s not worth the cost of one swarmer round.”

“You had one diplomat.”

“Is Consul Okeke dead?”

“He will be … once Gravis hears what you did to his son.”

“What are you talking about?”

“That gold plated peacock you killed back there was his heir, Lord Commander Balat Gravis. He would have been the next High Lord of Dur Segon, if you hadn’t blown his brains out. It’ll take a few days for word to get back, then your consul’s head will be hanging from the castle gate.”

That didn’t leave me much time.

“Where are they holding him?” I asked.

“In Dur Segon, guarded by five thousand soldiers.”

I could tell from his demeanor he wasn’t lying, which meant getting the consul out alive was going to take some fancy footwork. “So why are the Xil here?”

The Sep officer gave me a puzzled look. “Who are they?”

“The aliens you rendezvoused with when you arrived.”

Understanding appeared on his face. “Ah, the star shaped ship.”

“You saw it?”

He nodded. “Don’t know anything about them.”

“You didn’t go aboard?”

“I didn’t even know their name. I’m here to teach the Segonians how to shoot a slammer. I’ve got nothing to do with any aliens.” He was well aware how seriously Earth took nefarious dealings with non-humans. The penalties for such activities were far more serious than smuggling weapons onto sanctioned worlds, yet his indifference confirmed he was telling the truth.

“What ship were you on? Who was in command?”

He lowered his eyes, determined not to give me any useful intelligence about Sep military forces.

Argi, seeing his intransigence, growled menacingly. “If he won’t talk, there’s no reason to keep him alive.” He separated his lips, revealing his teeth. “And I’m hungry.”

Fear flashed across the Sep officer’s face as he realized Argi wanted to eat him.

I hid my surprise and checked my bionetic memory on Syrmans. They were omnivores like us, but there was no record of them ever having tasted human flesh.

“We can’t start a fire for cooking,” I said, playing good human, bad alien.

“I like raw meat,” Argi declared.

The Sep officer recoiled. “Hey! I don’t know anything. One minute, I’m teaching farm boys how to hit subsonic reentry vehicles, next minute, I’m on a starliner headed here with an Ardenan drill instructor and another officer I hardly saw. All they told me was I’d be teaching ballistics to a bunch of savages. Two days after we landed, they put me in a big rowboat and brought me here. I was seasick all the way. Haven’t had time to teach them anything.”

“You’re IRF, right?” I asked. He had the accent and the lean, swarthy look of an Indian Republic Forces type.

“I was, until Hindrati declared against Earth, then I caught the first ship home.”

For deserting and going over to the enemy, the IRF would have sentenced him to death in absentia, but his problems weren’t my concern. Why human Separatists were meeting the Xil was.

“Are both ships still at Dur Segon?”

“No, they left before we set sail. I’m supposed to be picked up in three months.”

“And the Ardenan, is he here too?”

“No, he’s back in Dur Segon teaching them how to shoot forgers.”

“Forgers?” I said, surprised. In the right hands, such a powerful URA infantry assault weapon could devastate an entire iron age army. “How many?”

“Twenty.”

That was enough to conquer the entire planet, to make Gravis planetary ruler.

“Where are they now?”

He shrugged. “Don’t know.”

Kaila, who’d been hanging on every word, leaned forward, aiming her crossbow at the Hindratin. “Are you saying that pig, Gravis, has offworld weapons?”

The Sep officer leaned back, eyes riveted to the crossbow bolt aimed at his face, afraid to answer.

She turned to me. “Could these weapons conquer Valhalla?”

“Oh yeah,” I said, turning back to my prisoner. “Your commanders wouldn’t go to all this trouble just to get rid of one diplomat. What do they really want?”

He shrugged evasively, then Argi produced a knife and whetstone and began dragging the blade across the stone. The Sep officer watched with rising fear, then looked to me for protection.

“I’m a prisoner of war,” he declared anxiously. “You have to protect me.”

“I couldn’t stop Argi even if I wanted to,” I said, glancing at his triple Earth gravity sized muscles. “But, if you answer my questions, he might let you live.”

“Leg of human,” Argi said, licking his lips. “Very tasty.”

The Sep officer turned to me alarmed. “Food! They want food!”

“Why?”

“Earth Navy’s blockade is strangling our supply routes. We have hydro ships, but not enough to feed our forces. If we help Gravis conquer the planet, give him defoliant to kill the toxic forests, he’ll give us all the supplies we need. That’s why we had to get rid of your consul, so he couldn’t report our presence to Earth.”

If Separatist forces were living off what they could grow in hydroponics ships, then hunger would explain why they were interested in Valhalla, but not what the Xil were doing here. I nodded to Argi, who put the knife and whetstone away, much to the Sep officer’s relief, then I pretended to check the Syrman’s wound.

“You wouldn’t really have eaten him, would you?” I whispered.

“Depends how hungry I was,” he said, then chuckled.

“Syrman humor,” I realized, patting Argi’s good shoulder.

I found a spot where I could watch my prisoner while I considered how easily Separatist weapons could deliver Valhalla to the Segonians. I wondered if the Seps were hoping for a similar deal with the Xil, to use their technology to defeat Earth. If that was the plan, what could they offer the Xil that would induce them to break the Access Treaty?

What could possibly be worth such a risk?

 

* * * *

 

Brother Malcolm and his raiders arrived several hours before dawn with faces and clothes smeared with soot. They dropped to the ground exhausted and tended their wounds while Malcolm spoke in a low voice to Kaila and Argi.

“Nadiri and Salinkov didn’t make it,” he said bitterly, then glanced back into the forest. “The Segonians aren’t far behind us.”

“We can take the wounded in our boat,” I said.

Malcolm’s eyes settled on the Separatist officer. “What’s he doing here?”

“Information,” I replied.

“You get what you wanted?”

“Some.”

Malcolm stepped toward the Sep officer and raised his short sword, but I caught his wrist before he could strike.

“He’s my prisoner,” I snapped.

“We wouldn’t be in this mess if it wasn’t for him.”

“The slammer’s destroyed. He can’t do any more harm.”

“He’s done enough,” Malcolm growled, then shook off my grip and lowered his sword.

“We need to get to the boat,” Argi said, his wounded arm now hanging limply by his side. “It’ll be light soon.”

Malcolm roused his weary raiders, then Kaila led us through the forest to the coast. We moved as fast as the wounded would allow, occasionally hearing distant shouts from the soldiers tracking us, although they were still too far away to see.

It was almost dawn when we heard waves breaking onto the shore. Leaving the raiders to rest, Malcolm, Kaila and I crept forward to scout the beach. A Segonian galley was bow up on the pebbles and armed men were inspecting our boat. Floating a short distance out to sea was a second galley full of archers.

“There’s too many of them,” I said.

Reluctantly, Malcolm agreed, then we crept back into the forest.

As we hurried back to the others, I activated my communicator. “Jase, are you there?”

“Yeah, Skipper,” he replied.

“We need a pick up.”

“No chance. We’ve had a hundred people digging all night and we still can’t see the starboard engine.”

At that rate, it would be hours before the Silver Lining could fly. It was just as well we’d knocked out the slammer. She’d have been a sitting duck once it started firing again.

“We can’t get back by boat,” I said, “and there’s an army of angry ground pounders between us and you.”

“We’ll dig faster,” he promised.

I pocketed the communicator and turned to Malcolm. “Can we circle around the Segonians?”

“Nah, there’s too many of them.”

“We can head toward Cape Solace,” Kaila said, “but if they come after us ...”

We’d be trapped.

“We can’t stay here,” I said, eager to put distance between us and the angry horde on our tail.

Malcolm nodded, then we collected the others and headed south.

 

* * * *

 

We reached the southern edge of the forest late in the morning with the cries of our pursuers audible in the distance. Without a moment’s rest, we headed out across deserted farmlands bordered by low, dry stone walls and dotted with abandoned farmhouses. The inhabitants had fled with their livestock into the fortress, leaving little of value behind for the invading army. Some farmhouses had been ransacked by Segonian foraging parties and burned to the ground while others remained as their owners had left them.

We paused at a smoking ruin of a house at midday, just long enough for the injured to wash their wounds from a well and change their bandages. When we continued on, Malcolm’s raiders shared dried meat and hard bread with us – barely enough to keep our strength up. 

I tried engaging the Sep officer in conversation, but he refused to give even his name and continually drifted to the rear looking for a chance to escape. When Malcolm gave me a warning look, I fell in beside my prisoner to warn him.

“Malcolm’s got his eye on you,” I said. “Don’t give him an excuse.”

The Separatist officer glanced uncomfortably at the Coldstream Guards veteran and grumbled, “I’m tired.”

“Be tired up front,” I said, then grudgingly, he drifted into the middle of the group.

By late afternoon, Segonian men-at-arms were visible in a skirmish line far behind us. They marched hard, urged on by officers who sought to earn the gratitude of High Lord Gravis for killing the murderers of his son and heir. We kept up the pace, barely staying ahead of them, while I silently thanked the quirk of history that had denied them cavalry, otherwise they’d have quickly ridden us down.

We pushed on through the afternoon until the southern end of the island was in sight, signaling the chase would soon be over. Behind us, the numbers of soldiers snapping at our heels had swelled as foragers fresh from looting abandoned homesteads joined the pursuit.

“There’s at least three hundred of them,” Malcolm said, glancing back as we crossed a dirt road. “Too many to fight with five crossbows and two offworld guns.”

“We don’t want to be caught in the open,” I said.

“I know a place,” Kaila said, then led us toward a white washed farmhouse overlooking the sea.

As we marched up the hill, I called Jase again, hoping for a miracle. “We really need that ride.”

“Sorry, Skipper. Not today.”

I pocketed my communicator as two Segonian galleys crammed full of soldiers rowed past us in line ahead, close to shore. They rounded the headland and nosed into an inlet east of a narrow finger of land marking the island’s southern extent. When their bows slid onto the pebble beach, men-at-arms swarmed ashore, formed into ranks and marched up the beach with swords drawn and round shields in hand.

“Run!” I yelled, then we sprinted for the two story, stone walled farmhouse at the top of the hill.

It was almost defensible with thick wooden doors and window shutters, although its roof was thatched. In front of the house was a small vegetable garden and a lawn separated from a field by a dry stone wall. The front door was still open, testifying to the haste with which its owners had run off once they’d heard the barbarians were invading.

Inside was a large communal room with a fireplace and a heavy wooden table flanked by bench seats. A door at one end opened into a small kitchen while the back door led to an empty chicken coop and pig pen.

Once we were all inside, Argi bolted the front door shut. He unsheathed a single hammer, holding it in his good arm, preparing to welcome the unfortunate souls who forced it open. Across the room, Malcolm’s wounded flopped down against the back wall while the rest of us watched the approaching soldiers through the windows. Kaila handed the offworld pistol and ammo belt to Malcolm, knowing he’d make better use of it than her, then she led the crossbowmen up narrow wooden stairs to the top floor.

“Damn!” Malcolm said, looking around. “Your prisoner’s escaped.”

One look through a window revealed the Sep officer peeking over the stone wall in front of the farmhouse. He jumped to his feet and ran toward the soldiers coming up from the sea, waving his arms. Malcolm took aim, but I motioned for him not to fire.

“Save your ammo. We’re going to need it.”

He grunted irritably and lowered the gun. “I should have killed him when I had the chance. He’ll tell them how weak we are.”

The Separatist officer ran across the field toward the approaching men-at-arms who ignored him and continued up the hill. They stopped at the low wall on the far side of the field out of crossbow range and fanned out, surrounding the farmhouse. Soon a noble wearing a silver breastplate and escorted by a dozen guards wearing red tabards came up. He spoke briefly with the Separatist officer, then two guards took up position either side of him.

“They don’t look happy to see him,” I said, suspecting the officer was under arrest.

“Old Gravis ain’t the forgivin’ type,” Malcolm said, then gave me some chilling advice. “Don’t let them take you alive.”

As the afternoon wore on, the skirmishers that had pursued us south came up while another three galleys arrived to disgorge more troops, giving me the impression killing us was now more important than taking the monastery. When all their forces were in place, the Separatist officer crossed the field with a red tabard wearing guardsman.

He stopped at the stone wall in front of the farmhouse and yelled, “I have a message for the White Rock leader.”

Malcolm gave me a cynical look, then called back through the window, “I hear you.”

“The Grand Admiral promises you safe passage back to the fortress if you hand over the offworlder who killed Lord Commander Balat.”

Malcolm grinned sourly and said in a low voice. “They’re trying to save their necks with your head.”

“Will they keep their word?”

“Why? You volunteerin’?”

“I’ll take my chances.”

No matter how brutal the Segonians were, they wouldn’t be expecting my ultra-reflexes, which in-close made me more dangerous without weapons than ten of their men with swords. Somewhere between here and Dur Segon, they’d give me a chance to escape.

Malcolm eyed me shrewdly, considering my offer, then the Separatist officer called out again. “If you don’t hand him over, the Grand Admiral will have you all put to death.”

“I tell you what, laddie,” Brother Malcolm said, “I’ll bet you that fancy-ass Mataron knife of yours that I can put one between his eyes from here. One shot, for the blade. What do you say?” It was Malcolm’s way of declining my offer and the Grand Admiral’s. “I’ll even use my weaker hand.” He made a show of tossing the gun to his left hand.

“I’m kind of fond of this blade,” I said reluctantly.

Brother Malcolm gave me a disappointed look, then the Sep officer turned to his escort. “I told you they wouldn’t do it.”

The royal guardsman motioned to the farmhouse with his short sword, then when the Sep officer turned toward us, the guardsman plunged his blade into the Hindratin’s back. Surprise flashed across the officer’s face as he looked down at the sword point jutting from his stomach, then the guardsman pulled his sword out and the Sep officer’s body slumped forward onto the low wall.

In a flash of disgust, Malcolm fired at the guardsman, whose head snapped back then he collapsed to the ground. “Right between the eyes.”

“Wrong target,” I said.

“Call me sentimental, but stabbing a man in the back is against my religion.”

“But you’d shoot a prisoner in cold blood,” I said, recalling the incident in the forest.

“At least he’d have seen it coming,” Malcolm replied, nodding to the dead officer. “Not like that.”

A war horn sounded, then a line of archers started across the field, followed by men-at-arms carrying burning torches. They took up position beyond the stone wall in front of the farmhouse, then the archers touched the tips of their arrows to the torches. At their officer’s command, they fired a volley of flaming arrows at the farmhouse, setting the thatched roof on fire, then the horn sounded again.

The archers fell back as three hundred men-at-arms climbed over the outer wall and marched across the field banging their swords rhythmically against their shields. It was a primitive, predatory drumbeat that grew in ferocity as they approached, working themselves into a frenzy. When they were halfway across the field, our crossbowmen upstairs opened fire, depleting the front ranks of the Segonian horde. On the ground floor, we waited as the crackle of burning thatch reached us and smoke wafted down into the communal room.

“Remember your training,” Malcolm declared in a calm, steely voice. “Don’t waste strokes on their shields. Wait for their thrusts then block and stab, block and stab.” He grinned with bravado. “It’ll be grisly work, lads, but we’ll make them pay!”

Argi eyed Malcolm, puzzled by his enthusiasm. “You welcome death, brother?”

“When the reaper comes a calling, Argi,” he said fatalistically, “you might as well invite him in, ‘cause he’ll have his due one way or another.”

His words charged the younger monks who readied their swords, not wanting to be seen to waver in the presence of the old veteran, then the Segonian men-at-arms scaled the dry stone wall in front of the house. Our crossbowmen, ignoring the flames consuming the thatch above their heads, sent bolts spearing through Segonian shields and swordsmen alike. As their numbers thinned, the soldiers behind pushed forward into the gaps, then a wild war cry erupted from their ranks, stoking their blood lust.

“Shoot the leaders,” I said, looking for anyone giving orders. Iron age warriors often broke when their commanders fell, although none in the front rank wore breastplates.

Malcolm pulled open a shutter, stepped into the window and fired, dropping a soldier with every shot. I followed suit, firing as the men-at-arms charged toward us, screaming like banshees. Our guns clicked empty before the soldiers reached the farmhouse, then we slammed the window shutters in their faces and slid the locking bolts home. I stepped back, holstering my P-50 and drawing my Mataron Q-blade, confident no wooden shield or iron sword could stand against it. Malcolm threw the Sep pistol away in disgust, then slid a knuckle stunner onto his left hand and drew a short URA fighting knife with his right.

“I thought you weren’t allowed offworld weapons,” I said, nodding to the shock field generating knuckle duster.

He shifted into the crouching stance of a trained fighter. “This ain’t no weapon, sonny, it’s a keepsake.”

Hammering sounded on the door and the window shutters as the soldiers outside battered them with their swords. Argi put his good shoulder to the door, bracing it, while we waited for the shutters to splinter. Behind us, the wounded who could stand pushed the heavy table onto its side, creating a makeshift fort in the center of the room.

The shutter in front of Malcolm burst from its iron hinges and a leather clad swordsman started to climb through, but the old coldstreamer punched him with his knuckle stunner. There was a neuro-electric flash where the blow landed, paralyzing the soldier, then Malcolm drove his blade into the man’s throat with a savage thrust and twist. The Segonian slumped onto the window sill, then the men-at-arms behind him wrestled his body aside and lunged through the open window with their swords. Another soldier pulled himself up, then Malcolm darted forward and killed him with another stun punch and knife thrust combination. This time, the dead soldier’s body was pushed forward by those behind, shielding them as more men fought to get inside.

One by one, the other shutters were smashed open by Segonian warriors who drove us back with furiously slashing swords. Outside, enraged men twenty deep jeered and screamed in an emotional frenzy, jostling each other to get to the window.

The shutter in front of me clattered onto the stone floor and a wild eyed soldier leapt through yelling and waving his sword. I stepped forward, dodging his blade and slicing through his leather armored chest with my Q-blade before he could bring his shield around. The soldier screamed and fell back, then two men-at-arms stepped past him with their shields overlapped. I dodged their swords with genetically engineered speed, taking one soldier’s forearm off as I cut his shield in half, then I drove my Q-blade through the other’s shield, deep into his chest. Both men crumpled, then a large swordsman leapt over their bodies and knocked me down with his shield. He raised his sword high, about to deliver a killing blow when a crossbow bolt struck him in the throat. He fell back clutching his bloodied neck, then I turned to see Kaila on the narrow stairs lower her crossbow and reload.

I rolled away from the window as a soldier charged Malcolm with a round shield, but rather than dodge, he punched the wooden shield, shattering it with his knuckle stunner’s reactive field. The soldier looked at his broken shield in surprise, then Malcolm disemboweled him with a brutal knife thrust.

Men-at-arms poured through the windows and pressed toward us with violently slashing swords. I countered with a weapon that dissolved iron and flesh with equal efficiency, adding to the growing pile of bodies on the floor, but those behind pressed forward undeterred. There were now more attackers inside than defenders, driving us back by sheer weight of numbers.

The front door now broke apart and swordsmen surged through, shoulder to shoulder, yelling and screaming with animalistic fury. Argi swung his war hammer at them, hurling them back, then more soldiers stepped over their stunned comrades, eager to reach him. Holding his war hammer like a spear, he thrust at them, shattering their shields and keeping their short swords out of reach. They locked shields and pressed toward him, trying to overwhelm Argi with a shield wall while outside, a screaming horde scrambled to reach us. One of Malcolm’s raiders fell, then a second as we were driven back toward the overturned table, parrying a wall of thrusting swords.

A scream sounded outside the farmhouse as the men-at-arms inside forced us to retreat behind the table. Suddenly, the air filled with terrified shrieks as a bloodied arm flew through a window and landed on the floor between us. It hadn’t been severed cleanly by a blade, but was a ragged mass of flesh as if torn from a shoulder.

Before the soldiers could react, a dark gray mechanical spider climbed in through an open window, its slender legs soaked in blood. A wave of confusion washed over the iron age warriors, who stepped back in horror as the metallic monster scuttled forward. It grabbed a soldier with its arms and tore his body in half, showering them in blood.

They froze, then one brave soul charged, slashing with his iron sword at what he thought was a supernatural demon. His blow fell with a hollow thud on the crawler’s metal torso, then the hullbot struck him in the chest, hurling him into a wall. It scurried forward as other swordsmen slashed at it from behind their shields, then it swept a robotic arm at them, shattering their shields like match wood and tossing them into the air like rag dolls.

The wooden back door disintegrated from a heavy blow, then a second hull crawler burst into the room and crushed the skulls of two swordsmen through their metal helmets. It marched past Argi and ripped the warriors near the front door apart. Those behind dropped their weapons in panic and ran while others threw themselves through the open windows, desperate to escape. The crawlers killed several soldiers before they could flee, then chased the others outside, tearing the fleeing men-at-arms to pieces.

We stepped over bodies to reach the windows and watch the barbarian army collapse in front of the Silver Lining’s four surviving maintenance bots. The spider-like machines marched through the fleeing warriors like rampaging monsters, inflicting a gruesome slaughter upon them. In moments, the bloodlust of battle was swept aside by superstitious fear as their weapons proved useless against the metallic creatures. The Segonian army became a terrified rabble, fleeing to the galleys down in the cove and running off into the fields toward the siege camp.

Halfway down the hill to the inlet, the Grand Admiral shrugged off his silver breastplate and ran toward the ships to save himself. As soon as he boarded a galley, he ordered its crew to cast off even though it was barely a third full. Half a click from the farmhouse, the hull crawlers stopped and scanned left and right with their optical sensors, letting Izin review the situation.

With the battle over, the hull crawlers marched back to our makeshift fort, climbed onto the roof and tore away the burning thatch. When the farmhouse had been saved, they took up defensive positions around us even though the Segonian army was in full flight.

Malcolm’s Valhallan born raiders watched the maintenance bots with fascination and relief, while Argi sheathed his great hammer, glad to be alive.

“I’ll never look at a hull scrubber the same way again,” Malcolm said, wiping his blade on his trousers.

“These creatures are yours?” Kaila asked.

“Bots, not creatures,” I said. “Yeah, they’re mine.”

She looked at the torn bodies in front of the farmhouse with awe and revulsion, declaring, “The mainlanders are right to fear you.”

My communicator beeped, then Izin’s voice asked, “Are you harmed, Captain?”

“I’m OK. The crawlers got here just in time.” I glanced at several of Malcolm’s men who lay dead on the floor, adding, “Almost.”

“They run fast in standard gravity. They will protect you until we arrive tomorrow.”

“Just make sure you reactivate the safeties when you get them back on board. I don’t want those damn things ripping my arms off.”

“Of course, Captain,” Izin said.

 

* * * *

 

The Silver Lining landed in front of the farmhouse next morning. Her skin was scratched and she was covered in dirt and dust, but was otherwise undamaged. We loaded our dead into the cargo hold, leaving the Segonians where they’d fallen, then watched the bloodied hull crawlers amble up into their storage bays.

Izin came down into the cargo hold to greet us. He watched the exhausted raiders flop onto the deck plates, then said, “We’re fully operational, Captain, although the skin requires rebonding.”

“She looks a mess,” I said, then activated my communicator. “Jase, we’re aboard. We’ll unload our passengers at the monastery, then head for the mainland.”

“Dur Segon?” he asked.

“That’s where the consul is.”

As the belly door began to close, Izin asked, “Are we going to take punitive action, Captain?”

“Define punitive,” I said with a hint of menace as Malcolm joined us.

“With our walls breached,” he said, “we’re wide open. Your ship could make sure they don’t take advantage of the situation.”

“Their army is withdrawing,” Izin informed him.

“Thanks to your mechanical creepy crawlies.”

“No, they began loading their ships yesterday, before I sent the hullbots to help you.”

Malcolm looked thoughtful. “Because Balat Gravis is dead. Without his personal authority, they’re a rabble.”

“We’ve got to get the consul out of Dur Segon before the news reaches them,” I said, certain the Earth diplomat would be executed the moment the High Lord discovered his heir’s fate.

“They’d have sent a ship as soon as they knew,” Malcolm said. “It’ll be halfway there by now.”

“Then we need to get moving.”

“How do you propose to free Consul Okeke, Captain?” Izin asked. “They’re not going to hand him over to you.”

“They fear the skymen. I’m going to find out how much.”

 

* * * *

 

Our medbot removed the arrow from Argi’s shoulder and operated on the wounded before we offloaded them at the monastery hospital for recovery. While Brother Malcolm supervised the transfer of his men, I bid farewell to Argi at the top of the cargo ramp.

“How’s the shoulder?” I asked.

He pressed his hand against the white antimicrobial gauze covering his wound. “Your synthetic human skin itches.”

“We only carry glycoproteins engineered for human and amphibian organisms,” Izin explained, “but the incompatibility won’t inhibit your recovery.”

Argi nodded as he gently scratched the patch on his shoulder.

“You should have gone to another human planet,” I said. “They’re not all like this one.”

“Tuksin is here and we still have much to exchange.” He lifted his arm, testing the stiffness. “You go to the mainland now?”

I nodded. “Okeke’s there.”

“Hmm. Be careful of Gravis,” he warned and strode down the ramp.

When they were all off, I went to the flight deck where Jase was watching the old stone buildings around us on the flight deck’s big wrap-around screen.

“Ready to go?” he asked impatiently. “Those old walls look shaky. I don’t want to be buried again.”

“Take her up,” I said, sliding onto my acceleration couch.

With a relieved look, Jase fed power to the thrusters, lifting the Silver Lining vertically out of the monastery, then we turned toward the mainland. We passed over a rag tag procession of galleys straggling north, silently watched by the men on their decks.

“We could stop them,” Jase said, “so the old boy doesn’t find out what happened to his son.”

“Suppose we missed one?” The Silver Lining’s proton burster could have easily obliterated the flimsy wooden ships, but it was already too late for that. A fast galley, rowing hard could have reached the coast by now. “Besides, once the people found out what we’d done, they’d never trust Earth again. They might thank us for killing Balat Gravis, but they’d never forgive us for murdering their sons in cold blood.”

We flew on to the coast where we spotted a pair of galleys pulled up on a beach and another rowing up river. If it was carrying word of Balat’s death, it wouldn’t be long before the news reached his father.

Near the mouth of the four kilometer wide estuary was a stone fort overlooking a squalid town with wooden piers lined with boats. Out on the water, river craft of all sizes rowed or sailed in both directions while some drifted with the current trailing fishing nets. Running along the western shore was a crumbling, colonial highway predating the Embargo, linking the customs fort to the city of Dur Segon further up river.

Beyond the town was a cultivated floodplain filled with orchards and wheat fields. The Earth crops reached inland to a dark purple, hard wood forest originally felled by robotic land clearing before the collapse. By the time the Kindred helped the mainlanders resume farming, the native forest had reclaimed much of its lost territory. With the hard wood forest resistant to iron axes and poisonous to humans, the survivors had been trapped in the remaining cleared areas close to the rivers.

Where Earth and Valhallan flora met, peasant farmers wrapped head to toe in protective rags set fire to any indigenous plants that sprang up. They were waging a perpetual war against the planet in a charred dead zone half a click wide.

“Dangerous work,” Jase observed.

“It’s why no one else colonized this planet,” I said. “It’s got some of the most toxic plant life we’ve ever encountered.”

“The Kindred did OK.”

“They cleared the island, then irradiated the soil to kill the spores. No one’s going to do that to an entire planet.”

We followed the busy Segoni River to a low mountain range crowned by lightly forested peaks and plateaus. Dominating the heights above the river was Dur Segon, the large stone walled city we’d flown over on the way in. Imposing guard towers rose above the walls every few hundred meters while at its center was a massive square keep standing high enough to see over the city’s curtain wall. 

Below Dur Segon was the old colonial highway, connected to the city’s iron gates by a worn cobblestone road. The cracked and broken highway, once used by high speed skimmers, was now filled with hand drawn carts and human porters carrying oversized packs.

Inside the walls was a bustling, overcrowded city filled with workshops, foundries, storehouses and taverns. The High Lord’s capital had a military bearing, as much an arsenal as it was a commercial center. South of the city, an army of workers were demolishing pig pens and the shanty town close to the city wall, driving off the inhabitants with whips and clubs.

“They’re restoring the landing ground,” I said as we passed over the skeletal remains of the Kotor Bay and slowed to a hover.

“How are we going to do this?” Jase asked.

I stood, placing my Q-blade and holster on my acceleration couch. “I’m going to walk in through the front gate and ask High Lord Gravis to release the consul, nice and polite.”

Jase glanced uncertainly at the weapons I was leaving behind. “Alone and unarmed?”

“There are five thousand soldiers in there. I can’t shoot them all.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Hover in front of the gate. Look threatening.”

“If we destroy the east wall, they’ll know we mean business.”

I shook my head. “This is still a sanctioned world,” I said, unwilling to demolish the city’s defenses even if Gravis was cozying up to the Separatists. “I’ll leave my communicator on.”

“So when they lop off your head, I’ll know it’s time to level the city.”

“This is the center of their civilization. Don’t damage it, no matter what happens.”

Jase scowled as he brought us in to land on the cobblestone road in front of Dur Segon. Curved spikes above the city gates were decorated with at least twenty human heads, some of which had been there a long time.

“If I see your head on one of those spikes, Skipper, all bets are off, sanctioned world or not.”

“If you see my head up there, I want you to go to the nearest Society office and report my death.”

“The Society don’t care if you’re dead or alive.”

The Beneficial Society of Traders managed the contractual side of interstellar travel, at least for independents like us and for a good many smugglers. They jealously guarded their autonomy and would be furious if they knew the Earth Intelligence Service kept a close watch on them. By telling the Society I was dead, Jase would be letting Lena know I’d failed.

“Maybe not, but they’ll transfer title on the Lining to you and Izin, fifty-fifty.”

“Me and Izin? … Partners?” He wrinkled his face. “You better not die, Skipper.”

“And they’ll let Marie know.”

“Oh,” he said soberly. “OK, for her sake.”

“Stay where they can see you,” I said, then hurried down to the cargo hold.

The belly door cracked open, then I jumped down onto the cobblestones and ran clear of the thrusters. I gave Jase a wave, then the Lining lifted away to the height of the central keep’s rooftop where she hovered motionless. I hoped her presence, even without an overt show of force, would be enough to convince Gravis to let both Consul Okeke and me leave with our heads still attached to our necks.

I walked toward the gates, studying the peasants and soldiers watching the Silver Lining with trepidation, but not outright fear. They’d recently seen two starships land there, one an alien ship from the Cygnus Rim, so the Silver Lining’s appearance was less of a shock than it might otherwise have been.

I switched on my communicator as heavy footsteps sounded from the gatehouse, then a squad of red tabard wearing guards appeared. I raised my hands as they ran toward me, showing I was unarmed.

“Good morning,” I said with a friendly smile. “I’m here to see High Lord Gravis.”

“Where are you from?” a guardsman demanded.

“Earth,” I said, hoping to impress him.

“That’s what I thought,” he said in a clipped Segonian accent, then struck me in the face with a large, leather gloved fist. I could have easily dodged the blow, but I knew it was something I had to get through to meet Gravis, so I went down easily. The other guardsmen closed in around me, kicking me from all sides with their heavy boots, much longer than was necessary for a simple display of casual violence. When the pleasantries were over, they dragged me into the city, bruised and groggy. I considered myself lucky because I was still conscious and Jase had resisted the urge to blast the Segonians back to cannibalism.

Feigning weakness, I let the guardsmen drag me through crowded streets lined with workshops hammering metal into weapons and armor. Brown water ripe with the stench of feces and rotting garbage trickled along shallow gutters running through the center of the cobblestone roads while wispy smoke wafted from hundreds of chimneys. Once inside the keep, I was taken to a stone walled guardhouse where I was searched and my communicator, the only technology I carried, was confiscated.

“Is this a weapon?” the guard captain asked.

“No,” I replied.

He struck me in the face. “What is it?”

“I’ll tell Gravis, when I see him.”

He punched me in the stomach, demonstrating his penchant for mindless brutality, then snapped, “You do not make demands here, skyman.” He turned and walked out with my communicator, leaving me sitting on a wooden bench watched by two soldiers.

They kept their swords sheathed, unaware how vulnerable they were to an ultra-reflexed prisoner whose hands they’d foolishly left untied. I let opportunities for escape come and go, then when the captain returned, they marched me through bleak stone corridors to a high arched passageway lined with jeweled swords, ornate shields and polished armor.

Two footmen in bright red tunics opened a pair of massive wooden doors leading into a great hall decorated with intricate tapestries. It was filled with noblemen in colorful robes and ladies in dresses that covered them from neck to ankle, suggesting Segonian noblewomen were expected to be modest rather than alluring.

More footmen stood dutifully to attention near the walls, armed with polished silver halberds that had never seen battle while hanging from the high, vaulted ceiling were three immense, unlit candelabra chandeliers. Between the wall tapestries were long, vertical slit windows with their shutters open to let in natural light and fresh air.

The court nobles watched with obvious apprehension as I was brought forward while the High Lord, standing on a dais two steps above the floor, observed me impassively. He was a large man with a graying beard, flowing dark hair flecked with silver, a large angular nose and crazy brown eyes. He wore a crimson robe with gold trim and a jeweled ceremonial short sword sheathed in a golden scabbard. No one else stood on the platform, although a coterie of attendants waited close by to attend to his every whim.

There was no throne on the dais, only an aging map on the wall behind him depicting three great river valleys stretching fourteen hundred kilometers from the Irik Mountains to the sea. He was ruler of the central valley, although clearly his ambitions extended far beyond his own borders.

To the left of the dais was a lean, middle aged man wearing a dark blue Separatist uniform with a gold diamond shaped insignia on his collar. He was sweating and his black boots were splattered with mud indicating he’d been summoned to the great hall from outside the city. I assumed he was overseeing restoration of the old landing ground, which made him an engineer rather than a combat officer. When our eyes met, I detected a hint of pity for what he knew the High Lord had in mind.

My escort stopped in front of the dais and the guard captain forced me to my knees. He bowed to his overlord, then old Gravis stepped to the edge of the dais and stared down at me coldly.

“Your name?” he demanded.

“Sirius Kade,” I said, meeting his stare.

“From Earth?”

I nodded. “I’m here for Consul Okeke.”

“Are you?” he said, insulted by my tone. He raised his hand, showing me my communicator. “You speak to your ship with this?”

“Yes,” I said, glancing at the Separatist engineer, guessing he’d explained its purpose.

Gravis stepped down off his dais and offered me the communicator. One look told me the channel was still open, although he didn’t know it. Clearly, the engineer hadn’t warned him, suggesting he had no liking for the old tyrant. 

“Tell them to land,” Gravis ordered. 

“No,” I replied, certain Jase and Izin were listening to every word.

“You will surrender your ship to me now,” Gravis snapped, “or your head will decorate my castle gate.”

“I don’t think so,” I said defiantly, standing slowly, then the guard captain rushed forward to force me back to my knees. I avoided his grip, punched him in the throat and kicked his legs out from under him so fast, he never saw it coming. He fell to the floor holding his throat, gasping silently for air as the remaining guards looked on in astonishment.

“That’s for the friendly welcome,” I said as the other soldiers drew their swords and stepped toward me, but Gravis waved them off.

“I’ll have your skin flayed from your body for that.”

“No you won’t. You’ll surrender Consul Okeke to me, or my ship will turn your putrid little castle into a pile of rubble, and you with it.”

Gravis’ eyes narrowed angrily. Any noble who dared speak to him in such a manner would have been instantly put to death, but he controlled his rage, casting a curious look at the engineer.

“He wouldn’t dare,” the Sep officer said. “This is a sanctioned world. No Earth diplomat’s going to fire on you, no matter what you do.”

Gravis turned back to me with a chilling smile. “It appears you are lying, Sirius Kade of Earth.”

“No Earth diplomat would attack you,” I agreed “but I’m no diplomat. I’m a mercenary and I won’t hesitate to blast you back into the stone age where you belong if I don’t get exactly what I want.”

“Earth doesn’t use mercenaries,” the Sep engineer said.

“Take a look at my ship,” I said turning to him. “Does it look like a navy cutter? Do I look like a naval officer?” The Separatist officer baulked uncertainly, then I added, “Earth Navy’s busy blockading your worlds and escorting convoys. They don’t have ships to spare for places like this. That’s why they’re hiring people like me, to deal with people like him,” I nodded to Gravis.

The High Lord’s demeanor wavered when he saw doubt in the Separatist officer’s face. He realized he was dealing with a different type of offworlder, one he’d never met before. He glanced at his nobles afraid of showing weakness in front of them, intensely aware they hung on our every word, eager to learn if Earth, the legendary imperial power beyond the stars, would treat their ruler as an equal.

“If I release your consul, what will Earth give me in return?” Gravis asked grandly, trying to retain his aura of power.

I leaned toward him, signaling with my eyes what I had to say was for his ears alone. He hesitated, then stepped toward me, bringing his ear close to my lips.

“Your life,” I whispered.

Gravis straightened, his face burning with rage, then a brilliant white flash illuminated the great hall as the Silver Lining fired. For a moment, I thought Jase had broken my order and attacked the city, but there was no crash of collapsing masonry, only the distant rumble of an avalanche of rock. The roar grew louder and the castle trembled as the screams of the city’s terrified inhabitants filled the air.

One noble ran to a wooden door between vertical slit windows and pulled it open revealing the dark gray cliffs behind the city. They writhed with life as rock and lava flowed down into the valley, leaving a huge gash in the mountain side, then another brilliant flash lit up the Great Hall as a second blast struck the mountain, punching through the craggy peaks to reveal the plains beyond.

The High Lord’s face turned ashen as the mountain vanished before his eyes and he realized for the first time the terrible power of the ship hovering over his city. The court nobles watched in horror, some whispering profanities, others open mouthed.

When the flood of rock and lava had slid into the valley, I whispered again. “My ship will destroy your city if I’m not back aboard with Consul Okeke by sunset.”

Gravis turned to me, eyes wide with impotent fury as he realized how helpless he was against technology fifty centuries ahead of his own, never suspecting it was all a bluff.

“You better hurry,” I said, nodding to the sky visible through the slit windows. “It’s getting dark out there.”

 

* * * *

 

Adebayo Okeke was a tall West African with a dignity that shone through his wretched state. His clothes were filthy and torn and the marks on his face told of the beatings he’d endured. A pair of guards dumped him on the floor before the High Lord’s dais, then I helped the aging diplomat to his feet. He knew from my clothes I was neither Segonian or Separatist military.

“Can you walk?” I asked.

“I think so,” he said weakly.

“My ship’s outside.” I took his arm across my shoulders and turned to Lord Gravis who was seething from the humiliation of his defeat. “We’ll be going now.” I held out my hand. “I’ll take my communicator.”

Gravis tossed it to me, then I helped the consul to the door. The guard captain, now breathing normally, led us through the keep, then along the cobblestone road toward the gate without a word. Townsfolk lined the streets, watching us suspiciously, having heard we were the offworlders who’d destroyed their mountain. They were too shocked and afraid to yell insults or attack, but watched in sullen silence, wondering if we’d turn our power upon them.

The captain motioned to the guards to let us through the gate, then once we were outside the walls, Jase’s voice sounded from the communicator.

“I see you.”

The guard captain looked up fearfully as the Silver Lining passed overhead and came in to land. Her struts extended and her belly door cracked open revealing Izin standing in the cargo hold with his sniper rifle. Behind us, townsfolk climbed up onto the wall to watch. Some had mustered enough courage to shout insults and pelt us with fruit and vegetables.

Near the bottom of the cobblestone road leading up from the old colonial highway, a lean youth stripped to the waist came staggering toward us, dripping with sweat. He wore knee length breeches and moccasins and held a wooden message cylinder in his hand. As the exhausted courier ran past us, he gave me a look as if his eyes were deceiving him, then he sprinted toward the guards at the gate.

“Hurry,” I whispered to the consul, dragging him forward into a stumbling run.

When the courier reached the guard captain, he fell to his knees and panted weakly, “I have a message … for the High Lord. Lord Balat … is dead!”

The guard captain snatched the dispatch case from the courier, but didn’t dare open a message meant for the High Lord himself. “What nonsense is this?”

“An offworlder … killed him,” he gasped, exhausted, as the Silver Lining’s thrusters kicked up dust from the road in front us.

“What offworlder?” the captain demanded.

The courier turned and pointed toward me. “Him!”

The captain fixed his eyes upon me as his confusion was swept aside by fury. “Don’t let them escape,” he shouted. The guards drew their short swords and came racing after us as the captain ran out from the gate and called up to the archers on the wall. “Kill them.”

The captain shuddered from a high velocity impact that tore through his chest then as he collapsed onto the cobblestones, Izin shifted his aim and fired again. The heavy sniper round passed through the lead guardsman and continued on into the soldier behind him. The other men faltered as their companions fell in front of them, then they glanced back uncertainly to their captain and were shocked to see he was already dead.

A senior guardsman raised his sword into the air, yelling incoherently, but before he could lead a charge, Izin’s next shot spun him around, splattering his companions with blood. To soldiers who’d never seen such a weapon, it was black magic. They broke and ran back to the gate while the archers fired a volley at us as we reached the ship. Arrows arced through the air, striking the hull above us as I helped the consul up the ramp.

“We’re aboard,” I said into my communicator.

The belly door began to close as the thrusters roared, lifting us off the ground. The Silver Lining turned away from the walled city as another volley of arrows bounced harmlessly off the hull, then we moved off toward the coast.

The consul collapsed on the deck, staring at Izin uncertainly. “A tamph? … Out here?”

“He’s my engineer,” I explained.

Izin rested the stock of his SN6 on the deck, holding it by the barrel. “Welcome aboard the Silver Lining, Consul.”

“I assume it was your idea to obliterate the mountain?” I said.

“No,” Izin replied. “That was Jase. I wanted to destroy the city.”

“I’m glad he chose the mountain,” I said, thankful Jase had restrained Izin’s remorseless nature.

Consul Okeke looked at me, confused. “What mountain?”

 

* * * *

 

While Adebayo Okeke went to his quarters in the monastery to clean up, I paid a brief visit to Brother Rusakov who was now awake after one of his legs had been amputated above the knee. He told me the Kindred would have a prosthetic sent out from Earth and hinted that they would be taking precautions against Separatist weapons in Segonian hands. He didn’t elaborate, but I took it to mean they would no longer abide by Earth’s sanction against offworld weapons. I didn’t tell him, but I’d be recommending to Lena that she find a way around the sanction. The Kindred Order were clearly our best protection against Valhalla, and other similar worlds, becoming Separatist supply bases.

I’d intended to pay my respects to Tuksin, but he was back in seclusion meditating, so I met Argi for dinner. The bulky Syrman assured me he was recovering well, gave me a cask of sacchawine for Jase, then close to midnight, I climbed the stairs to Consul Okeke’s private quarters.

His rooms were lit by glow spheres, not candles, and were secured by a DNA door scanner and a local area dampening field rather than a lock and a key. Each room had views over the sea to the north while the bare room he used for an office had the luxury of a balcony.

When I was seated opposite his simple desk, I gave him his dispatches, then watched as he skimmed through them on his holo reader. When he finished, he authorized an Earth Bank transfer to my vault key account.

With the routine matters out of the way, he sat back in his hide bound chair with a worried look. “Gravis may attack again,” he said, “in revenge for you killing his son.”

“He has three others, doesn’t he?” Or so Brother Malcolm had told me.

“Yes, but Balat was his favorite.”

Gravis was the type to seek vengeance, but not at any cost. “Every time he considers coming here, he’ll take a long hard look at that hole in the mountains behind Dur Segon and stay right where he is.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“Gravis has an empire to protect. He won’t throw that away.”

“He’s also got twenty URA forgers for his army.”

“He’ll run out of ammo before he runs out of enemies,” I said, suspecting Earth Navy would start patrolling here once they read my report, cutting off the High Lord’s supplies.

“So, Captain, how can I help you?” He motioned to his holo reader. “I have an order here directing me to offer you every assistance, so I know you’re not a mercenary and I doubt a commissioned officer would be out here with those two on the Silver Lining.”

Without attempting to satisfy his curiosity, I said, “I want to know about the two ships you saw a week ago.”

“Of course,” Okeke said, activating his holo reader and displaying two craft flying together in the distance.

One was the star-shaped Xil ship, rotating slowly on its axis as it flew. The other was a flattened ovoid bristling with optical sensor masts around its horizontal centerline and crowned by a sloping superstructure aft. The only use for such optics was to provide panoramic views of the ship’s surrounds, simulating windows for her passengers. Being as big as an Earth Navy cruiser, the cost of constructing such a large hull with so many deployable sensors would have been ludicrously high. Above the line of optical sensors were three sealed weapon hatches and a row of small turrets for point defense. I assumed there was a similar armament on the other side.

“The human ship is a Midas class star yacht,” I said slowly. “Heavily modified.” Such ships were found cruising the Moutier Nebula, watching its spectacular light shows, not visiting brutish hellholes like Valhalla. The Hindratin had called it a starliner, mistaking its opulence for a public pleasure ship, which it clearly wasn’t.

“And the alien ship?” Okeke asked.

“That’s classified,” I said.

Okeke showed a moment’s surprise, then nodded. “Of course,” he said, signaling he now understood who I worked for.

“I don’t suppose you know the name of the yacht, who owns it or where it came from?”

The consul shook his head. “I saw both ships on the ground near Dur Segon, but Gravis threw me in his dungeon before I could get near them. I did hear the guards say the human ship unloaded weapons for food.”

I nodded, recalling my Sep prisoner’s story. “The navy’s blockade is starving Separatist forces.”

Okeke looked puzzled. “The food wasn’t for the human ship, it was for the aliens.”

The Xil ship? “Are you sure?”

He nodded. “The guards said that once the fruit sellers saw the aliens, they were so afraid of them, they refused to board their ship.”

According to the Tau Cetin xenofile in my bionetic memory, the Xil didn’t eat fruit. They were pure carnivores. “No meat?”

“It was all produce from the local orchards. That’s one thing Valhalla has a lot of. There are orchards all along the river.”

I gave him a puzzled look. “Those aliens don’t eat fruit.”

“I did see some men from the star yacht go aboard the alien ship when I arrived. Maybe it was for them.”

“Any idea why they met?”

“No, but the humans must have something the aliens want, otherwise there’d be no point in meeting.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, the aliens could have taken the fruit by force, but they didn’t. It was a trade. From a diplomatic point of view, I’d say they’re building trust.”

I wondered why the Xil, having come all the way from the Cygnus Rim, would want to build trust with human Separatists. It seemed an unlikely partnership. The Separatists might be desperate enough to seek an alliance with an alien race they knew nothing of, but what could they possibly offer the Xil?

“Did you hear where they were going?” I asked.

“Not from my prison cell … You say these aliens don’t eat fruit?” He fell into a thoughtful silence. “Perhaps it’s not for them.”

“Who then?”

“When I meet a new leader, I give them a small gift to start discussions off on the right foot. Maybe the Xil do the same.”

Beware of Xil bearing gifts, I thought, paraphrasing an old warning from Earth’s ancient past. “What did you have in mind, a Trojan Horse full of Valhallan fruit?”

Okeke smiled. “I wouldn’t go that far, but we’re quite close to Alpha Masori.”

I’d run a few cargos across Outer Hercules, but that was one system I’d never visited. “What’s there?”

“Lanit Nor. It’s a Regoran colony world, quite a large one. We have an embassy there.”

The Regorans were a minor humanoid race, some way ahead of mankind, yet still only a medium Orion Arm power of little galactic consequence. My brother had adopted Rix – the Regoran word for vengeance – as his last name, although he’d never explained how he’d come to know their language. He was a leader of the Pirate Brotherhood and a wanted renegade, which is why we rarely spoke. I doubted even Lena knew the notorious Canopus Rix was my brother, or if she did, she kept it to herself.

“The Regorans are an interesting people,” Okeke continued. “They have a very detailed interest in family connections, and as it turns out, Captain, the Regorans are frugivores.”

“They’re frugal?”

He smiled. “No, they eat only fruit. If the Xil are making deals, Segonian fruit would be a useful gift, don’t you think?”

“It might at that. How far is Lanit Nor?”

“Six light years.”

“Hmm, it’s worth a try,” I said, standing. “I’d like a copy of that holovis, and I can take any dispatches you have for Earth.”

Okeke’s eyes widened in surprise. “You’re leaving now?”

“They have a week’s head start and a much faster ship.”

“Very well.” He transferred the recording of the two ships and his outgoing dispatches to a data chip and handed it to me. “I don’t suppose I’ll be seeing you again, so thanks for pulling me out of that place.”

“You’re welcome, now destroy the original recording.” Okeke did as I asked, then I said, “It might be some time before you see an Earth Navy ship here. I could drop you on Lanit Nor. You’ll be safer there.”

He shook his head. “My post is here. I’ll take my chances with the Kindred Order.”

I accepted his decision with a nod, adding, “One more thing. Don’t put any of this in your report. No mention of aliens, star yachts or me. I was never here.”

“As you wish, Captain. I’ve had an uneventful week watching the sea from my window.”

We shook hands, then I hurried back to the Silver Lining now standing beside mounds of recently cleared rubble. If we got started immediately, we could be on Lanit Nor in two days. I just hoped the Xil were still there when we arrived.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three : Lanit Nor

 

 

Regoran Colony World

Alpha Masori System

Outer Hercules

1.16 Earth Normal Gravity

922 light years from Sol

182 million inhabitants

 

Alpha Masori was a late main sequence, yellow white star with five terrestrial worlds, only the second of which possessed all three of the essential parameters for bioforming: an orbit permitting liquid water, a powerful magnetic field shielding the surface from radiation and suitable gravity. The absence of these three insurmountable parameters was why Mars had never been terraformed, forcing mankind to search outside the Solar System for more amenable worlds.

Like us, the Regorans were relatively recent entrants to interstellar space, being a mere hundred and forty thousand years ahead of Human Civilization. They faced the same difficulties we did in finding habitable worlds that weren’t already taken by much older civilizations. It was why they’d spent millennia transforming Alpha Masori II into Lanit Nor, a world idyllic for their kind.

The real estate shortage forced all young interstellar civilizations with a desire to expand to become bioforming experts, to master a dizzying array of chemical and biological challenges. It was why Earth Council was pouring enormous resources into accelerating mankind’s planetary engineering technology, although reshaping planetary biospheres was a massive, multi generational undertaking with enormous technical risks. Thousands of worlds satisfying the three planetary engineering requirements had been found, as had a plethora of obstacles, not least of which was the ubiquitous nature of life itself. Almost every suitable world was home to some form of primitive organism, although not all were on the path to intelligence. The mixing of Earth and alien genomes often led to unexpected biological mutations that resulted in planetary disasters that could render prospective worlds toxic to human life. Such failures made investors cautious and slowed the pace of human terraforming even as the desire for new worlds grew ever stronger.

Lanit Nor was living proof of what could be achieved. Her green expanses and vibrant blue oceans were testament to the Regoran’s mastery of bioform engineering. The verdant world now floating before us on the main screen was warmer than Earth, temperate at its ice free poles with a tropical zone covering two thirds of its surface. Only the most northerly of its four continents was inhabited, where all of its population was concentrated in one urban region containing three interconnected megacities, each standing at the point of a triangle known as the Lanit Nor Metroplex. The rest of the world was dedicated to food production, the reason why the Regorans had invested such effort in terraforming Alpha Masori II. It was one of several food bowl worlds they’d developed to sustain Regor II’s immense population, which – for complex societal reasons – preferred to stay home rather than wander the galaxy like human vagabonds.

“They all live in that one city?” Jase asked as we waited for Regoran System Control to acknowledge our request to land.

“Yeah, they like company,” I replied.

Three ships streaked toward us from the planet. They stopped a few hundred meters away, equally spaced around our hull, each different in design. One was ring shaped with a single large engine at its center held in place by four spokes; another was long and thin with three small engines on angled pylons a quarter of the way from the bow; while the third was roughly triangular with two bulky engines in nacelles at the trailing corners.

“Earth ship Silver Lining,” the communicator announced, “disable your propulsion system. Reduce your energy output to zero point one percent. Do not energize your weapons.”

“You hear that Izin?” I asked.

“Yes, Captain,” he replied over the intercom. “Do you wish to comply? We will be unable to maneuver or activate our shield at such a low energy level.”

“It’s the only way we’re getting down there,” I said, nodding to Jase who killed the thrusters. Without station keeping, the Silver Lining began to drift, then the Regoran ships caught us in a powerful magnetic field.

“Those ships look like they’re from different civilizations,” Jase said, puzzled by the varying hull geometries.

“They almost are. Regorans don’t have political structures like we do, no collective governments, nothing like the Democratic Union. Everything is based around familial groups they call overclans. There are more than ten thousand of them on Regor II. Only three here on Lanit Nor.” I’d spent the two day flight from Valhalla reading everything I could find on the Regorans, which was surprisingly little. “The three megacities are called clanurbations, one for each family group. The overclans are linked by marriage, but live in their own super cities.”

“So no escaping the relatives,” Jase said with obvious aversion. “I’m not sure I’d make a good Regoran.”

“Me neither,” I said as our energy output dropped to almost nothing, then I activated the communicator. “Regoran Control, this is the Silver Lining. We have complied with your instructions.”

“Prepare for landing,” they replied, then Lanit Nor expanded before our eyes. In moments we were inside the atmosphere and diving toward the Metroplex. From altitude, the great city’s three distinct hubs of closely packed crystalline towers stood in stark contrast to the endless green expanse surrounding it. The central towers of each clanurbation rose to dizzying heights while the smaller towers surrounding the three city centers were barely a kilometer high.

“Our landing struts are extending,” Jase said surprised.

“Nice of them to ask,” I said facetiously, uncomfortably aware there’d been no warning that the Regorans had taken control of our systems.

We were carried down between luminous spires and deposited on a round, lily pad-like landing platform extending from the side of a tower high above the ground. Surrounding us on all sides were translucent, needle-like structures that climbed into the clouds, each with a spiral of lily pads winding up around it. Windowed aircars were parked on many of the landing pads while long lines of vehicles snaked through the city following carefully controlled transit routes at different altitudes.

Once we were safely down, the three clan ships released their grip and gave us our final instructions. “Do not vary your energy output or energize your weapons while on Lanit Nor. You have been granted Metroplex travel rights within the Osin and Yira clanurbations. The Giledi clanurbation has refused you entry. A guider is waiting to lead you to the Earth Embassy located in this tower.”

I was about to thank them when they sped off in different directions, each toward their respective overclan spaceports.

“They’re efficient,” Jase said, “although they should have asked before taking over our docking system.”

“Their planet, their rules,” I said, sliding off my acceleration couch.

“I don’t suppose there’s an entertainment district around here?” Jase asked hopefully.

“I wouldn’t count on it,” I replied, heading to my stateroom to collect the diplomatic dispatches.

 

* * * *

 

The Regoran guider was a finger sized sliver of metal floating within a soft blue aura. It flew up to me as I headed for the tower door, hovering at shoulder height and generating a thought within my mind.

“State your destination.”

It wasn’t telepathy, but remote electro-impulse stimulation similar to what my bionetics used, only without the need for physical contact. To communicate with us in such a way showed the Regorans had once studied humans in minute detail.

“Earth Embassy,” I said, then followed the guider toward a glassy wall which separated into an open doorway as we approached. Inside, the walls and floors were transparent and thousands of Regorans on hundreds of levels throughout the tower were visible, as was their furniture and equipment. 

The guider led me to a vertical shaft that carried us up twenty levels at a painfully sedate pace. We alighted into a broad passageway watched by Regorans in nearby rooms who met my eyes with unabashed curiosity. It was a society without privacy, whose members required a sense of proximity to each other even if those others were complete strangers.

A male a few centimeters shorter than me walked out of a room reading a thin rectangular data device. He looked up to study me with large round, orange eyes. His black face and hands were leathery, while the rest of his body was covered in thin white hair over dark skin. He had a flat, thin nose, narrow mouth and jaw and sloping shoulders while his long arms and short legs gave him a strangely disproportionate appearance. He wore a sleeveless, loose fitting dappled green shirt, knee length pants and a silver necklet, but no shoes. I knew Regorans possessed acute hearing, although I couldn’t see his ears, which were obscured by a band of thick white hair that wrapped around the back of his bald head.

If I’d have seen him in a forest without clothes or technology, I’d have assumed he was an animal rather than a humanoid with comparable intelligence and more advanced technology than man. I nodded a greeting, but the human gesture was lost on him. He moved past me with a scurrying, short legged gait, returning his attention to the columns of Regoran characters visible on his data device.

The guider led me through another separating wall to a gray haired man in his early sixties working at a human-tech console. There were no guards or obvious security measures typical of Earth Embassies and no decorations or pictures on the walls that would have obscured him from other parts of the tower, although the furniture was all of human design.

He stood to greet me as I entered, followed by his own guider. “Wallace Wilson, Protocol Attaché,” he said, introducing himself as we shook hands.

“Sirius Kade,” I said as my guider surreptitiously hovered behind my shoulder.

“I believe you have dispatches for the ambassador?”

“I do.”

Wilson fixed his eyes upon me, holding my hand longer than needed, speaking with disguised purpose. “I trust you understand that your guider accompanies you everywhere, Captain, that it records everything you say and do. This is a very open society with no secrets, something we respect and value as much as do the Regorans.”

“Of course,” I said slowly, showing I understood the danger and glancing with new found suspicion at the guider shadowing my every move.

All Earth Embassies had protocol attaches, xenoculturalists who ensured misunderstandings with alien societies did not arise due to normative differences. They were primarily focused on diplomacy, although they were well aware of the risks of intelligence gathering activities directed against technologically superior civilizations. He didn’t know I was EIS, but his warning was clear: say nothing confidential to the ambassador.

“This way,” he said, motioning me to the entrance of the inner office. “Captain Sirius Kade with dispatches for you, Ambassador.”

A petite woman in her late thirties with dark hair and large dark eyes looked up from her display. “Thank you, Wallace,” she said, rising to greet me. The protocol attaché returned to his desk, then she offered her hand. “Antonia Milani,” she said, glancing meaningfully at the guiders hovering behind our shoulders. “I assume Wallace explained how open Regoran society is.”

“Yes Ambassador,” I said, shaking her hand, unsure if I should give her the dispatches here in the full glare of Regoran surveillance. I held her hand long enough for my bionetics to make a connection, but she wasn’t threaded, telling me Milani was a genuine diplomat, not an EIS agent.

She gave me a puzzled look when I didn’t release her hand, but said nothing, guessing I was searching for something I didn’t find. When I let go, she motioned me to one of the two padded chairs in front of her desk.

“You’re the first courier I’ve seen in four months,” she said, taking her seat. “I was wondering if Earth had forgotten me.”

“Not at all, Ambassador,” I assured her. “It’s just that there’s a shortage of available ships at the present time.”

“Of course.” She nodded understandingly, prudently not mentioning the civil war.

“These dispatches contain routine traffic only,” I said carefully, so she didn’t have to fear offending the Regorans if they read them, which I assumed they would.

“Very good,” she said as I gave her the data chip.

“I’m authorized to carry any outgoing dispatches you have for Earth.”

“Thank you. I have four months of reports to send.”

I glanced at the guider floating behind my shoulder, then at its twin behind the ambassador. She followed my eyes, realizing I had confidential matters to discuss, then with an almost imperceptive shake of her head, warned me not to speak openly.

“Is this your first time on Lanit Nor,” she asked conversationally.

“It’s my first time on any Regoran world.”

“They are a peaceful, sophisticated people with a very complex social structure and an openness humans are not accustomed to.”

I glanced curiously through the transparent walls, floors and ceilings surrounding us. “I noticed. There’s no privacy here.”

“There’s no need for privacy,” she said carefully. “Everyone in this tower, in fact, in this clanurbation is related. Most have relatives in other parts of the Metroplex, although familial allegiance is determined first by bloodline, then by physical location. You see, Captain, their family relationships are far more diverse than ours. Regorans marry for only one reproductive cycle, which occurs once every ten to twelve years per female, then they change partners. It makes for a relatively low birth rate, but also creates a very complex family structure, considering Regorans are quite long lived. They track their lineages in detail back through many generations. You could call them the galaxy’s greatest genealogists.”

“Is that why they haven’t colonized many worlds?”

“They don’t like isolating themselves from their family group, and I mean group in a very dispersed sense. Pioneering is a lonely activity. Colonists usually never see their families again. Humans have a great capacity for it, but it’s something Regorans have tremendous difficulty with. It’s why three entire overclans migrated to Lanit Nor from Regor II. They didn’t come in a trickle of colonists the way we do it, they came here all at once. They still have ties with their homeworld, of course, but their core family group is here.”

“But Lanit Nor was uninhabitable,” I said. “It would have taken centuries to terraform.”

“Millennia,” she said with a hint of admiration. “They kept all three overclans in orbit for two thousand years while they completely reengineered the planet. It was a remarkable achievement.”

“And they do that for every colony world?”

“Yes. It’s why there are so few Regoran colonies. Their psychological needs determine their capacity for interstellar expansion, as do ours. They take great care to protect and nurture what they have, but don’t make the mistake of thinking their familial approach to colonization is a sign of weakness. On the contrary, they take personal and family insults very seriously.”

I realized the ambassador was giving me much more than a xenocultural lesson. She was warning me not to insult anyone or the consequences would be severe. “I understand,” I said, certain my brother had chosen Rix, his adoptive Regoran name meaning vengeance, for its severity.

“The small number of Regoran worlds does not mean they are inward looking or isolationist,” she continued. “They’re simply content to stay at home, although they know a great deal about the rest of the galaxy. Much more than we do. After all, they’ve been Forum members almost as long as Homo sapiens have existed, but they desire little more than what they have.”

“Not like us,” I said lightly, then sobered when the ambassador’s expression remained serious.

“To the Regorans, we desire everything we do not have, but they understand humans are a predator species. By nature, we are hunters. We need more. The Regorans, however, are a herbivorous species, much less aggressive than races like ours. But we also have much in common. The Regorans like our music, most of it, and they hear much more of it than we do.” She tapped her ear. “Their audile acuity is seven times greater than ours, although they don’t have ears as we think of them. The white hair you see around the backs of their heads is hyper sensitive to sound.”

“Ah … so they hear everything,” I said thoughtfully, looking around, “and see everything. I guess that gives them plenty to gossip about.”

“There is no gossip on Regoran worlds, Captain. For there to be something to gossip about, there needs to be secrets.” She motioned to the Earth built data display on her desk. “Even my private system is fully visible to the Regorans. It was a pre-requisite for allowing an Earth Embassy to be established here.”

“They didn’t ask for access to my ship’s system,” I said, recalling how easily they’d taken control of our landing gear.

“They didn’t have to,” she said. “They already have our permission to access any human ships that come here, because we have nothing to hide from them. They have the technology to read your data core, although you aren’t of much interest to them, considering your stay is short. That’s why they’ve not placed guiders aboard your ship.”

She kept my gaze a long time, telling me with her eyes that the Silver Lining was the only place on the entire planet where we could talk in private.

“I see,” I said slowly.

“My reports are largely ready, but Wallace is preparing a submission for an Earth xenocultural symposium. Perhaps while you’re waiting, I could show you around the Metroplex.”

“I’d like that. In return, I could introduce you to my crew.”

She relaxed, nodding slightly, signaling that was exactly what she wanted. “Thank you, Captain. As it turns out I have a few hours to spare.”

I glanced at the increasingly annoying guider hovering behind my shoulder. “We’ll be just in time for lunch.”

 

* * * *

 

Our guiders stopped following us at the edge of the Silver Lining’s landing platform. Relieved, we walked up the ramp into the cargo hold.

When the belly door sealed, the ambassador said, “They might still scan us, but so far, you’ve given them no reason to.”

“Are they hostile?”

“Not at all, but they really like knowing what’s going on around them. It’s more than simple curiosity, it’s how they are.”

I introduced her to Izin and Jase, then took her to the galley for coffee. “I have a dampening field in my stateroom, Ambassador.”

“Antonia,” she said, then shook her head. “The interference would make them suspicious and it wouldn’t stop them scanning us if they wanted to.”

“Here then?” I suggested, motioning to the galley table.

We sat opposite each other, then she gave me a questioning look. “Now that we’re alone, Captain Kade, what is it you really want? You’re obviously no diplomatic courier.” She leaned forward and whispered, “The hand holding in my office gave you away.”

“Ah,” I said, wondering how much she knew about bionetics. “I’m looking for an alien ship, shaped like a three pointed star with a–”

“Yes, I know it. The Xil ship,” she said. “It landed in the Giledi clanurbation a week ago.”

“You’ve heard of them?”

“Not before they landed.”

“Do you know what they’re doing here?”

“No, and no one’s talking, at least not to me.”

“You’ve asked?”

“Just out of idle curiosity. I visit embassies all over the Metroplex. There are thousands of them here, mostly from the Orion Arm, but not all. We have formal relations with about a fifth of them. As for the rest, they’re willing to meet me … once every few years.” She smiled wearily, revealing the burden of trying to build relations with ancient races who had little interest in the youngest interstellar civilization in the galaxy. “Apparently, the Xil are from that part of the galactic rim visible through Cygnus.”

“Yeah, the Cygnus Rim. Don’t ask me why, but it’s very important I find out what they’re doing here.”

“All I can tell you is the Xil have no formal representation on Lanit Nor, yet everyone here seems to know all about them. No one will discuss why they’re here, but Menax, my Yira friend, told me there’s an envoy on their ship called Nydis.”

“Nydis?” I said thoughtfully. “He’s a diplomat?”

She nodded. “Menax is the Yira overclan senior, the leader of the Yira lineage. He said this Xil envoy was visiting embassies across the Metroplex, holding summit meetings with representatives from many civilizations. I tried to get an invite, but ran into a wall of silence.”

“How many ambassadors could this Nydis have met since he got here?”

Antonia shrugged uncertainly. “Most of the Orion Arm is here, and a lot of others besides.”

“Why do you think you’re excluded?”

She smiled sourly. “Easy. We’re not yet full members of the club. Probationary status doesn’t count for much.” She stared into her coffee, troubled.

“What else?”

“It’s just a feeling,” she said, looking up. “It’s hard reading non-humans. Their expressions, their gestures can be very different to ours, but basic emotions are often similar as if there’s a common thread through us all.”

I remembered Tuksin Shinawatra’s comment, If man has a soul, all sentient beings in the universe also have a soul. Was that the common thread she was sensing?

“What’s that feeling telling you?”

“That … they’re ashamed.”

“Of what?”

“I don’t know. They’re hiding something, even those who I thought were our friends. They’re distancing themselves from me – from us.” Antonia’s face paled with worry. “And there’s something else, a kind of fatalism, that whatever’s coming is going to happen and there’s nothing they can do about it. Nothing anyone can.” She put her coffee down. “It’s like … they’ve given up hope, because of the Xil.”

“Have you tried meeting this envoy yourself?”

“I made a formal request through Menax, who passed it to Kamet, the Giledi overclan senior. He said Nydis couldn’t possibly fit me into his schedule … Maybe it’s true.”

“Doongpa,” I muttered.

She looked up. “What?”

“It’s a Kesarn word, and this smells just like it,” I said. “You need to write a report, one the Regorans won’t see. Write it here, before you leave the ship. Include every thought, every fear you have, no matter how irrational. Write what you feel as much as what you think.”

“If I wrote a report based on my feelings, without proof, EDS would bury it and I’d be transferred to an asteroid mining colony for life.”

The Earth Diplomatic Service managed both human colonial and non-human interstellar relations. It was a monolithic Earth Council bureaucracy second only in size to Earth Navy itself. To a diplomat manning a remote outpost like Lanit Nor, it would have seemed like an insuperable obstacle, but there were ways around it.

“You’re the one on the ground. You know what Earth Council doesn’t. Tell them. I’ll make sure your warning reaches them.”

She looked at me dubiously. “You will? You’ll get my report through a hundred layers of bureaucracy all the way to the Council?”

One word from Lena Voss and it would happen, and all Lena needed was one word from me. “Absolutely.”

“If the Regorans scan your ship, they’ll read your data core. I can’t write something like that, not out here.”

“I can guarantee they won’t see it.”

“No you can’t,” she said skeptically, “you can’t beat their technology.”

“They can’t read what they can’t see,” I said evasively. I’d store her report in my bionetic memory where it would be hidden among billions of my own cells, indistinguishable from my body’s natural electrical impulses, then I’d destroy her original. The Regorans would need to do a microcellular scan of my body and know what they were looking for to find it. “It’ll reach Earth Council and none of your nosy friends will ever know.” Except maybe the Tau Cetins, but that would be Lena’s decision.

She gave me a hopeful look. “All right. I’ll do it now.”

“So where can I find this Xil ship?”

“It’s in the Giledi clanurbation. You don’t have access.”

“But you do?”

She hesitated. “I have diplomatic access to embassies in Giledi, but the way things are going, I may lose even that. Whatever’s going on, the Giledi overclan is in it up to their orange eyeballs. I’ll try to find out more tonight.”

“What’s happening tonight?”

“There’s a state banquet being held for a delegation that just arrived from Regor II. It’s quite a big deal for such a senior group to come all the way out here from their homeworld. The overclan seniors and many ambassadors will be attending, including the Xil envoy. I wasn’t originally invited, but I twisted Menax’s arm. He included me in his lineage’s allotment. Each overclan senior gets a small number of invitations for distinguished family members. That’ll be my chance to meet Nydis.”

“It’s no coincidence a delegation from Regor II is here the same time the Xil are,” I said. “That proves this meeting was a long time in the planning.”

“That’s how I see it.”

“I assume the Tau Cetins are going?”

She shook her head. “There are no Tau Cetins here. Their interests are galaxy wide. They only maintain embassies on capital worlds like Regor II and Earth, not colony worlds like Lanit Nor.”

“That’s why the Xil came here, not Regor II,” I said thoughtfully. “They don’t want the Tau Cetins knowing what they’re up to, which is why no one’s talking to you.”

She looked surprised. “I don’t have anything to do with the Tau Cetins.”

“Earth is their closest neighbor. That puts us in their sphere of influence. The ambassadors here are worried anything they tell you will get back to Tau Ceti, one way or another.” And it would. The EIS would make sure of that. “So when does this banquet begin?”

“After dark. I have tickets for my husband and me. Eduardo heads up our trade delegation.”

“Unfortunately, your husband just came down with bad case of Galisian Flu, which is why you invited me, a visitor from Earth, to take his place.”

She gave me a bemused look. “I hope you like fruit,” she said. “So, where can I write that report?”

 

* * * *

 

Lineal Park was a sprawling circular garden at the center of the Metroplex. It was surrounded by a high wall of trees with long, horizontal branches that were entwined together. The trees were shrouded in a dense covering of paddle-like leaves which shielded a dark blue, egg-shaped fruit that drooped heavily from the branches. Broad pedestrian avenues passed through natural arches in the tangled branches to an outer garden surrounding a brightly lit central plaza. Looming around the park on all sides were the city’s translucent towers, glowing in the early evening, while thousands of tiny lights sewn into the trees turned the garden into a glittering wonderland.

“It’s called the Filara Tree,” Antonia said as we strolled along Yira Avenue toward the outer wall of trees as guiders hovered at our shoulders listening to our every word. She was dressed in a neck high, dark blue pants set and I wore a black suit borrowed from her husband. Walking along the avenue with us were many small groups of non-human diplomats, all formally attired in their own styles and shadowed by guiders. “The Regorans evolved in that tree,” she continued, “had their children there and hid from danger in its branches. They’re climbers, that’s why their arms are so long, and strong. The Filara now plays a central role in Regoran culture. See the way the branches weave together? That’s the symbol of their family structures.”

“So they’re primates, like us,” I said, adjusting my uncomfortably stiff collar with one finger.

“Not exactly,” she replied as we passed through the natural arch into a wedge shaped garden filled with yellow and orange flowers. “Earth primates are omnivores and mammals. Regorans are neither. The mothers don’t suckle their young, they chew the Filara fruit, then feed the masticated pulp to their children directly, mouth to mouth.”

“Sounds disgusting,” I whispered with a grimace.

Antonia flashed me a stern look and nodded at my guider, warning me to watch what I said, then we passed through another natural arch into the brightly lit, inner plaza. A Regoran attendant dressed in green approached and spoke to us in a high pitched, rasping voice. My guider immediately translated his language into flat and lifeless Unionspeak.

“Good evening, Ambassador.” He held out a thin, black rectangle which Antonia tapped lightly with her index finger, then nodded for me to do the same. When I complied, the attendant hesitated, listening to a message only he heard. “Your companion is not listed, Ambassador.”

“Captain Kade is a guest from Earth. My husband is unwell and he kindly agreed to accompany me in his place.”

The attendant pressed one of his three, thick fingers to the plate, then said something the guider translated for me as, “Clepe?”

I gave Antonia a puzzled look, then she replied for me, “Sirius.”

The Regoran removed his finger from the device. “Kade of Alexander and Eileen clept Sirius is welcome,” he said, then backed away.

“You’re now officially recorded in the Regoran Lineal data tree,” she explained.

When the attendant moved off, I whispered, “Where’d he get those names? Eileen was my mother’s name and Alexander Balgair Kade was my father, as hard a man as ever walked a deck. How’d they know?”

“They must have scanned your ship when you landed.”

“That information’s not in my ship’s data core.” Even Jase and Izin didn’t know those names.

Antonia looked puzzled. “Regorans are very inquisitive about hereditary. They must have researched your parentage.”

“That’s not possible,” I said uneasily.

There was more here than simple curiosity about my ancestry. My personal records were stored nine hundred light years away on Earth. There was no reason for the Regorans to know I even existed before my arrival on Lanit Nor. It was a breach of security, of my cover, that left me wondering what else they knew.

“And what’s this clepe-clept thing?” I asked.

“Their translators use clepe and clept for name and named. They’re archaic words dating from before nine hundred AD, back when the Regorans conducted a detailed study of the human race.”

“So they identify people by family, parental and given names?”

Antonia smiled. “That’s the short version. The full version lists ancestral lines going back thousands of generations, with DNA codes for every member of their family tree. Whatever you do, don’t ask anyone for their formal name or they’ll happily spend all night telling you and I’ll have to leave you here. I need my sleep.”

We strolled forward into the large central garden where elaborate bronze fruit platters floated among the guests. Regoran officials mingled with alien diplomats while everyone politely pretended the guiders hovering behind their shoulders didn’t exist. The guests watched each other and whispered quietly among themselves, filling the garden with the soft buzz of hundreds of languages, all of which the guiders unobtrusively recorded and translated.

I glanced at my little helper, wondering if there was any way to disable it without the Regorans knowing. Its constant presence irritated me, demonstrating that Regoran civility was a mask for one of the most oppressive technologies I’d ever encountered.

“No chairs or tables?” I said as a platter drifted past. I’d been expecting long, elaborately decorated banquet tables and polished cutlery, not a floating fruit buffet.

“They’re gatherers,” Antonia replied. “They like to pick what catches their eye. The only difference between this and climbing through the Filara tree is here, the food comes to them, they don’t have to go searching for it, although there’s still enough variety that they feel they’re making a choice.” She ran her eyes over the platter near us. “I like the green ones.” She picked up a slice of green fruit with her fingers and placed it in her mouth. “They’re really quite good, but avoid the purple ones.”

“Will they give me toxic shock?”

“No, just gas for a month.” She smiled and took a napkin from the end of the tray and wiped her fingers clean.

“I’ll pass,” I said, deciding to stick with the Lining’s cryosealed, irradiated food packs.

She dropped the napkin, which was immediately sucked out of the air, disappearing beneath the platter. “You can spit out the seeds. It’ll catch them.” To demonstrate, she spat out a seed which was sucked away before it hit the tiled floor. “The Regorans take cleanliness very seriously.”

“If I pushed my guider down there, would it suck it up?”

“Why don’t you try,” she said mischievously.

I reached for my guider, but it darted away faster than I could catch it. “It doesn’t like being touched?”

“It’s for your own protection. The charged field it’s floating inside gives a nasty shock. Not fatal, but unpleasant.”

For the next hour, Antonia exchanged small talk with a procession of alien diplomats while I mimicked her greeting gestures – nods, bows, strange hand movements – and kept my mouth shut.

“Are there any Observer civilizations here?” I asked as we neared the center of the room.

“No. They’re mostly minor and medium powers. The heavy hitters only bother with Regor II. Our Mataron friends are here, of course,” she said, nodding toward the Mataron ambassador, “but don’t stare. He’ll take it as a challenge.”

I followed her gaze to a slender, three meter tall reptilian. His angular head looked down on the other guests while the empty space around him signaled his unpopularity.

“Snakehead-no-friends,” I muttered, only to receive a chastising look from Antonia.

The Mataron ambassador ignored the fruit platters, slowly turning his head left and right, studying those around him. He caught me watching him and fixed his dark eyes upon me. Rather than look away, I bowed, feigning politeness. The Mataron did not return the greeting, but simply turned his back to me as a sign of his contempt for humans.

“Diplomacy one oh one,” Antonia whispered, “don’t bait the Matarons.”

“Do you think he knows who I am?”

“I’m sure he does. Every embassy monitors ship movements in and out of the Metroplex. Considering how xenophobic the Matarons are, they’ve had eyes on you since you landed.”

“He looks lonely,” I said. “Maybe I should keep him company.”

“He has more friends than we do.”

“I doubt that.”

“Matarons aren’t liked, but in galactic terms, they’re a solid medium power with a disciplined military. That’s why the Orion minors try to maintain friendly relations with them.”

“Good luck with that,” I said cynically.

“The Giledi have developed an understanding with the Matarons, but not the Yira or the Osin.”

“What kind of understanding?”

“According to Menax, it’s just information sharing and a little trade, but …” She gave me a doubtful look.

“You think it’s more than that?”

“The Giledi are very security conscious and the Matarons are significantly more powerful than the Regorans. That impresses the Giledi. If they ever have to choose between us and them, they won’t pick us.”

“Let’s hope they never have to choose,” I said, wondering why the Regorans cared what the snakeheads thought, considering the Tau Cetins and the other great galactic powers guaranteed interstellar peace.

There was a momentary stir near the eastern arch, drawing all eyes to the Giledi Avenue entrance. Three aging Regorans entered with a large, bipedal alien more than a head taller than a man. The alien had unusually square shoulders, broad hips and was encased in a dirty yellow exoshell streaked with brown and marked with tiny scars. His rigid arms and legs were rigidly jointed, while a swivel neck mount allowed his helmet-like head to turn from side to side, but not tilt.

He turned to study the guests, revealing the side of his head rose in a gentle, outward curve from the neck joint to a shallow domed cranium. Three pairs of dark eyes were stacked vertically down his shell-like face, with the top pair being slightly larger than the lower two. The unusual eye configuration gave him a stereoscopic vision that surpassed even Izin’s telescoping sight while his armored exoshell body was tough enough to survive vacuum, although his eyes would not.

Between his eyes were a series of horizontal audial slits that rose to the forehead, giving him excellent hearing across a narrow frequency range, while a tiny hole occupied the space where his mouth should have been. Within the mouth hole was an extendable tube for injecting an acidic substance into its prey. The weak acid dissolved tissue into a liquid which the Xil could suck from its victim’s living body. The ingestion tube that allowed the Xil to consume almost any animal life form also denied them the power of speech common to most sentient species.

He wore no clothes, only a thin silver strip wrapped around the right side of his head and dark metallic bands strapped to each wrist. His exoshell appeared awkwardly inflexible, yet his gait was mechanically smooth, giving him a gently swaying motion as he walked.

“It has no mouth or ears,” Antonia whispered in surprise. “How does it communicate?”

“Stridulation,” I replied, sweeping my wrist up down over my chest to demonstrate. “It uses those wrist bands to make sounds, although it can do it with its bare shell.”

The inner sides of the wrist bands were worn from rubbing across his torso and the shininess of his exoshell chest had been dulled by the constant abrasion of the stridulator bands.

“They can understand that?” she whispered, intrigued.

“Apparently they can make more sounds than Unionspeak has words.” Or so the Tau Cetin xenofile claimed.

As the three overclan seniors led the Xil envoy into the plaza, an uncomfortable silence settled over the guests, signaling humanoids of all shapes and sizes found the Xil’s bipedal insect appearance unsettling. Suppressing their disquiet, the Orion assembled diplomats greeted the Regoran seniors and the Xil envoy courteously, while the Mataron ambassador feigned disinterest in the visitor from the Cygnus Rim. When their eyes met, neither acknowledged the other. If I hadn’t known the Tau Cetins had seen the Xil and the Matarons meeting in secret, I’d have suspected they harbored a mutual resentment.

When the Xil envoy reached the center of the plaza, the three Lanit Nor overclan seniors introduced him to a large group of Regorans standing there. Each was presented in turn and exchanged a few meaningless words with him.

“That’s the Regor II delegation,” Antonia whispered.

“Have you met them?”

“No and I’m not going to. They’re in conference tomorrow, then they head back to their homeworld.”

“Quick trip.”

“Very,” she agreed, glancing uncomfortably at her eavesdropping guider. “Regorans always like to meet their relatives, no matter how distantly related, and discuss family matters. To come all this way for such a short meeting, then immediately return home is highly unusual.”

Not if their only purpose was to meet the Xil envoy away from the prying eyes of the Tau Cetins, then take the results of that encounter back to their homeworld.

“Let’s introduce ourselves,” I said, eager for a closer look at a Xil.

“Not yet,” Antonia said, catching my arm. “Regoran protocol requires introductions based on lineal seniority, followed by non-lineal introductions according to diplomatic rank.”

“When do they introduce you?”

“Last, if at all,” she said, resigned to her lowly status.

“That bad, huh?”

She gave me a sour look. “If it wasn’t for Menax, we wouldn’t be here at all.”

We settled in to watch the Lanit Nor seniors introduce the Xil envoy to representatives of every Orion civilization present, starting with the most important. All seemed strangely eager to meet Nydis and make a good impression. To kill time, I watched fruit platters drift by, resisting the urge to try their contents until a familiar offering appeared.

“That looks like an orange,” I said, trying a piece. “It is an orange.”

Antonia studied a slim rectangular banner rising from the middle of the display marked with a column of Regoran characters. “It’s a gift from the Xil envoy in honor of the growing kinship between his people and the Regoran Families. There’s no mention of it being Earth fruit.”

“It’s from Valhalla,” I said.

“We’ve given the Regorans Earth fruit before in the hope of landing a trade deal, but they weren’t interested. Our fruit’s too sweet for them.”

“But they put it on display when the Xil give it to them,” I whispered as the Lanit Nor seniors introduced Nydis to a pair of Gienans, close enough for me to eavesdrop on their conversation. My guider interpreted the Regoran introductions and the melodic Gienan greetings, then the Xil rubbed his stridulator bands across his chest, emitting a low thrumming sound in reply.

“Let’s say hello, but don’t shake hands,” I said recalling the Tau Cetin xenofile’s warning of needle-like spines spearing from the Xil’s palms. It was how they paralyzed their prey prior to consuming them.

“We can’t. It would breach protocol and offend everyone here.”

“What do we care? We’re already at the bottom of the pecking order.”

“No,” she whispered, restraining my arm, fearing years of careful diplomacy would be destroyed by my blundering.

“You can apologize for me later,” I said, slipping out of her grasp.

“Sirius, no!” she whispered angrily.

Ignoring her, I stepped into a space between the Regorans and the feline Gienans and stood face to face with Nydis. Keeping my hands low, I turned my open palms toward him. 

“Palms out, spines in,” I declared loudly, silencing everyone nearby with my rudeness. 

It was a traditional Xil greeting, revealing that poison palm spines were not extended, showing no threat, although my intention was quite the opposite. None of the ambassadors had greeted the Xil in this way, showing they knew nothing of the customs of their Cygnus Rim visitor, while I was telling Nydis I knew far more about the Xil than any human should. 

All eyes turned disapprovingly toward me, offended that a lowly human would trample so carelessly upon Regoran etiquette. Critical looks were aimed at Antonia, then indignation turned to astonishment when the Xil envoy rubbed his stridulator bands across his chest and reciprocated with an open palms gesture of his own.

“Palms out, spines in,” the silver strip attached to the side of his head announced, translating his thrumming into Unionspeak. It was then I realized he was the only guest without a guider spying upon him, a dispensation not lost on the other ambassadors.

I looked him squarely in his six eyes. “Sirius Kade greets you free of hungered intent.”

“Nydis welcomes harmonious purpose with Sirius Kade,” he replied formally, confirming we would not try to kill each other today.

Antonia stepped up behind me and whispered icily, “What are you doing, Sirius?” She was angry, but as surprised as anyone that I knew the proper greeting for a representative from the distant Xil Rim Worlds.

“Pushing us to the front of the line,” I replied softly, not taking my eyes off the Xil envoy.

“Nydis wonders how a human knows Xil convention?” he thrummed.

“I get around.”

The Xil’s rigid exoshell-face was incapable of emotion, yet his six eyes bored into me with suspicion. “The Xil domain is far and human stellar access limited. Sirius Kade’s knowledge is unexpected.”

“Not as unexpected as your visit to Cordalis II, a human sanctioned world, or your sightseeing trips to out of the way places like … Piet 9361.”

I gave the Mataron ambassador a long look, wondering if he’d been aboard the ship that had rendezvoused with the Xil at Piet 9361, ensuring Nydis got the message – I knew all about his secret snakehead soiree. It was a dangerous move, but it would force his hand, giving me a chance to discover what he was up to.

The Xil envoy stared at me, revealing nothing, while confusion spread to the delegates nearby. Finally, he said, “Nydis wonders why his movements are of interest to Sirius Kade?”

“And I’d like to know why you met a human Separatist ship on Valhalla.”

Anxious murmurs sounded around us as the local diplomats realized a human was tracking their esteemed guest across the Orion Arm. No one was more puzzled than Antonia, who fell silent, now more intrigued than alarmed.

“Nydis has seen no human ship,” he replied.

“Now that’s why you guys have been turned down by the Forum – twice! You want to be Observers, you want to be in the big league, but you’re just not … observant.” I chose my words carefully, hoping the Xil translator was sophisticated enough to understand I was calling him a liar and insulting his entire civilization at the same time.

He was slow in responding, clearly unsure how to deal with such an impertinent challenge. “The Xil have stood longer, achieved more and gone further than humans ever will,” he replied. His words were more than a rebuke for my insolence, they were a veiled threat, not just against me personally, but against humanity itself.

Antonia took my arm in an attempt to reduce the tension and motioned to one of the three Regorans. “Sirius, allow me to introduce Yira of Pirol and Shigan clept Menax.”

Menax spoke in Regoran and the guider translated. “Welcome Kade of Alexander and Eileen clept Sirius. I trust you will share in the bounty of Lanit Nor while you are here.” He touched the fingertips of his left hand to his lips, then offered his hand to me. From the Society briefing notes on the Regorans, I knew it was a symbolic gesture of sharing food from his lips to mine, distantly related to how their females masticated food for their young. 

“Thanks. You throw a good party,” I said, hiding the fact that the thought of a hairy Regoran spitting chewed food into my mouth turned my stomach. Instead, I amicably reciprocated his gesture.

“We’ve been planning this occasion for five months,” Menax said, graciously accepting the compliment.

“That long?” I said thoughtfully, then Antonia motioned to the other two Lanit Nor seniors.

“This is Osin of Anirl and Helod clept Timos,” she said, introducing a shorter Regoran, then turned to the oldest of the three, “and this is Giledi of Baasa and Ulrin clept Kamet.”

Timos repeated the hand to lip greeting without speaking while Kamet made no welcoming gesture, clearly not glad to see me. He tried to lead Nydis away, but I stepped in front of the heavyset Xil.

“Considering how long you’ve been planning your visit to the Orion Arm,” I said, “I’m surprised you didn’t include Earth in your itinerary.”

“Nydis has many meetings and little time,” the Xil envoy thrummed.

“I assume you’re visiting Tau Ceti?” I said. “Earth is virtually next door. Surely you could drop in for a quick visit.”

Antonia added courteously, “I’d be happy to arrange a meeting for you with our leadership council.”

There was an awkward silence, then he said, “Nydis will not be visiting the Tau Ceti System.”

“Oh?” I said innocently, “So you’re going to Ansara then?” The Tau Cetin colony was much closer than Tau Ceti, but I already knew he wasn’t going there either.

Before Nydis could respond, Kamet interjected, hoping to put an end to my taunts. “The Xil are not visiting any Tau Cetin worlds.”

“Maybe next time, and don’t forget Earth. We’re always looking to make new friends, just like the Regorans.”

“You are nothing like us,” Kamet said frostily.

“I like to think our similarities outweigh our differences,” Antonia said diplomatically.

“We are pacifists sometimes forced to war,” the old Regoran senior said. “You are warriors, sometimes forced to peace. You fight among yourselves constantly. Your Earth Navy is larger in number than any fleet in Orion. If you were not so backward, you would be a threat to us all.”

Ignoring the insults, I turned to Antonia lightly. “Is our navy really the biggest in Orion? Who knew?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t.”

Any interstellar civilization in the Orion Arm – in the galaxy – could easily defeat mankind because they were all thousands to millions of years ahead of us. It had never occurred to me that Earth Navy possessed the numerically largest fleet in Orion, mostly because our technological weakness and diplomatic restrictions prevented us gathering useful intelligence on our neighbors. Even so, when technology determines power, numbers mean nothing. Fifteen hundred years ago, the Tau Cetins had proven that when just one of their ships had stopped the entire Mataron Battle Fleet from destroying Earth. Such was the reality of non-peer-to-peer contests.

“My esteemed cousin sees virtue in avoiding conflict,” Menax said, turning to Antonia. “That is something we share, is it not?”

“It is,” she agreed.

“The Xil also value peace,” Nydis interjected. “There is nothing we will not do to maintain it.”

“So how’d you avoid fighting the Intruders in the war?” I asked.

“Sirius Kade assumes peace with the One Spawn of Many Seas is impossible,” Nydis replied, “but they are not the menace the Tau Cetins depict them to be.”

“I doubt the Kesarn would agree,” I said. “The Intruders almost wiped them out.”

“When hostility encounters hostility, destruction is inevitable,” Nydis said. “When hostility meets compromise, peace is preserved. It is a lesson the Forum leadership would do well to learn.”

“So you made a deal with the Intruders. From what I’ve heard, that’s like selling your soul to the devil? Do the Xil believe in the devil?”

Nydis listened to the translation, then thrummed his reply. “The One Spawn offered the Xil what they offer all races.”

“Slavery?” I asked. “Subjugation?”

“Coexistence.”

“Ah, is that why you’re here, to offer coexistence?”

“Nydis proposes an alternative to war.”

“But not to humans?”

“Humans are not full members of the Forum. You have no voice.”

It was true, mankind had no seat at the big table, no voting rights, no power to propose motions, at least not yet, not until our probationary period ended. It was why Antonia hadn’t been invited to the Xil summits and why Nydis wasn’t going to Earth.

“We’ll be members in forty eight years,” I said.

“Membership is never guaranteed, and the Forum cannot be trusted.”

“Why is that?”

“It is an oppressive structure restricting the activities of its members for the benefit of its leaders.”

It was the first time I’d heard the Galactic Forum described in such terms. They’d certainly constrained mankind with their Embargo and by withholding vital star charts necessary to navigate the near infinite, invisible hazards of space, but that was only while we prepared ourselves for full membership. Eventually we’d have access to the entire galaxy, once we’d proven we could be trusted. The way Nydis was talking, the Xil seemed to despise the very rules based system that guaranteed all sentient life a place among the stars.

“How does that affect you?” I asked.

“They deny the Xil their rightful place,” Nydis replied evasively.

“Maybe you’re already in your rightful place,” I said, slapping him down then turning to Menax before he could reply. “Do the Regorans feel the same way?”

“Humans do not have the obligations we do,” Kamet cut in. “We mourn our dead, those who lost their lives during the Intruder War and those killed last year at Tresik Prime. We are weary of blockading the Minacious Cluster, as are many others. Conflict with the One Spawn continues only because of the Forum leadership’s intractability.”

“You have a better idea?”

“Make peace,” Kamet said. “The Xil chose coexistence. We could do the same.”

I doubted the Xil were selling what Kamet thought he was buying. He might think humans were warlike and divided, but from what I knew of the Xil and the Intruders, they were far worse, even if they did a better job of hiding it.

“What makes you think you can trust the Intruders to keep their word?” I asked.

“You have one aboard your ship,” Timos, the Osin overclan senior said. “Do you trust him?”

“Yes, but he’s a terrestrial amphibian, not an Intruder.” I trusted Izin, but I wouldn’t want to cross him. I knew what he was capable of, how cold blooded he could be if pushed.

“He is descended from them,” Timos said. “He is one of them.”

“You have an Intruder City on your homeworld,” Kamet added. “You have lived in peace with them for thousands of years. We can too.”

“Tamphs aren’t Intruders,” I said. They might look the same, but we’d changed them. We’d kept a loaded gun pointed at their heads for generations, ready to exterminate them from the face of the Earth if they gave us cause. It forced their culture to adapt and change. I doubted the pacifist Regorans had the stomach to do what we’d done and considering the Intruders were a galactic superpower comparable to the Tau Cetins, they’d never get the chance to try. “You can’t trust the Intruders.”

“We disagree,” Kamet said, glancing at the alien diplomats watching our exchange. “Many disagree.”

“Humans see the Forum as a means of self-preservation,” Nydis said, “but when it lacks the power to provide that security, it ceases to be relevant.”

Antonia’s eyes widened in surprise as she realized the Xil wanted more than peace, they wanted an end to the Forum itself. “The existing galactic order has protected mankind and thousands of other civilizations for millions of years,” she said. “Why would anyone want to change that?”

“Life may exist on a planet for millions of years,” Nydis replied, “but when a nearby supernova explodes, one must move or perish. The Galactic Forum is like a dying world, the One Spawn like an exploding star. One day, all must choose to change or die.”

“I like things just the way they are,” I said.

“That is because you do not understand the alternatives.”

“Educate me.”

When the Xil didn’t respond, Menax explained. “Not every galaxy has enjoyed the peace this one has. The Tucana Galaxy, three point two million light years from here, has been at war with itself since the first interstellar civilizations appeared there. In this galaxy, such civilizations made peace. In Tucana, they did not. The belligerency has lasted so long now, peace has no chance. Old powers fight endless wars across a galaxy where no new civilizations rise.”

“That’s impossible,” I said. “New life appears all the time.”

“Appears, yes,” Menax said, “Survives, no. In Tucana, young civilizations like yours – and ours – typically ally with the nearest old power, impressed by their strength, not realizing the might of their ally’s enemies. Such alliances attract the anger of other belligerents who annihilate the young civilizations before they can develop into stronger powers that might one day tip the balance. The old destroy the young to protect themselves.”

“That’s genocide!” Antonia said, shocked.

“On a galactic scale,” Kamet agreed.

“In Tucana,” Nydis said, “choosing sides is an act of self extinction.”

“The Forum would never allow that to happen here,” Antonia said.

“No empire lasts forever,” Nydis declared, “not even your cherished Galactic Forum.”

“The Forum isn’t an empire,” I said.

It wasn’t even a government as humans understood it. It was a place where ideas were freely exchanged, where common ground based on universal principles was found and where shared judgments were wisely made and collectively implemented. If there was a Constitution, it was the Access Treaty, which was simply a statement of how civilizations – separated by thousands to millions of years – would conduct their affairs. Most importantly, it worked because all advanced civilizations respected the rule of ethical law.

“It is a political structure,” Nydis said. “When it is swept away, all those who support it will be destroyed by what replaces it.”

It was a warning and a prediction, that the Tau Cetins and all they represented would one day be annihilated – and mankind too, if we threw our lot in with them. I didn’t tell him we’d already made our choice, but from the way the three Regoran seniors remained silent and avoided my eyes, I guessed they’d made a different choice, one that didn’t include the Tau Cetins.

“I wouldn’t predict the end of the Galactic Forum just yet, if I were you,” I said.

“Nydis makes no predictions,” the Xil envoy replied. “He merely warns those least able to protect themselves to safeguard their future. It is a warning humans would do well to heed.”

“Thanks for the tip, but we’ll take care of ourselves,” I said, developing a serious dislike for the exoshell covered Xil.

He turned to Kamet. “Nydis wishes to meet the remaining ambassadors.”

“Of course,” the Regoran senior said, giving me a cold look, then led Nydis over to a group of Carolians waiting nearby.

Menax hung back, then when Nydis and the other two overclan seniors were out of earshot, he whispered, “Since the Allied Fleet was defeated at Tresik Prime, the Forum membership has fractured. We are all worried. Earth may not be involved directly, but Nydis is right about one thing, you should be careful.” He glanced at the Xil envoy now engaged in conversation with the Cor Carolian delegation. “Offending the Xil is unwise. They are closer to the Intruders than any civilization in the galaxy.” 

He hurried off to join Timos and Kamet, then Antonia said, “That could have gone better.”

“I thought it went rather well.”

“Only if you wanted to irritate the Xil.”

I grinned. “How else am I going to find out what they’re up to? Now Nydis knows I’m following him and that I know plenty about the Xil, more than I should. He’s going to want to know why and how. When he tries to find out, he’ll reveal his hand.”

“Should I offer him a private meeting?”

“He wouldn’t accept. No reason to. The Xil talk of peace, but they don’t mean it.”

“The Regorans would disagree.”

“The Regorans believe what they want to believe,” I said, selecting a piece of fruit from a nearby platter. “Not what’s staring them in the face.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Humans shake hands because in medieval times, it showed we weren’t carrying a sword to kill you with. The Xil show their palm spines are in for the same reason. They’re not pacifists, Antonia, they’re fighters like us. It’s their nature.” I held the Regoran fruit up to the light, studying its texture. “Next time we meet, Nydis won’t be spines in, he’ll be spines out.”

“You think he’s going to try to kill you?” she asked, surprised.

I fixed my gaze upon the back of the Xil envoy, certain he didn’t want me snooping around after him. “He can’t afford not to,” I said, then bit into the bitter tasting Regoran fruit, forcing myself to eat it all.

 

* * * *

 

“Captain, are you there?” Izin’s voice sounded in the darkness of my stateroom, more than five hours after I’d returned from the banquet.

I reached blindly for the intercom, blinking myself awake. “Yeah Izin?” 

“Come to the flight deck immediately.”

I dressed quickly and hurried there in bare feet. Izin was sitting on Jase’s acceleration couch studying a sensor diagnostic on the copilot’s screen while an external visual feed filled the big wrap-around screen. It showed the Regoran towers outside, glowing with light against a starry night sky while in the distance, several aircars glided between the luminous spires.

“What is it?” I asked, bleary eyed.

“There’s something outside the ship.”

I ran my eyes over the Lining’s scratched and filthy hull, finding nothing out of the ordinary. “I don’t see anything.”

“It’s on the forward sensor mast,” Izin said. “It’s using the optical sensor’s data link to access the ship’s systems.”

“Is it sabotage?”

“Not so far. It downloaded the ship’s technical specifications. Now it’s copying our data core.”

That would give it the Silver Lining’s complete operational history, every flight, every scan, every communication the ship had ever recorded, plus all our personal communications and medical records. The only data aboard ship it wasn’t getting was hidden in my bionetic memory or on diplomatic data chips locked in the safe in my stateroom.

“Lock it out.”

“I can’t. It’s subverted the ship’s AI.”

“Is it Regoran?”

“I don’t know, but it easily penetrated our security.”

“Deploy a lateral sensor,” I said. “Let’s have a look at the mast.”

“I can’t. It’s disabled our other sensors.” Izin motioned to the diagnostic display. “All I can do is monitor the data flow.”

“I’ll take a look,” I said, then ran back to my stateroom, collected my gun and a communicator and climbed through an engineering crawlway to a topside maintenance lock used by Izin’s hullbots. “Is it tracking our hatch sensors?”

“Yes, Captain,” Izin’s voice sounded from the communicator. “It’s in every sub-system.”

“OK. Initiate a locking system reboot.” That would knock out the hatch sensors for almost two minutes, giving me time to get outside without warning it I was coming.

“Standby,” Izin said, then a moment later. “Hatch sensors disabled.”

I released the inner door, quickly cycled through the circular airlock and climbed out onto the hull close to the bow. The cannon turret was behind me, starboard of our centerline, while the forward sensor mast was about the same distance to port. One of Izin’s hull crawlers was climbing up onto the proton cannon, searching for our unwelcome visitor.

The forward sensor mast extended horizontally from the bow like a long white spear bristling with electromagnetic and gravitic sensors. Floating alongside the optical sensor was a glowing spheroid projecting a red beam at the data link inside the mast.

“I see it.”

“So do I,” Izin said as his hull crawler got eyes on the snooper.

I popped my P-50’s targeting sight and locked onto the device, then fired once. My slug hit the snooper dead center and ricocheted off, flying across the landing platform and punching a hole through the tower’s transparent wall.

“Oops,” I muttered, wondering how Antonia was going to explain that to the Regorans as a guider appeared to inspect the damage.

The snooper’s red beam winked out, then it glided above the sensor mast toward me. When it reached the bow, I fired again, scoring another direct hit. This time the slug shattered into pieces, failing to even scratch the spheroid. I fired three more times to no effect, wishing I’d replaced my standard eight millimeter pin points with Lena’s snakehead killers.

I started edging back toward the hatch as the snooper tried circling behind me. I turned with it, keeping it in my sights as a guider floated up over the Lining’s port side and took up position behind my shoulder.

“I thought we were guests here,” I said to the guider as the snooper orbited me. “Hacking my ship’s not very friendly.” The snooper suddenly streaked past me with an impressive burst of speed. I spun around, trying to keep my eyes on it, then it darted away again, trying to get behind me.

“I suggest you re-enter the ship, Captain,” Izin’s voice sounded from the communicator.

Without responding, I ran toward the engineering hatch, but the snooper shot forward, cutting off my escape. Before I could try for another hatch, it began emitting a triangular, horizontal plane of light that swept over me, causing a bionetic warning to flash into my mind.

WARNING : UNRECOGNIZED INTERFACE INTERROGATORY.

The snooper was scanning me for technology, about to discover my bionetics by accident. Considering how easily it had punched through the Silver Lining’s security barrier, my threading couldn’t resist such an adversary for long. I threw myself sideways out of its beam, breaking contact.

“Jase is coming,” Izin said as the snooper flew after me, trying to complete its scan.

I fired at its underside, hoping for a weak spot, but the bullet ricocheted away harmlessly as I ran toward the airlock.

Initiate bunker protocol! I thought.

Bunkering was an upgrade EIS bioengineers had added after an alien tech had penetrated my bionetics two years ago. It was supposed to allow my threading to withdraw into its core element and go silent, although it had never been tested in the field. My sensory enhancements suddenly vanished as the bioelectric AI sewn throughout my body cut itself off from its receptors.

The snooper raced past my shoulder, darting in close to my face, and pulsed a brilliant light into my eyes. My head throbbed with pain as I fell back onto the hull, then the snooper hovered above me and began scanning me again, triggering another bionetic warning.

BUNKER BREACH IMMINENT.

A silver streak passed in front of my eyes. It was my guider, hurling itself at the snooper. There was a flash and a wave of heat as the guider exploded, then tiny metal pieces clattered onto the hull. The impact knocked the snooper away, causing its scanning beam to wink out, then it floated back toward me. Before it could begin probing me again, two more silver blurs struck the snooper in quick succession and disintegrated, pushing the snooper away, but causing no damage. The snooper righted itself as more guiders appeared, but this time, they stopped at a distance to watch.

The snooper hung motionless above me assessing the situation, then it raced away at high speed toward Lineal Park while a guider hovered over me. Whatever the snooper had in mind, it didn’t want the little Regoran eavesdroppers as witnesses. By the time I could move, Jase appeared through an engineering hatch carrying a heavy gauge street sweeper.

“Where is it?” he asked, finger on the trigger.

I tried to speak, but my tongue had other ideas. I gave Jase a reassuring shake of my head, signaling it was gone, convinced my breach of diplomatic protocol the night before had been successful.

I had the Xil’s attention.

 

* * * *

 

Izin replayed the optical sensor log for Antonia on his six screen set-up in engineering. The field surrounding the snooper spheroid blurred enough of its detail to make identification difficult.

“The guiders saw it,” I said. “They’d have better imagery.”

Antonia shook her head. “Menax says the guiders’ memories were erased. So was the city’s central data log, and Metroplex Traffic Control report no unauthorized use of air space anywhere in the city. Whatever that thing was, the Regorans didn’t detect it and have no record of it.”

“The Xil must have wiped the data,” I said, “but someone sent those guiders to attack the snooper, to protect me. There must be witnesses.”

She nodded. “The Regorans believe you, Sirius. They have the damaged guiders as proof, but they don’t want to challenge the Xil. They want to pretend nothing happened.”

“For a species with a propensity to observe their surroundings,” Izin said, “they are quick to close their eyes to trouble.”

“The Regorans don’t want to compromise their relationship with the Xil,” Antonia explained, “certainly not for us.”

“What are they afraid of?” I asked. “This is their planet. If the Xil are breaking their laws, they have every right to pull them into line.”

“The Xil have something the Regorans want,” Antonia said, “and Menax and the others are prepared to turn a blind eye to just about anything to get it.” She gave me a worried look. “So the Xil got everything in your ship’s data core, including my report to Earth Council?”

“Not that.” I’d already read her report into my bionetic memory and wiped her original data chip. “They got everything but the diplomatic dispatches.”

She exhaled with relief. “Shooting one of their buildings has stirred up a minor diplomatic incident. If they read my report, I’d be on the first ship back to Earth.”

“They’ll never see it,” I assured her, not unless the snooper came back and hacked its way into my threading. Considering how close it had come to busting through my bionetic bunker, the bioengineers on Earth still had some work to do.

“Now that the ambassador’s got her dispatches,” Jase said, “and we’ve got our money, let’s get out of here.”

“Antonia’s still preparing her outgoing traffic,” I said.

There was a flicker of surprise on her face that Jase missed, then an understanding look passed between us. “That’s right,” she said smoothly, “I have some reports to write before you can leave.”

“While we’re waiting,” I said, “I’m going to have a look at that Xil ship.”

Jase brightened. “So we’re going to thank them in person?”

Antonia looked alarmed as she realized Jase was itching for a fight. “Under no circumstances are you to antagonize the Xil or the Regorans,” she said flatly. “You’ve already upset them enough.”

“We won’t antagonize them,” I promised, “much.”

She gave me a dubious look. “The Xil ship’s in the Giledi Clanurbation. They won’t let you in, especially not today. Nydis is holding talks with the Regor II delegation.”

“Can’t you get us in?”

She hesitated, recalling her orders were to offer me every assistance. “I’m due to meet the new Meropan ambassador this month. I could see if he’s available. That would get me clearance into Giledi.”

“You can call him from here,” I said.

“And we’ll send the Xil all the way back to the Cygnus Rim,” Jase said, resting his hands on the twin fraggers holstered at his hips.

“You can’t take weapons in there,” Antonia said.

“These aren’t weapons, they’re my guardian angels.”

“We’ll keep them concealed,” I said, turning to Jase. “And load hard tips just in case.” Standard ammo had bounced off the snooper like it was pure durillium. Maybe armor piercing slugs would be more effective.

“While you’re gone,” Izin said, “I’ll purge the processing core in case the Xil left something behind.”

“Now Ambassador,” I said, “are you ready to make that call?”

 

* * * *

 

Mid morning, Antonia, Jase and I boarded a Metroplex aircar for the Giledi Clanurbation. We sat on bench seats that ran along the sides and rear of the windowed cabin. At the front was a single, Regoran sized seat facing a featureless, gray circular panel.

“No controls?” I said.

“It’s a touch plate,” she replied, “for emergencies. You can fly it with your fingertips, although no one ever does. These aircars have seven layers of automated redundancy built into them.”

“Why bother even having manual controls?” Jase asked

“Regorans are safety conscious,” she replied. “We might think they overdo it, but they’re good people.”

“Who think we’re a dangerous warrior race,” I added.

“Kamet’s a shrewd individual who puts his clan’s welfare ahead of any other consideration. Don’t underestimate him or believe everything he says.”

“I won’t be here long enough for that,” I said as the rectangular craft flew between the Yira high towers, then out over a vast urban sprawl of smaller, kilometer high residential spires. Beyond the city was an immense, mist shrouded Filara forest whose health was monitored by rows of sensors floating just above the canopy. Below the sensors, swarms of tiny, multi-armed bots drifted through the forest, tending the precious trees and their heavy fruit.

“It’s like that all the way to the ocean, three thousand kilometers away,” Antonia said. “It’s the same on the other continents.”

“All they eat is fruit?” Jase asked, scowling at the monotony of such a diet.

“There are thousands of different Filara trees,” she said. “Genetically engineering Filara DNA is one of their obsessions, and very profitable if they develop a popular new flavor.”

“Have they tried adding sugar?” I asked, recalling how bitter the fruit I’d sampled the previous night had been.

“There are sweet varieties, but they prefer a sharper taste.” The aircar began a long turn toward a cluster of high towers to the north east. The summits of the seemingly fragile structures were obscured by cloud while the ground spaces between the towers were filled with gardens and trees. “Most of the food grown here goes to Regor II, in those,” Antonia explained, pointing to the horizon where a line of enormous ellipsoids floated above the mist, each with a swarm of tiny harvester bots beneath them. “Three quarters of their homeworld’s food supply comes from outside the Regor System.”

“That makes them vulnerable to blockade,” I said thoughtfully, “more vulnerable than Earth.”

“That’s why they’re afraid of another Intruder war. Any disruption would cause mass starvation on their homeworld.” We entered the Giledi clanurbation, followed a traffic lane jammed with aircars between high, glassy spires, then landed on a lily pad. “The Xil ship’s on the other side of that building. You can reach it through that sky bridge,” Antonia said, pointing to an enclosed walkway leading to the nearby tower.

“You’re not coming with us?” Jase asked.

“The Meropan Embassy’s in this tower. I’ll meet you back here in two hours.”

“If we miss you, how do we flag down a ride?” I asked.

She frowned, wary of leaving us alone in Giledi. “If you walk onto any landing pad, Traffic Control will send an aircar to pick you up. You won’t have to wait long, just say Earth Embassy before boarding and your guider will take care of the rest.” She glanced apprehensively at the bulges in our jackets. “And keep your weapons hidden. If Regoran Security see them, I won’t be able to help you.”

“They won’t see a thing,” Jase declared confidently.

“That doesn’t give me comfort,” she said. We stepped out onto the landing pad where three guiders immediately took up positions behind our shoulders. “And remember, we really do want to be friends with these people.”

“Hey, we’re friendly,” I said with mock indignation, “most of the time – except for Izin, he’s not friendly.”

“He really isn’t,” Jase said as we walked toward the tower entrance.

“Good thing he didn’t come. The last thing we need is a tamph spooking the Regorans.” She gave us a pessimistic look once we were inside, clearly regretting her decision to help us. “Try not to get arrested,” she said and walked off toward a transit shaft.

“If they’re listening,” Jase said, eyeing his guider suspiciously, “why aren’t they rushing to stop us?”

“I was wondering the same thing,” I replied as we headed for the sky bridge.

“And?”

“They want information, and someone to blame if things go wrong.”

“So we’re sacrificial,” he said as we followed the corridor past a series of apartments, watched through transparent walls by every occupant. Any movement automatically caught their eye, no matter what they were doing at the time.

“This lack of privacy’s creepy,” Jase said uncomfortably.

“The Regorans were a prey species that acquired intelligence to outsmart whatever hunted them. They still have a psychological need to see what’s around them. Not seeing their environment makes them nervous.”

“What about when they … ah … you know … get it on?” Jase asked as we entered the sky bridge.

I grinned, having no knowledge of Regoran mating habits. “Keep looking, you might find out.”

“That’s what worries me,” Jase said with a shudder, glancing down through the crystalline floor to the ground four kilometers below. “Izin would love this,” he said, certain our acrophobic tamph would dread every step.

“Why do you think he doesn’t leave the ship?” I asked, certain it had more to do with transparent floors thousands of meters above the ground than concern for Regoran sensibilities.

“Hmm,” Jase said with a scheming look, wondering how he could get Izin out of the Silver Lining.

We entered the second tower, attracting more curious Regoran looks. When we stepped out onto a lily pad landing platform, we found an empty, flat tray cargo shuttle parked there. Ignoring it, we crossed to the far side where a thin pressure field prevented us from leaning over the edge.

The Xil ship floated beside the tower several levels below. It was much too large for the landing pad, so it had positioned one of its three, long triangular arms above the pad’s center. Red and blue lights circled the ship’s spherical base while a line of weapon blisters ran along the tops of its three arms. A needle-like sensor lance with a flashing white light at its point rose from the top of the central sphere to a point high above our landing pad while large propulsion bulges glowed beneath each arm.

“It’s big for a diplomat’s ship,” Jase said.

“And fast.” According to the Tau Cetin briefing, she was ten times the size of the Silver Lining, thousands of times faster and equipped with a fearsome armament.

A hatch opened in the tip of the Xil ship’s arm-point floating above the landing pad and an enormous four legged quadrupoid ambled down a short ramp. It had a flattened, round head with two slat-like eyes that concertinaed when it blinked. The only clothes it wore were gloved shoes over its three dexterous finger-toes and thick straps holding tech modules across its shoulders.

“What’s an Irzaen doing here?” Jase asked.

“On a Xil ship?” I wondered aloud.

We’d seen his like once before on Icetop, although only in holographic form. Seeing an Irzaen in the flesh for the first time, I was surprised how large they really were, four times the size of an African bull elephant and even more ponderous. Irzaens were galactic traders, a species humans had little contact with and knew almost nothing of.

The giant quadrupoid lumbered across the landing pad and disappeared into the tower. I glanced at the Regoran cargo shuttle parked behind us, estimated it was just large enough to transport the Irzaen and assumed we were about to have company.

“Keep an eye on the Xil ship,” I said, then hurried to the tower door and waited for the Irzaen to arrive. He soon came tramping into view, narrowly fitting through the corridor. When he trudged onto the landing pad, I stepped in front of him and mimicked a formal horizontal sweeping gesture I’d seen the holographic Irzaen perform.

“Greetings Trader,” I said, hoping the guider floating beside its massive head was smart enough to translate my words into their formal phraseology.

The giant quadrupoid stopped and looked down at me curiously. He emitted a deep booming sound that my guider translated as, “Greetings Customer.” However his guider had translated my words, it had set the tone for a commercial rather than a personal meeting.

“I am Sirius Kade, a great and renowned trader from Earth,” I said grandly, aware that reputation was everything to the galaxy’s preeminent deal makers. “Perhaps you’ve heard of me? My deeds are legendary.”

“I know not your name, Customer, nor have I goods saleable to humans.”

“But you’re Irzaen. Every person you meet is a potential customer, every customer an opportunity.”

“It is our greatest Promise,” he conceded, “but I am merely proxy to the Grand Purveyor.”

I didn’t know who the Grand Purveyor was, but I guessed he was in charge and this Irzaen was his messenger, which meant there was something brewing between his master and the Xil.

“Whatever the Grand Purveyor is offering my good friend Nydis might be something I would pay a higher price for.” 

“I merely present the Grand Purveyor’s salutations to an Esteemed Customer,” the ponderous quadrupoid replied evasively, then stepped to the side, intending to pass me, but I danced lightly across in front of him, barring the way to his transport.

“May I ask, when does the Grand Purveyor expect to meet with Nydis?”

“The Irzae seek opportunity, we do not expect it.”

“And Nydis presents such an opportunity?”

“Visits to the Orion Arm by the Xil are rare, and the Grand Purveyor is both wise and enterprising.”

“Of course,” I said slowly. “Perhaps his enterprising wisdom could extend to Earth traders such as myself?”

He emitted a thunderous bellow that my guider translated as a contemptuous laugh. “We adhere strictly to Forum Transfer Protocols. Sale of our merchandise to humans would breach Elevation Guidelines.”

It was one of the reasons trade between human and non-human civilizations was so difficult. We were simply so far behind our neighbors, that the sale of any technological goods constituted an illegal elevation of Human Civilization. What trade there was, was non-technological, so we couldn’t reverse engineer alien tech and steal a premature leap up the ladder.

“We would never ask you to violate Forum Protocols, but we are in the market for textiles, artworks and exotic foods.” They were the exceptions to the rules, because we couldn’t learn anything from reverse engineering Minkaran meatballs and Syrman symphonies.

“We do offer low value trinkets, Customer, but what would you use for exchange?”

“What do you accept?”

“Trade credits from Forum member worlds, rare and exotic metals, gemstones, luxuries, the list is endless.”

“I’m sure I have something that would interest you.”

“Your eagerness for exchange is respected, Customer, but humans produce so little of value.”

He shifted his weight, intending to trample me if I blocked him again, so I took a gamble.

“Ani-Hata-Ga would not agree.” It was the name of the Irzaen hologram I’d seen on Icetop two years ago. He’d been introduced simply as a trade representative, which might or might not mean something to this Irzaen, but it was the only card I had left to play.

The Irzaen proxy hesitated uncertainly, then leaned down toward me with narrowing, intense eyes. “Do you expect me to believe that you, a mere human, has met the Grand Purveyor of Orion?”

I hid my surprise, suddenly understanding why Ani-Hata-Ga’s name had been used on Icetop, even if its importance had been lost on me at the time. “He once called me Esteemed Customer.”

“Esteemed?” he bellowed incredulously. “You?”

“If you don’t believe me, ask him.”

I was gambling Ani-Hata-Ga was too far away for the proxy to communicate with, so he’d have to give me the benefit of the doubt. He made a growling sound which the guider couldn’t translate, clearly doubting me, yet wary I might be telling the truth.

“Very well, Customer, you will find the Grand Purveyor at Ursulus Minor.”

“That’s what you told the Xil?”

“My duties as proxy for the Grand Purveyor include informing customers of great means where our Transient Commercial Sovereignty will be located at specific dates, for their convenience.”

“And Nydis has great means?”

“He represents the Xil Rim Worlds,” he said simply, as if that explained all.

“I take it there’s a lot of them?”

“They are a great association of worlds encircling the outer edges of the galaxy.”

“Human Civilization also has many worlds.”

“The high level of Xil civilization makes them eligible to purchase all that we offer. Humans are not so entitled.”

Suddenly, it hit me. The Irzaens weren’t scheming with Nydis, they were wooing him, hoping he’d spend big with them. He was a whale, a super wealthy customer representing a huge commercial opportunity.

“Has he given you a shopping list?”

“We never discuss the activities of our customers, which you would know if you had read the Irzaen Promise of Privacy.”

“I would have, but it’s so wordy.”

“If Nydis of Xil is your associate as you claim, then you should speak with him directly.”

“He’s a hard Xil to catch. Maybe I’ll talk to him at – what did you call it? – your Commercial Sovereignty.”

“That is permitted. His ship will be collocated alongside a human transshipment zone should you wish to make any side trades.”

“A human transshipment zone?” I said surprised. “I thought you didn’t trade with humans.”

“I said we have little to offer humans, however, we are willing to lease transshipment zones to any who have the capacity to pay.”

Money talks, even if the language is Irzaen. “The benefit of leasing such facilities, compared to landing at a spaceport … is what?”

“The Irzaen Promise of Privacy, of course.”

“How much privacy?”

“All Irzaen Transient Commercial Sovereignties are sensor suppressed, ensuring our customer’s affairs are protected by the highest levels of discretion. Even the D’kol prefer our Sovereignties to all other competing facilities.”

I’d never heard of the D’kol, but they must be important for this quadrupoid to throw their name at me.

“So if your customers transfer cargoes between ships,” I said, “no one, not even you, sees what they’re doing?”

“Such is our Promise.”

“Even if they’re bending Galactic Law?”

“Side deals between customers are not our responsibility.”

How convenient. The Irzaens made a show of obeying Forum laws while providing cozy protection for shady deals.

“What human hired the transshipment zone?”

“That information is covered by the Irzaen Promise of Privacy.”

“Of course it is,” I said, beginning to see why the giant quadrapoids were the master merchants of the Milky Way. “When would be a good time to visit Nydis?”

“The Grand Purveyor will host Nydis of Xil in three days. If you wish, I can pass on your request for a private meeting to Nydis, before I leave here.”

“No thanks. I’ll talk to him directly when I get to Ursulus Minor.”

“For your convenience, Customer, Transient Commercial Sovereignty 266 will remain in the Ursulus Minor System for another four months. When you arrive, inform Customer Docking that Ara-Sinu-Di invited you on behalf of the Grand Purveyor.”

“Will that get me a discount?”

“It will ensure you receive complimentary docking facilities and that I receive a two percent commission on your purchases.”

Two percent? I guess even the Grand Purveyor’s flunky had to make a living. “Of course. I wouldn’t want you to miss out on your cut.”

“You should also be aware that your access will be restricted to those areas permitted a member of a civilization of your standing.”

“We have a standing?”

“The Galactic Civilization Classification system is common to all races in this galaxy. It provides the basis upon which Forum Transfer Protocols are based.”

“So who determines this classification. You?”

“In this part of the galaxy, the Tau Cetins are responsible for species assessments.”

It was another little detail our nearest neighbor had neglected to mention. “What’s our rating?”

“Six point one.”

That’s it? After millions of years of evolution, having clawed our way out of the mud of Earth and spread to the stars, the achievements of the human race had been reduced to a simple one decimal place number. It was something of a letdown.

“What does it mean?”

“Your civilization is Emergent.”

“That’s the lowest category?”

“Stone Age, GCC zero, is the lowest. Emergent, is the sixth, the third interstellar classification.”

“The third? I thought we were at the bottom?”

“Yours is currently the youngest interstellar civilization in the galaxy, there being no Inceptive or Incipient civilizations active at this time. It will be many thousands of years before the next Inceptive civilization appears.”

Meaning we were consigned to the bottom rung for a long time to come. “How do you distinguish one civilization from another?”

“Reach.”

“As in reach for the stars?”

“Superluminal velocity is an effective measure of technological achievement.”

It kind of made sense. We were stuck in our little corner of Orion while the Irzaens travelled the galaxy like interstellar door to door salesmen.

“So what are the Irzaens?”

“Nine point eight.”

“Less than four points difference? So we’re close?”

“The GCC scale is logarithmic.”

“Oh,” I said deflated, realizing each level was an order of magnitude greater than the one below. “So that makes you – what? – a thousand times more advanced than us?”

“Over five thousand times greater in overall technological achievement.”

Five thousand times! I could barely imagine what that actually meant. “So how’d we skip the first two interstellar levels?”

“You have already passed through them. Inceptive is the dawn of interstellar travel, where nearby stars are explored and outposts established. Incipient is the beginning of large scale colonization made possible by an order of magnitude increase in superluminal drives.”

“And Emergent?”

“That requires another great increase in superluminal technology, allowing early civilizations to grow to prominence.”

“Prominence? That’s good.”

“You have only just reached the beginning of the Emergent stage. You will not leave it for a very long time.”

“Then what? We become a great power like you.”

“The Irzae are a major galactic civilization, but we are far from being a great power. If you do not destroy yourselves, you may become a minor Orion civilization thousands of years from now.”

“Suppose we don’t want to wait that long?”

“It is not your choice to make. The GCC system does not consider species traits such as ambition, adaptability or endurance.” His eyes narrowed again. “Or persistence.”

“Is there a scale for that too?”

“No, but if there were, I am sure your rating would be high. Very high.”

“Thank you,” I said, glad I rated well on at least one cosmic scale. “I look forward to discovering what six point one can buy at the Irzaen Commercial Sovereignty,” I said and stepped aside.

“Very little,” Ara-Sinu-Di replied, then added with more formality, “Profitable exchanges Customer.”

He ambled past me onto the elephant transport, then it lifted off and flew slowly away from the tower, taking care not to unbalance its massive passenger. It was a strangely incongruous spectacle, the sight of a enormous quadrupoid riding a horizontal platform between crystalline towers.

When I rejoined Jase at the edge of the landing pad, he nodded to two exoshell aliens identical to Nydis standing outside the Xil ship’s arm-point hatch. They wore slender, cylindrical weapons strapped to the outside of their left forearms and dark metallic eye patches over their upper left eyes for surveillance and targeting.

“They came out while you were talking to the Irzaen,” he said.

The two Xil security officers watched Ara-Sinu-Di’s departing transport, then when it was out of sight, they hurried across the landing pad into the tower.

“Here they come,” I said, glancing at my guider, suspecting the Xil didn’t fear the Regoran surveillance system, because they controlled it. “They’re using the guiders.” They knew I’d discovered Nydis was rendezvousing with humans under the noses of the Irzaens and that I intended to crash the party. That was something they couldn’t allow.

“We should tell the Regorans,” Jase said.

“They know, but they’re not complaining.” Our pacifist hosts were as defenseless as we were against the vastly more advanced Xil and were prepared to ignore almost any offense to get what the Xil were offering. I looked at my guider, at the Regorans who were watching. “I want transport to the Earth Embassy, now,” I said, wondering if they’d comply or leave us to the Xil.

The guider didn’t acknowledge my request, but an aircar appeared from below and landed in front of us. Jase and I climbed aboard as the Xil rode the agonizingly slow, safety conscious transit shaft up to our level, then our guiders drifted back to their ready positions at the edge of the lily pad. The aircar’s gull wing side doors swung down and sealed, then we lifted off as the two armed Xil ran out onto the landing pad.

“Oh-ho,” Jase said as one of them aimed the cylindrical forearm weapon at us.

With no idea how to fly the aircar, I swiped my hand across the manual control plate, causing the vehicle to lurch sideways as the Xil fired. We were thrown to the floor as a white bolt flashed past and struck the edge of the tower ahead. The autopilot took over and leveled us off as another aircar descended toward the Xil shooters on the lily pad.

“They’re coming after us,” I said, turning to Jase. “Think you can fly this thing?”

He glanced at the silver control plate and shrugged. “How hard can it be?”

Hoping he was a fast learner, I drew my P-50 and moved to the rear of the aircar while he slid into the pilot’s seat. Jase dragged his forefinger experimentally back and forth across the control plate, sending the aircar into a series of sharp turns.

“You’re a natural,” I said. “Try diving for speed.”

Jase swiped his finger down, nosing the aircar toward the ground four thousand meters below. We plunged past the star shaped ship as the two Xil shooters boarded their aircar and lifted off. One sat at the controls and from the smoothness of their aircar’s movements, he knew what he was doing.

“They’re flying manually,” I warned, watching their aircar accelerate toward us. “They’ve got throttle control.”

Jase touched his free hand to the control plate looking for a way to accelerate, but the aircar lurched clumsily left and right as it dove between the crystalline towers. A building loomed ahead of us, then Jase threw us sideways just before we hit, drawing surprised looks from the Regorans inside.

A gull wing door on the aircar behind us lifted up and the second Xil clamped his hand on the door frame and leaned out. His hard shell face seemed oblivious to the wind as he raised his arm, lining up a shot.

“Incoming!” I yelled, then Jase rolled our aircar like a suborbital fighter.

An energy blast streaked beneath our hull, down into the canyon between the towers. It struck the ground far below with a flash as Jase banked sharply around a tower, using it to shield us from the Xil shooter. Through the tower’s transparent walls, we saw the blurred image of their aircar make a high speed turn, then it appeared behind us, closing fast.

I couldn’t figure out how to open our side door while we were flying, so I fired an armor piercing hardtip through the rear window. It ricocheted off their hull, narrowly missing the Xil shooter in the doorway.

“You want steady or evasive?” Jase asked, realizing I couldn’t get a clean shot while he was bouncing us all over the sky.

“If they hit us with that energy weapon, we’re dead.”

“Evasive,” Jase said, adding with a grin. “Be careful what you ask for.” He swept his finger in erratic circles, sending the aircar pitching wildly between the towers and swept over and under sky bridges as Xil blasts flashed around us.

While the Xil shooter fired again and again, the distance between us rapidly shrank. Suddenly, our luck ran out and a blast tore through our right side windows, opening the passenger compartment to a screaming wind. The turbulence dragged us into the glassy corner of a tower, shattering it and showering crystalline shards into the air. Jase banked hard away from the transparent structure, narrowly missing the next tower in line while the Xil circled around the other side. For a moment, we flew either side of the tower, watching each other’s distorted images through its windowed walls, then we shot out into clear air again, flying parallel with each other.

Jase banked sharply at the Xil aircar as they turned toward us, then we hurtled past each other at high speed in a flat scissors maneuver, almost colliding. I fired a burst as we crossed, raking their windows, then we swept to the right of the next tower as they went left, and again, we skirted a Regoran spire on opposite sides.

“Hold on,” Jase yelled and rolled us fully over and dived away into a split-S that sent us speeding back the way we’d come. The Xil lost sight of us briefly, then banked hard around the tower and came racing after us.

“We need more speed,” I yelled over the roar of the wind as the faster Xil aircar rapidly chased us down.

“It’s like flying with the brakes on,” Jase growled in frustration.

I switched back to single shot, watching the Xil move in for the kill. “Give me three seconds of steady flight … now!” I yelled, grabbing the ceiling mounted safety rail beside the shattered right side.

Jase stopped weaving, turning our crippled aircar into a steady gun platform as I leaned out through the open side for a clean shot. Bracing against the battering wind, I fired three times at the Xil pilot. The first two shots hit his windscreen and missed, but the third drilled his upper torso, knocking him back into his seat, then the shooter in the doorway fired as their aircar slowed, blasting a hole through the rear and floor of our aircar.

“I’m losing power,” Jase called anxiously as we began to fall.

Our aircar started to spin and roll out of control as we plummeted toward the ground, while above us, the Xil shooter pulled himself inside and wrestled his dead companion out of the pilot’s seat. No longer under manual control, the Xil aircar slowed to a hover.

“I’ve got nothing left side,” Jase said desperately, clawing the featureless panel as we dropped like a stone toward the greenery below. “I can’t level off.”

I watched the Xil aircar floating above us, guessing the autopilot had gone into safe mode, waiting for instructions, then turned to Jase. He was sweeping his hands across the panel, frantically searching for a way to regain control while through the front windshield, the ground raced to meet us.

“Jase!” I yelled, “Hands off the controls.”

He looked back at me confused as the greenery became a sculpted Filara garden. “Are you crazy?”

“Autopilot!”

Understanding flashed across his face, then he lifted his hands off the control plate. Rather than level off, the aircar bucked crazily left and right as the aircar’s AI tested what it had left to work with, fighting to regain control.

“It’s not working,” Jase declared, itching to put his hands back onto the controls.

“Wait,” I ordered, then the aircar somersaulted over its nose, throwing us onto the ceiling. Fully inverted, the spin slowed to a controlled, vertical descent.

“What the hell?” Jase said, sitting up as we dropped into the trees.

“Seven levels of redundancy,” I said with a grin as the aircar landed gently on its roof.

The gull wing doors were jammed shut, so we crawled out through the damaged rear. As we got to our feet, a shadow passed over us and landed. It was larger than a Metroplex aircar and painted bright red. A Regoran in a white shirt and shorts with a small gold insignia on his chest climbed out. He held a small weapon in one hand and was followed by three guiders, two of which flew to Jase and I.

“You’re under arrest,” my new guider translated. “Surrender your weapons.”

Jase gave me a questioning look, ready to make a fight of it, but I shook my head. Shooting Xil trying to kill us was one thing. Shooting a Regoran police officer on his own planet doing his duty was out of the question. I raised one hand in surrender and put my gun on the ground with the other. Jase did the same, then we backed away. The Regoran officer cautiously retrieved our weapons, giving them a curious look.

“Wait there,” he said, and returned to his patrol vehicle to lock them away as another aircar appeared above us. I thought it was a second police vehicle, then realized it was a civilian craft.

“We have an audience,” I said to Jase, “Antonia is going to be–”

There was a flash from above that knocked me out, then my threading gave me an adrenal jolt to bring me back. When I came to, I found myself lying face down on the tiled path, unable to move, with Jase unconscious beside me. A short distance away, a blurred yellowish form came into focus. It was the surviving Xil shooter standing over the unconscious Regoran police officer, while parked beyond the officer’s vehicle was the Xil’s aircar, laced with holes from my P-50. Above us, the sky was strangely dark while the blurring lines of traffic moving between the towers confirmed it wasn’t night. We were inside a distortion field, hidden from prying Regoran eyes.

The Xil picked up my P-50 and shot the Regoran officer with it, then placed the gun in my paralyzed hand. He then fired Jase’s fragger at the patrol vehicle, leaving a ragged hole in its hull, and dropped the weapon beside Jase, completing the illusion that we’d ambushed the officer. Floating above us were the three guiders, watching and recording everything, yet the shooter paid them no attention, proof the Xil controlled the Regoran surveillance system.

The shooter retrieved the police officer’s weapon and shot Jase, who convulsed, but continued breathing. I realized in keeping with the pacifist nature of the Regorans, it was a non-lethal stunner. The shooter then moved to a point between me and the officer, calculated the angles, aimed the stunner at my helpless body and fired.

 

* * * *

 

The drumming in my head slowly dissolved into the rustle of leaves and the calls of distant tropical birds. When I opened my eyes, I found myself surrounded by impossibly tall trees shrouded in mist and shadow.

My eyes told me I was lying on a carpet of brown leaves covering damp, muddy ground, but I felt a cold metallic floor beneath me. I climbed unsteadily to my feet and stepped cautiously toward the forest, reaching out with one hand, knowing it was an illusion. After a few paces, I encountered an invisible wall which I followed by touch, finding the flawless hologram hid a small square cell with a ceiling too high to reach.

A door slid open and Antonia stepped into the holocell. Her guider stopped at the doorway, letting her enter alone, then the door slid shut behind her, restoring the forest illusion.

“They can hear every word we say,” she warned icily. Anger radiated from her eyes, although she kept her tone even. “Do you have any idea how much damage you’ve done to our relationship with the Regorans?”

“I didn’t kill that officer,” I said, pressing my palms to my eyes, massaging away the aftereffects of the Regoran stunner.

“Three Metroplex guiders prove you did,” she said. “There’s no point lying, Sirius, the Regorans know everything.”

“They sure do,” I said, lowering my hands.

“I told you not to take weapons in there. What were you thinking? And how the hell did you crash one of their aircars!”

“We didn’t crash. We were shot down.”

Antonia scowled in disgust. “No you weren’t. There are thousands of optical sensors showing you fleeing Regoran security, crashing your aircar and killing that officer.”

“Thousands?” I whistled slowly, impressed. “All fake, planted by the Xil.” Or the Regorans themselves?

She gave me an incredulous look. “That’s your excuse? The Xil made you do it?”

“The Xil control Regoran security,” I said wearily. “Don’t believe anything you see, Antonia. None of it’s real.”

She hesitated. “You can prove that?”

“There must be hundreds of witnesses who saw the Xil shooting at us.”

“None have come forward.”

“Not one?” I said slowly, considering the implications. “On a world where they live in glass towers, where everyone knows what everyone else is doing, nobody saw anything? You don’t think that’s strange?”

Antonia baulked. “I saw the sensor feeds, Sirius. I was at your trial.”

“I had a trial?”

She nodded. “All the evidence was presented. Sensor feeds, crash and ballistics analyses, the police officer’s autopsy. It was all there.”

“How long was I out for?”

“Twenty hours.”

“So I don’t get a chance to defend myself?”

“You were defended,” she said, “by the best, but the verdict was unanimous.”

“What happens now?”

“The police officer’s family invoked Alom Rhiix, the Law of Vengeance.”

“Rix?” I said softly, pronouncing it the way I’d heard my brother say it.

“It allows them to determine your penalty.”

“What are they going to do, turn me into fertilizer?”

“You’ve both been sentenced to life expulsion.”

“They’re kicking us off the planet?” I asked hopefully.

“No, you’re being expelled from society. For a species like the Regorans, isolation is worse than death.” She glanced at the perfect hologram surrounding us, depicting a forest in a remote corner of Lanit Nor. “When they’re alone, they suffer an extreme form of separation anxiety. That kind of solitude drives a Regoran insane.” It was the same psychological flaw that handicapped their ability to colonize other worlds.

“So … I’m stuck in this hologram forever?”

“This is just a holding cell.” She touched the wall curiously. “You’ll both be stripped naked and left in a forest like this on the southern continent. You’ll be far apart and won’t know which direction the other is in, so you’ll never meet again. You won’t starve, there’s plenty of fruit and the winters are mild, but you’ll be completely alone for the rest of your life.

I stared into the primeval forest, realizing it was a good place to have me marooned. “That’s why the Xil let me live.”

“What?” she said, confused.

“I’m out of the way now and the Xil can’t be blamed. Nice and clean.”

“The Xil couldn’t know the outcome of a Regoran trial.”

“Are you sure about that? This is a hierarchical society. They respect their elders and … they do as they’re told.”

She fell silent as she realized I was accusing the Regorans of silencing their own people to protect a Xil murderer. It meant whatever the Regorans were being offered was worth more to them than the life of one of their police officers and the freedom of two humans.

“Do you know what you’re saying, how many Regorans would have to be involved?” she demanded.

“What clanurbation did we go down in?”

“Yira, but most of the damage was in Giledi.”

“So Kamet and your friend Menax have authority?”

“Yes, but they wouldn’t subvert their own legal system.”

“Depends how scared they were, how desperate. You said Kamet would do whatever was required to protect his people, not to believe what he said.” I gave her a sour look. “You were right.”

Antonia’s anger wavered. She opened her mouth to protest, then the enormity of it hit her. Her eyes widened in shock as a new anger stirred, this time directed at Kamet as she realized it was all true. “We’ll appeal.”

“To who, the people who put me here?” I grunted in disgust.

She realized there was no appeal. “You can survive a long time down there, Sirius, much longer than a Regoran,” she said. “Long enough for Earth to protest, direct to the Firstborn on Regor II if necessary.”

An Earth diplomatic complaint would take years with no guarantee of a reprieve. “It might be simpler to just jump out of a tree,” I said, thinking if the solitude didn’t drive me nuts, eating the bitter tasting Filara fruit for the rest of my life surely would.

“If you injure yourself,” Antonia said, “no one will come to help you. Suicide is unknown among Regorans.”

“Figures,” I said, suspecting the pacifist frugivores didn’t have the stomach for taking their own lives, no matter how hopeless the situation. “What about the Silver Lining?”

“Your tamph engineer has been ordered to leave the planet and never return. He’s refusing to budge without you. I’m afraid if he doesn’t go soon, they’ll remove him by force.”

“Good luck with that.” Izin wouldn’t hesitant blasting any Regoran who set foot on the Silver Lining without permission, but it would be a futile gesture. Not even he could hold off an entire planet single-handedly. “Tell him to leave and … don’t come back.” I knew he’d try to rescue Jase and I, but he’d never be able to sneak past Regoran sensors undetected. Izin would just get himself killed for no reason.

“I will,” she said solemnly,

“When’s the sentence to be carried out?”

“Later today. They’re waiting for a sub orbital transport to pick you up.”

“Should I strip now or later?” I asked. “It’s kind of chilly in here.”

Antonia studied the Filara forest illusion, imagining what was to come. “Don’t give up hope, Sirius. Stay alive down there. Maybe in a few years, we can get you out.”

The cell door slid open, then she left me inside the holographic representation of a vast, uninhabited Filara forest that would soon be my prison while high above, I watched a winged bird of prey circle, imagining it was waiting to pick my bones.

 

* * * *

 

Many hours after Antonia’s visit, a cone shaped device floated into my holocell, followed by two Regoran guards. It moved above my head, then the air around me blurred and I floated off the floor. I had restricted movement inside an egg shaped field, but couldn’t push my hands or feet through its outer edge.

The guards made no attempt to communicate with me, they simply stepped aside and let the prisoner restraint carry me into the corridor, following a few paces behind. Jase was already there, floating in his own restraint field. We exchanged aggrieved looks, then were moved to a transit shaft that carried us from our subterranean prison up to a landing platform amid the clouds on the tower’s summit.

A suborbital shuttle with small windows along its fuselage and horizontal propulsion rings amidships landed on the pad as we arrived. High altitude winds howled around us as we floated across to it and entered through an open hatch forward of the starboard side propulsion ring, then the guards retreated into the tower and the craft’s hatch sealed.

Through the fuselage windows, we saw the landing platform fall away as the shuttle took off. Once above the Metroplex, the glowing propulsion rings vectored in flight from the horizontal to the vertical and accelerated the shuttle at hypersonic velocity through the clouds into the upper atmosphere.

When the curvature of the planet was visible through the hull ports, a forward hatch slid open and an old Regoran followed by three guiders entered. He carried a capsule shaped container and looked vaguely familiar, even though I found it difficult to tell one Regoran from another. Jase and I were lowered to the deck, then when our feet touched down, the prisoner restraint fields deactivated and the cone shaped devices glided to the rear of the compartment.

I glanced at Jase and said, “I guess this is where they take our clothes.”

“If this furball wants my pants,” Jase said, fists clenched, “he can damn well come and get them.”

Two of the guiders moved to shadowing positions behind us as the transport leveled off in Lanit Nor’s upper atmosphere. Below us, a dark blue ocean stretched away to the night side terminator, warning it would be dark soon after we were abandoned in the southern forest.

The old Regoran looked me up and down, then barked something in his native tongue the guider translated as, “Here are your weapons.” He opened the container, revealing my P-50 and Jase’s twin fraggers.

I glanced at our guns in surprise. “You’re letting us go?”

“You are escaping.”

I studied his face, saw the Giledi crest engraved on his necklet and realized who he was. “Kamet?”

“Yes,” the Giledi overclan senior replied.

“I don’t understand. You hate us.”

“That is what I want the Xil to believe. I have no dislike of humans, but the Xil distrust your closeness with the Tau Cetins and my duty is to my people.”

I tossed Jase’s fraggers to him and pocketed my P-50. “But your courts found us guilty, sentenced us to life in the jungle.”

“Giledi judges,” he said simply, confirming the trial had been rigged. “The Xil expected it. Not to have condemned you would have revealed we had seen through their deceptions. We know they interfered with our sensors, penetrated our security, murdered our officer. We may be a junior member of the Forum, we may be pacifists, but we are not stupid. Our people are cautious and curious of their surroundings. Nothing can be hidden from them.”

“So it was a show trial to deceive the Xil,” I said, seeing old Kamet was as cunning as Antonia had predicted.

“They were watching.”

“They could be watching now,” I said, glancing at Jase who gave me a puzzled look.

“The Xil left our system before we brought you up from the holocells.”

That’s why the trial had been so fast and our ride into the jungle delayed. “You must really want whatever they’re selling.”

“We do.”

“What could be so valuable that you let them get away with murder?”

“Protection from the One Spawn.”

“How can they offer you that?” I asked suspiciously.

“They are forming a Neutral Faction within the Forum, one that will not be attacked by the One Spawn if they come again.”

So that was it. Whether the Xil were genuine neutrals or shell wearing Intruder stooges, they were preparing the way for their amphibian masters by dividing the galaxy.

“Are they coming?” I asked.

“The blockade is broken,” Kamet said simply. “We cannot defend against them if they attack, so we must do what we can to save ourselves.”

“What makes you think the Intruders will honor any deal you make with the Xil?”

“What choice do we have? The One Spawn have been contained by a united galaxy for two and a half millennia, but the membership is weary. They are no longer united and those who were once strong are now weak while the One Spawn have grown in power.”

“The Tau Cetins are still strong.”

“Perhaps, but they did not defeat the One Spawn in the First War. We were saved by a much greater power from outside this galaxy, a power we have had no contact with in over a thousand years. There will be no intervention this time. The Xil are our only hope.”

“You could fight.”

The old Regoran made a contemptuous grunting sound. “Humans have never seen a galactic war. We have. Your species has always existed, cocooned by the protection provided to you by the Forum.”

“Maybe so, but we’d rather fight than surrender.”

“You say that now, but you do not yet understand the horror of an enemy you are powerless to resist. Do not judge us by your limited Earth history, by your miniscule planetary conflicts. World wars are fought between equals. Interstellar wars never are. When presented with such a prospect, peace under any circumstance is preferable to extinction.”

“So why are you letting us go?”

“The Xil made a great effort to keep you here in a way that did not involve them. They could easily have destroyed you, yet chose not to.” Kamet studied me closely. “What are they afraid of?”

The Tau Cetins maybe, but the Xil couldn’t possibly know I was working for them. If they did, I’d already be dead. It had to be something else, something I wasn’t seeing.

“I don’t know.”

Kamet stared at me, wondering if it was the truth. “I suggest you find out, for all our sakes.”

It was more than friendly advice. Anything that worried the Xil, interested Kamet. The wily old Regoran senior was playing a deadly game, maneuvering to stay out of a fight between galactic superpowers, but he was no defeatist. He was a calculating strategist intent on keeping his people alive.

“You rammed the guider into the Xil probe at my ship, didn’t you?”

“Yes, and I asked Menax to invite your ambassador to the Xil banquet.”

So much for Antonia’s ‘friendship’ with Menax. “Why?”

“When Nydis first landed, I gave him a list of all ambassadors present on Lanit Nor and asked him to nominate who should attend the banquet in his honor. He selected every ambassador but one.”

“Antonia Milani.”

“I wondered why the great and powerful Xil would want to exclude the representative of the least influential civilization in the galaxy? You have no allies. Your military power is non-existent in galactic terms. You’re not even a full member of the Forum. Yet, the Xil wanted to avoid all contact with humans. I could not go against his request, so I asked Menax to invite your ambassador as part of his familial entourage. I was able to say your invitation was out of my control while gauging Nydis’ response to your ambassador’s presence. What I wasn’t expecting was you. You unsettled him. You knew his customary greeting: palms out, spines in. None of us did. How do you, a human, know such a thing, when your kind has never travelled to the Cygnus Rim?”

“Lucky guess,” I said evasively.

Kamet studied me intently, certain I was hiding something. “When the Xil scanned your ship, it was helpful to us because it revealed how they penetrated your systems. Their technology is far beyond our capabilities, but when they did the same to us, we were ready. We were careful not to show any sign of being aware of their intrusions.”

“Does Ambassador Milani know?”

“No and you must not tell her. She will report to Earth that you are banished in our southern forest. Your government will protest. They will seek your release and we will report your inexplicable escape.”

“Why not take her into your confidence?”

“Because the Matarons are monitoring Earth’s most secret communications … Yes, we know about them too. None of them can know we released you, because that would undermine the Neutrality Pact we have signed with the Xil – and the One Spawn – and put our safety at risk.”

“But you’re telling me, even though I’m just a diplomatic courier?”

“Do not take me for a fool, Kade of Alexander and Eileen clept Sirius. You are no more a courier than I am a weak and feeble old gatherer. That is why I let you go.”

I studied Kamet with renewed respect, realizing the Regorans were far more insightful than they let on. And he was right about everything. The Earth Intelligence Service assumed there were no secrets we could keep against vastly superior technology, except what was hidden in our threaded bodies, protected by terminal safeguards. Clearly, the Regorans had come to the same conclusions about their own security.

“We have much in common,” I said, confirming his suspicions, “more than I’d realized.”

Beside me, Jase raised his hands in confusion. “What’s he saying?”

Before I could reply, Kamet added, “Your freedom now clears the debt between overclan Giledi and clan Kade.”

“What debt?”

“Your DNA indicates your lineage. You are brother to Kade of Alexander and Eileen clept Alexander, a human I met many years ago. He did Giledi a great service, creating an obligation now repaid in full, clan to clan.”

That’s how they’d gotten the names of my parents – Alexander and Eileen. My brother had told them. He’d used his given name, Alexander, not Canopus, the nickname our father had given him. And he’d taken the Regoran word for vengeance – Rix – as his new name, because he was planning revenge and wanted no ties with the past. And so Canopus Rix had been born. I’d thought only Jase and Izin knew the infamous leader of the Pirate Brotherhood was my brother, but I was wrong. Thanks to the Regoran obsession with DNA and genealogy, their entire civilization knew.

“What service?” I asked as the shuttle reached the shores of the southern continent and nosed down toward an endless expanse of steaming green jungle.

Kamet hesitated, but familial custom drove him to answer. “He killed my cousin, the previous overclan senior of Giledi.”

The answer stunned me as I saw the pacifist Regorans in an entirely new light. “To make way for you?”

“My cousin was weak and the Intruder menace was stirring, even then. He had to be replaced by one better able to serve the needs of the family. When I found your brother, he was adrift in space, blind and near death. I restored his health and he repaid that small service many times over by clearing the way for me. Freeing you from expulsion and solitude restores the balance between our bloodlines.”

“I’ll tell him, next time I see him,” I said slowly, convinced the cunning Kamet might one day make a formidable ally. “Is this an ending between us … or a beginning?”

He was slow to respond, his sharp, calculating mind knowing exactly what I was asking. “Trust has been established between our bloodlines. Only betrayal can break that bond.”

It wasn’t an alliance between humans and Regorans, but between Kade and Giledi, not exactly what I was hoping for, but a good start. “I understand,” I said as the shuttle landed in a circular clearing in a continent wide forest. The hatch slid open, revealing the Silver Lining standing a short distance away. “What does Izin know?”

“Only where to land. Nothing else. Your ambassador believes he left the planet, as she ordered.”

“How will you explain how my ship got past your planetary sensors?”

“There is nothing to explain. We are a simple, peace loving people, easily deceived. The Xil can testify to that.”

I smiled, increasingly impressed with Kamet’s cunning. “I don’t ever want to play poker with you.”

“Why would you wish to poke me?” he asked, proving the guider’s knowledge of Unionspeak wasn’t perfect after all. “Bad translation,” I said, stepping toward the hatch, “and thanks.”

“Do not thank me for your freedom. On Lanit Nor, you’d have been protected by the Neutrality Pact. Out there, nothing can save you.”

His words had a prophetic ring to them. For whatever reason, Human Civilization had been excluded from the Neutrality Pact, although I wondered if given the chance whether Earth Council would have signed. It would mean abandoning the Tau Cetins, hiding in our little corner of the galaxy and hoping the Intruders and the Xil could be trusted. The more I thought about it, the less I liked that alternative.

“We’ll take our chances,” I said, then Jase and I jumped down and started across the clearing toward the Silver Lining.

“What did that furball say? My floater didn’t translate any of it.”

“Nothing?”

“Not a word.”

I realized Kamet had deactivated Jase’s guider, ensuring we had a private conversation.

“So who was he?” Jase asked.

“Never saw him before in my life,” I said.

“What did he say?”

“He told me to get out of here and never come back.”

“Amen to that,” Jase said. “Anywhere’s better than here.”

“How about Ursulus Minor?” I asked as we stared up the ramp into the Silver Lining’s cargo hold.

“Haven’t heard of it. What’s there?”

“The Grand Purveyor of Orion,” I replied, sealing the belly door behind us.
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The Silver Lining’s bubble dropped automatically at Ursulus Minor’s heliopause. According to the Access Treaty it was a restricted system, which made it off limits to mankind. It was inhabited by the Erlat, an extremely advanced, non-communicating civilization mankind had never been permitted to contact. Ursulus Minor was their only presence in Mapped Space, with their homeworld rumored to be more than eight thousand light years beyond the most distant human colony.

There were two small terrestrial worlds near the star, another further out, and several gas giants closer to the heliopause than to Ursulus Minor. It was a desolate system, seemingly devoid of life and, considering the unwelcoming demeanor of the Erlat, a strange place for the Irzaens to set up shop.

Jase studied the astrographic scans, furrowing his brow in confusion. “There are no planets in the habitable zone.”

“Not in our habitable zone,” I said, pointing out his mistake. He was looking at the orbital region around the star where liquid water could exist, only the Erlat weren’t a liquid water based species. “They like it hot. They extract moisture direct from steam, not liquids.”

Jase switched his attention to the two inner worlds, puzzled by the rivers of lava and chains of volcanoes dominating both. “I’m reading super dense atmospheres twenty times Earth’s surface pressure. Nothing could live down there.”

“Nothing except carbon-silicon-hybrid thermophiles,” I said, waiting for him to see the biggest clue he’d missed.

“Hmm … both planets are tidally locked,” he said perplexed, seeing the northern poles of the twin lavatic worlds each pointed directly at the star. “They moved the planets and toppled their axes?”

“Had to.”

“Damn,” he said impressed. “How do you move two entire planets?”

“With great difficulty.”

“That’s some crazy-ass terraforming.”

We thought we had it tough finding unoccupied Earth-like planets, but blue-green worlds were far more common than tidally locked, high mass lava worlds. In the Erlat’s favor was the lack of competition for such planets from other species – none as far as I knew. The dearth of such worlds had forced the reclusive thermophiles to become experts in celestial mechanics reengineering, toppling worlds and changing their orbits, rather than simply modifying biospheres.

The tidal locking had created lava oceans on the sun facing sides of both planets while the night hemispheres – where the Erlat lived – were seared by superhot mega-cyclonic winds powered by the immense temperature differences between the light and dark sides. The inner world was five times Earth’s mass, the outer only slightly smaller. Their rapidly spinning, molten metal cores produced intense magnetic fields strong enough to prevent Ursulus Minor’s stellar wind from stripping away both planet’s atmospheres and irradiating their inhabitants.

“I see them,” Jase said at last. “There are satellites over the night sides and spaceports at the south poles.”

“Only half of each planet is habitable,” I said, although the large surface area of the deep crusts more than compensated for the reduced living space. “The sun sides are too hot, even for the Erlat.”

“I don’t see any cities or agriculture.”

“They live underground and they don’t farm,” I said. “They’re lithotrophs. They oxidize sulfur into energy.”

“They eat sulfur?” Jase said, making a face.

“So where are the Irzaens?” I asked, peering at the grainy planet scans on my console, finding nothing that looked like one of the galaxy’s greatest nomadic city states. I wondered if Ara-Sinu-Di had been playing with me, then a proximity alert sounded as an object streaked up beside us. An optical sensor threw an image onto the main screen of a dull metallic ring-torus flanked horizontally by a pair of silver umbrella-like field generators.

“Greetings Customer,” sounded from the communicator. “Do you seek fair exchange?”

“We do, but this is a restricted system for us.”

“Access restrictions are waived for Sovereignty customers beyond the orbit of Ursulus Minor IV.”

“We were invited by Ara-Sinu-Di,” I said, glancing at the system chart. UM IV was the inner most gas giant, a long way from the Erlat colony worlds, but that didn’t tell us where the Irzaens were hiding.

“Thank you, Customer, I will activate your service contract,” the Irzaen greeter craft announced, then vanished.

“It went to the gas super giant on the far side of the system,” Jase said, orienting our sensors toward the distant world, then the greeter reappeared almost immediately. 

“A service agreement has been issued to you in accordance with the Irzaen-Erlat Lease-Treaty. Proceed to Ursulus Minor V. Do not enter the exclusion zone inside the orbit of Ursulus Minor IV or attempt to communicate with the Erlat in any way. Landing instructions will be supplied to you by customer services upon arrival. Irzaen Commercial Sovereignty 266 wishes you a profitable exchange, Customer.” Its task complete, the automated greeter streaked away without waiting for an acknowledgement.

“Efficient little bot,” Jase muttered.

We performed a two micro bubble hop to the far side of the system, jumping high on the first leg to stay clear of the Erlat’s no-go zone, then down to the edge of the Irzaen leased super gas giant’s gravity well.

“There they are,” Jase said, studying the massive yellow-orange world on his console. “Northern hemisphere, upper atmosphere.” He whistled, impressed. “It’s big,” then he corrected himself. “They’re big.”

Jase focused an optical on the northern hemisphere and zoomed toward a dark line stretching across the hydrogen rich sky. As the image grew, the line broke into rectangular segments, each as large as a small city. Individually, they weren’t as big as a Nisk nest-ship, but there were hundreds of them arranged in a perfect line, so close they almost touched.

A polite, emotionless voice hailed us from the planet. “The Irzaen Transient Commercial Sovereignty 266 welcomes you, Customer. Please proceed to the docking coordinates now resident in your navigation system.”

Izin’s voice immediately sounded from the intercom. “Captain, there’s been an unauthorized upload into our data core.”

“It’s OK, Izin, it’s just the Irzaens being overly helpful. Nothing to worry about.”

A three dimensional approach path appeared on the main screen, showing that whatever they’d force fed into our data core had been tailored to suit our autonav’s requirements.

“Let’s see what they’re selling,” I said, boosting the Lining into the approach path.

When we reached the atmosphere, we banked through vast hydrogen clouds toward a long line of floating, rectangular structures. They were six levels high, with large windows encircling the lower five levels and entry ports of various sizes surrounding the top level. Distorting blurs masked the ports where pressure fields held back the gas giant’s atmosphere, negating the need for space doors. Inside, hazy silhouettes of docked ships were visible through the pressure fields, although some fields were deliberately opaque to conceal the more secretive visitors.

We followed our approach vector to a port large enough to give the Silver Lining ample clearance on all sides, then nosed through the pressure field into the docking bay. Once inside, I rotated the Silver Lining one hundred and eighty degrees to face the entry port in case we needed to get out of there fast, then set her down.

The communicator sounded again without us opening a channel. “Welcome to Irzaen Commercial Sovereignty 266. You have been granted free docking and use of all Sovereignty recreational facilities within your GCC rated accessible zones. Any consumables will be charged to your account at market prices. All payments are required in full upon transfer of ownership and are guaranteed by all Irzaen Promissories. How do you wish to establish your account, Customer?”

“We have Carolian, Meropan and Ascellan credits.”

Like most Society registered traders, I’d amassed small quantities of Forum trade credits from some of the local Orion powers – not enough to retire on, but enough to keep the Irzaens happy. Once mankind got full Forum membership, Earth Bank credits would get official recognition, freeing up trade with non-human worlds. Until then, we had to use other people’s money. Fortunately, most of the local powers had credit sharing deals with Earth that let us in the back door while a few big players, like the Nisk, accepted barter deals when we had something they’d swap for.

“Facilities enabled,” the customer service voice announced. “In accordance with the Irzaen Promise of Privacy, all sensor technologies to GCC nine point eight are suppressed. No guarantee can be given against data collection methods beyond our technology level.”

Jase checked his sensor display and nodded. “We’re blind. I can’t see a thing beyond the docking bay walls.”

“For your convenience,” the helpful voice continued, “variable adaptive gravity is in effect in all drifters. Oxygen levels are set at eighteen percent throughout the sovereignty, except for drifter eighty five, which is set to twenty four percent. Supplementary air supplies are available on request at no charge. All service nodes have full language translation capabilities and are authorized to confirm legal contracts by verbal assent. Do you have any questions Customer?”

“What’s variable adaptive gravity?” Jase asked. 

“Gravity personalized to your specific requirements to a radius of zero point five meters.”

I hadn’t noticed our artificial gravity had switched off after engine shutdown because we were still in Earth Normal.

“A personal gravity field with no portable field generator,” Jase said impressed. “Nice.”

“How many drifters do we have access to?” I asked.

“Drifters one through three are cleared for GCC six point one related commerce.”

“Is that all? Out of how many?”

“The Irzaen Commercial Sovereignty 266 comprises two hundred and eighty customer service units. Seven more are currently under construction.”

“Do you have bars, nightclubs, girls?” Jase asked, always interested in portside diversions.

“We offer a full range of recreational facilities including physiological, psychological, neurological and biochemical. We do not provide species matching services although interactive simulacrums may be hired from physical pleasure facilities.”

Jase brightened. “All right.”

“Do you require any other assistance, Customer?”

“Not at this time,” I said.

“Have a profitable stay.”

Jase climbed out of his acceleration couch with an enthusiastic look. “How many of those alien trade credits we got?”

“Enough for you to get into trouble,” I replied. “Izin, are you listening?”

“Yes, Captain,” the tamph’s voice sounded from the intercom.

“I’m going to see what cargo I can pick up here.” It was the reason I’d given them for our detour. “You go with Jase. Make sure he doesn’t upset the Irzaens.”

“Skipper!” Jase said indignantly. “Don’t you trust me?”

“Sure I do, I just trust Izin more. And take a communicator in case we have to leave in a hurry.”

“So Izin,” Jase said, rubbing his hands together, “what do you say to a little drinking competition?”

 

* * * *

 

The docking bay was half again as wide as the Silver Lining and eight times as deep. The entry port’s pressure field blurred the gas giant’s upper atmosphere into an orange-brown haze while large cargo doors dominated the other three walls, all of which were locked. A row of robotic cranes on hover platforms stood along the rear wall between the cargo doors while an open deck freight elevator occupied one corner of the hangar.

I took the cargo lift down one level to a broad concourse lined with wall sized picture windows looking out into the gas giant’s freezing sky. The gigantic cloud formations surrounding the Irzaen drifters were stratified into vast layers of brown and orange as far as the eye could see, set against a dead flat horizon that showed no hint of planetary curvature. A vast, dark anvil cloud larger than Earth floated in the distance, wracked by lightning and towering high above the chain of Irzaen drift platforms. The immense cloud formations seemed motionless, yet just beyond the window, thin vapors swept past at over five hundred kilometers an hour, although the drifters showed no sign of buffeting.

Satisfied we weren’t about to fall into the liquid hydrogen ocean hidden beneath the clouds, I followed a pair of Veedy demi-humaniods down a corridor to a broad boulevard that vanished into the distance in both directions. It was lined with holographic displays offering a dizzying array of goods from across the galaxy: fabrics, jewelry, artworks, foodstuffs, minerals and many other items I didn’t recognize – none of them technological. Above each display were rows of block-like Irzaen characters that morphed into the language of any customer who showed interest in the display’s wares. Automated vendors from the customer’s own species appeared, speaking fluently in their native tongue, reassuring and persuading them of the opportunity just a few credits away.

The Irzaens must have studied every species in the galaxy, determined what attracted and repulsed each and learned their speech patterns, customs and behaviors. They’d turned that encyclopedic knowledge to their commercial advantage by elevating the design of their rapport-building simulacrums to a high art.

Appreciating Irzaen attention to detail, I slipped into the procession of non-humans, letting myself be carried along in the throng. The air around me filled with the chattering of countless alien languages, although none of the other shoppers showed me the least interest.

Running along the center of the boulevard was an accelerated walkway. A Meropan couple stepped onto it and were carried away in a blur of speed. I followed them on, saw the vendor displays and crowds smear around me, then stepped off into a sprawling market square glowing with light. Myriad fragrances – not all of them good – assaulted my senses while a discordant cacophony of alien music filled the streets, creating a frenetic, vibrant atmosphere that Jase would find irresistible.

I skirted around the entertainment district and continued on to more vendor displays looking for something I could sell at a profit. It didn’t matter what it was, just so long as it was enough for Jase and Izin to believe my cover story for coming here. When the alien music had faded behind me, I came across a vendor displaying brightly colored clothes that changed to match the tastes of each alien passerby. When I approached, the holographic models dissolved into Homo sapiens and the blocky language morphed into Unionscript, revealing the words:

 

LYSRA SILK

Bioengineered for endurance and beauty

 

A human woman appeared and looked straight at me, suggesting she was more than a simple projection. “Greetings Customer,” she said. “Lysra silk is produced using the galaxy’s finest biosynthetic emulator processes. It is guaranteed not to stain, fade or discolor for two hundred years.” The seductive hologram held up a red sheet for me to touch. “Feel the texture.”

What I expected to be no more than a trick of light had a genuine silky feel. I brushed my hand across the lustrous material, then felt her hand curiously, finding her skin as real as any woman’s. Her eyes followed my hand, then she smiled, allowing the touch as if it interested her. Realizing the Irzaens had discovered sex sells, at least to warm blooded mammals, I withdrew my hand, not deceived by the illusion.

“I haven’t heard of Lysra silk,” I said.

“The Federation of Lysra is a major producer of high quality textiles in the seventh interspatial ring of the Carina-Sagittarius Arm. They are renowned as one of the most fashionable societies in the entire galaxy.”

That explained why I’d never heard of the Lysra. They were at least fifty thousand light years away, close to that part of the galaxy obscured from Mapped Space by the galactic core. I studied the material, impressed by its luster.

“Does it require any special technology to cut or sew?”

“Particle slicing and molecule blending is required. Both techniques are known to human tailors.”

“How much?”

“Seventy five omni-units per meter.”

I performed a torturous two step conversion, guessing that was close to four hundred Earth Bank credits and decided the silk was garish enough that Ameen Zadim would take it off my hands. “What colors does it come in?”

“There are twelve million customizable pigmentations. Would you like to see our spectral display? We offer a full range of colors, lengths and blends. ”

“I’ll take a hundred meters of red, blue and green.”

“Polarized or diffuse? For life forms with your optical range, polarization provides more saturated color.”

“Give me polarized,” I said, offering her my Earth Bank vault key storing my alien trade credits. “Can you read this?”

“Of course. Do you wish to transfer ownership now?”

“Yes.”

I expected her to ask for a DNA sample to verify my identity, but she simply smiled and said, “Exchange complete. The merchandise will be delivered direct to your ship’s cargo hold within two hours. Is there anything else I can help you with?” she asked in a more seductive tone, having misinterpreted my touching of her skin. “This simulacrum, modified to your specific requirements, can be provided at any recreation center.”

Replicating her form to my specification was one of the most unappealing propositions I’d ever received and indicated the Irzaens still had work to do on human customs. “No thanks,” I said. “Can you tell me if a Xil associate of mine by the name of Nydis has arrived?”

“The Xil ship Lorak is docked in landing bay Three Dash Eight Nine Seven,” she replied, all trace of simulated allure gone. “The express accelerator at the end of this exhibition hall links to drifter three.”

“Is there a human transshipment zone there?”

“Yes Customer, Depository Three Dash Six Four. The Lorak has connecting access. Do you wish us to collocate your ship to an adjoining docking bay? Sovereignty collocations do not require your presence aboard ship, but do attract a handling fee.”

“Maybe later.” Sensor suppression or not, I didn’t want the Lining too close to the Xil and the humans they were meeting, at least not until I knew what they were up to.

I made three more purchases to round out our cargo: a box of super-carbonized jewelry from the Pra Dhee, a set of replica statues from the Wabiniok’s ancient archeological past and two tons of biotic fertilizer pellets from the Jardu. With a cargo that would satisfy Jase and Izin on its way to the Silver Lining, I caught an accelerator to an entry port linked to drifter three by a glowing, cylindrical light.

Uncomfortably aware that a shaped pressure field was all that separated me from the freezing hydrogen winds outside, I stepped into the bridge accelerator. It swept me out into the void, giving me an unrestricted view of the hydrogen sky and of nine other glowing light bridges linking the two platforms. A moment later, I was standing inside drifter three, from where I caught a series of accelerators to the Lorak’s docking bay, asking directions from holographic vendors each time I got lost.

The dark metal door panel at the entrance refused to respond to my touch, so I backtracked to the nearest vendor boulevard and approached a display of brightly colored little spheres. The same attractive female simulacrum appeared, smiling at me as if we were old friends and the Irzaen script changed to:

 

QITADI CONFECTIONS

The sweetest non-hallucinogens in Orion

 

When I saw the sign, I winced. I’d met a few Qitadi, mostly on Nisk concessions where they traded their painfully sweet candies for niskgel. I’d tried one of their sugar bombs once, only to discover it took a week for my taste buds to recover. In spite of a tremendously high calorie intake, the Qitadi were painfully thin, with a metabolism that processed sugar as easily as humans did water.

I listened patiently while the female illusion ran through her spiel, telling me how the Qitadi were the Orion Arm’s masters of carbohydrate enhancement, then she asked, “Would you like a sample?”

“If I placed an order,” I said, trying not to show I’d rather swallow acid, “can you deliver immediately?”

“Priority deliveries are guaranteed to your cargo hold within thirty minutes of purchase.”

That was all I cared about.

“I’ll take a kilo of the blue ones,” I said, certain they’d dissolve teeth on contact, “with priority delivery to Depository Three Dash Six Four.”

“Transaction details for deliveries to transshipment zones can be deleted from public record in accordance with the Irzaen Promise of Untraceability. Do you require deletion, Customer?”

I baulked, surprised. The Irzaens made a big deal of honesty and reliability, claiming side deals were not their responsibility, yet covering my tracks would make them complicit in any illegal trades. “Yes, delete everything.”

“A two percent surcharge applies to all data erasures.”

“Naturally,” I said, accepting yet another sting from the sticky fingered Irzaens.

The simulacrum read my Earth Bank vault key, then I hurried back to the Xil ship’s docking bay and lounged beside a huge window watching the dark anvil cloud in the distance ripple with lightning. Soon, a delivery tray floating on a repulsor field appeared carrying a transparent container of blue Qitadi marbles. It glided past the Xil docking bay entrance to a side passage leading to a large cargo door. I followed the transporter into the elevator, then when the door slid shut, a now familiar female voice sounded behind me.

“Entry to transshipment zones for in-person negotiations incur a five percent supplementary service fee.”

I spun around to find the female simulacrum standing at the back of the elevator. The Irzaens might not let their guests scan each other, but they certainly kept an eye on their customers, all the better to nickel and dime them every chance they got.

“Do you accept the additional charge?” she asked.

“Yeah, hit me,” I said irritably, realizing they never let up.

She dissolved into thin air, then the elevator rose into a dark warehouse with six cargo doors on one side and a row of robotic cranes on the other. The first and second docking bay doors were open, spilling in light onto a long stack of white containers in the center of the warehouse. Beside them were three large, high capacity Vacuum Radiation Sealed containers, the kind the Silver Lining towed when her hold was full.

When the elevator reached deck level, the delivery tray glided toward the center of the warehouse while I darted behind the nearest crane and listened for any sign of having been seen. When no guards came running, I peered around the crane mount into the darkness as the delivery tray deposited the Qitadi canister beside the white containers.

There was movement visible through the first docking bay door and a glimpse of the Midas class star yacht Consul Okeke had imaged on Valhalla. The ship was much bigger and more streamlined than the Silver Lining and stenciled in black letters high on her bow was the name Istana, although there was no clue as to her owner or home port. A small cargobot holding a white container ambled through the doorway and deposited it on the container stack.

A man in a crisp white and blue uniform appeared in the doorway holding a glowing data pane. It wasn’t a military uniform, but the kind of fancy dress worn by ship’s officers on starliners. He gave the container stack a cursory look, checked the manifest on his data pane, then as the cargobot returned to the Istana, he waved to someone out of sight.

“That’s all of it,” he yelled.

The hydraulic whine of the star yacht’s cargo door closing filled the warehouse, followed by a metallic clang as it sealed shut, then the officer moved out of sight. When no one else appeared, I slipped through the darkness to the container stack, then crept along behind it toward the other docking bay. Soon, the tip of a star point arm was visible, confirming it was the Lorak, although there were no Xil in sight. I resisted the urge to move closer, wary of revealing myself by moving outside the protection of Irzaen sensor suppressors.

The Istana and the Lorak must have met on Valhalla to arrange for a transfer here on the Irzaen drifter, but why did they come here at all? They could have simply transferred the cargo on Valhalla, where not even the Irzaens would have seen what they were doing.

I slipped back into the darkness, putting distance between myself and the Xil ship. When I could no longer see any part of the Lorak, I turned my attention to the meter cubed containers, inspecting them by the light of the Istana’s docking bay.

The small white containers were Society standard issue, magnetically sealed with a non encrypted lock. A simple tap of its control panel was enough to cause its lid to open with a soft depressurizing hiss, revealing rows of tightly packed boxes emblazoned with red crosses and the words:

 

URAMC

Trauma Kit A4

 

“Medpacks?” I whispered in surprise.

Millions of these kits had been manufactured for the Union Regular Army Medical Corps, so hijacking a shipment wouldn’t have been difficult, but what use were they to the Xil who’d likely find their stims were toxic. Suspecting the packaging was a ruse, I pulled one out and tore it open, finding it filled with stims, painkillers, blast pads and a one-use limb slicer for amputations – exactly what it was supposed to contain.

A mechanical hum filled the warehouse as both landing bay doors began to close, cutting the light. Just as the doors clanged shut, the roar of thrusters sounded from a third docking bay as a large ship came in to land. There was the hollow ring of struts touching down, then the thrusters fell silent.

Several minutes passed before the third landing bay door hummed and slid up, casting a rectangle of light across the dark, warehouse floor. I couldn’t see the ship docked there, but two spacers in dark gray pressure suits and full face masks appeared on the other side. They ducked under the rising door and hurried to the container stack, followed by four cargobots. One of the men was large and barrel-chested, the other was smaller with a lean build. Both wore sidearms holstered at their hips and visors set to opaque, concealing their faces from Irzaen sensors.

They began moving around the stack in opposite directions, quickly checking the containers. I set the trauma kit down and crept along the stack staying parallel with the shorter spacer, silently ordering my listener’s sensitivity to ramp up so I could hear what he said over his suit communicator, but a warning message flashed into my mind.

UNIDENTIFIED SUPPRESSION FIELD DISRUPTING BIONETIC RECEPTORS.

The privacy conscious Irzaens were scrambling my threaded sensory boosters. Forced to rely on natural hearing alone, I stayed with shorty to the end of the stack, waiting each time he stopped to examine a container. I’d have to take him down fast and quiet, being careful to avoid a gunfight that would summon Irzaen security. If I was lucky, I’d have time to ask him some hard questions before his larger companion missed him.

At the corner of the stack, I waited, listening to the spacer’s footsteps on the deck plates, then as he came around the corner, I kicked him in the stomach. The pressure suit absorbed much of the blow, but he doubled over with a high pitched grunt, telling me the spacer was a woman. She reached for her gun, but I knocked her hand away, twisting her around and pinning her face against the containers.

Pinning her with one hand and pressing my P-50 against her side, I whispered, “Who are you? Talk fast if you want to live.”

She coughed, struggling to breath after my kick, then gasped, “Sirius?”

I instantly recognized her voice, even through her face mask. I spun her around and dragged her faceplate’s opacity slider to transparent.

“Marie!” I whispered, shocked.

“You kicked me!” she wheezed, bent over hugging her stomach.

“I didn’t know it was you,” I said, letting her go, thankful her p-suit had absorbed most of the impact, otherwise she’d have been holding an armful of broken ribs.

She released her face mask’s locks and pulled her helmet off, took a deep breath, then swung the helmet at my head angrily. I dodged the blow easily, then she snapped, “You idiot, I could have killed you.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked, neglecting to mention she never got her hand anywhere near her gun.

“What am I doing here?” she said as cold metal pressed against the back of my skull.

“Hands up, Kade,” Gadron Ugo growled behind me. He was her first officer and liked me even less than I liked him. With my threading suppressed, I had no warning he was sneaking up on me. I raised my hands as he took my gun and glanced at Marie. “You OK?”

She nodded, fixing her eyes on me. “I’m here for a job, a cargo run I picked up in Freehold.”

From Lena’s warning on Eden, I knew Marie was smuggling, but this was far more serious. Freehold was an indie colony, notionally neutral toward Earth, but with Separatist sympathies. It was a hot spot for contraband cargo runs to blockaded Sep worlds and was under constant watch by the EIS and naval intelligence.

“You’re a blockade runner?” I asked incredulously.

She shrugged. “I need the money.”

From the look on her face, she had no idea what she was involved in and had probably never heard of the Xil. She was why the Istana and the Lorak hadn’t swapped cargoes on Valhalla. They weren’t trading with each other, they were setting her up.

Ugo cleared his throat. “You want me to shoot him?”

She shook her head wearily. “No.”

“What if I put one in his leg?” Gadron suggested menacingly. “Payback for the kick.”

Marie gave me a vexed look. “You’re not going to shoot me, are you?”

“I might shoot him,” I said nodding to Ugo, “but not you.” She scowled, then I relented, “OK, Ugo lives … this time.”

“Give him his gun,” she said, then Ugo slapped the P-50 into my hand and holstered his weapon. 

“I’ll get the loaders started,” he said and hurried off.

Marie set her helmet down and placed her hands on her hips. “Are you following me now?”

Of all the cover stories I’d created, I hadn’t prepared one for this situation. I opened my mouth to speak, struggling to come up with something plausible, then motioned at the stack. “I’m looking for my medical supplies.”

“Your medical supplies?”

“This is my cargo. Someone ‘jacked it.”

She gave me an incredulous look. “You expect me to believe that?”

“You really think your supplier has access to URA medkits?” Whatever she was into, she’d believe they were stolen, true or not. “Who gave you the contract?”

She hesitated. “It was a blind deal … This kind of job usually is. The Society holds the bond until they get delivery confirmation. No names, just numbers.”

“Where’s the drop?”

“Qian.”

“I know it.” It was a Separatist world in the Nan Chen System, settled by the People’s Federation of Asia. Qian was under loose blockade, which meant Earth Navy ships showed up from time to time to knock out any Seps they found hiding there. The navy couldn’t do more because the PFA government on Earth had ruled out orbital bombardments to bring recalcitrant colonies to heel. “You’ll lose your ship going there.”

“The navy’s not interested in me. Besides, I’m on a mercy mission. They’re medical supplies, not weapons, which makes me a humanitarian, not a blockade runner.” She smiled slyly, knowing the navy wouldn’t agree.

“You’re aiding the enemy, which makes it contraband. When Earth Navy catches you, they’ll destroy the Heureux and you along with it.”

“They haven’t sent a ship to Nan Chen in months. And besides, there’s a Sep Fleet assembling there. A big one.”

“There is?” I said surprised. “How do you know?”

“It’s all they talk about on Freehold. Every smuggler in Raw Deal is taking supplies to Qian for triple bonuses. It’s a gold mine. I’m surprised you’re not getting a piece.”

Raw Deal was the capital of the Freehold Commonwealth, the only genuine city on the planet. It existed because of its huge spaceport and a thriving black market that attracted every credit hungry bottom feeder within a hundred light years. It was a hotbed of rumors, lies and scandals, which was why the EIS and naval intelligence had infiltrated it. If they were whispering about a Sep fleet concentration, the navy would already know all about it.

“Who told you about Qian?” I asked.

“Three captains I know saw warships there, lots of them. If the Navy went there now, they’d be outnumbered four to one.”

She might be right. Earth Navy had few ships this far out, making a large Sep fleet a serious problem. “Do you know what they’re planning?”

She shrugged. “There’s a million rumors. Everything from breaking the Hardfall blockade to bombarding loyalist worlds. No one knows.”

Thanks to a report I’d sent in months ago, the navy had stopped the Separatists using Hardfall as a drop off point for damaged ships to be repaired by the Pirate Brotherhood. The Seps had taken over the planet, but the navy controlled the system even though its blockading squadron had thinned out in recent months. The Seps were still getting ships into the Shroud Dark Nebula for repairs, but without a secure base, it was harder to coordinate.

As for the rumors on Freehold, they were almost certainly lies, spread by the Seps to hide their true intentions. They certainly didn’t explain why the Xil were involved, or why whoever was on the Istana would go to so much trouble to have a small time blockade runner carry medical supplies to Qian.

“I guarantee you, Sirius,” Marie continued, “it’s a no risk milk run.”

“If there’s no risk, why are you being so well paid?”

She smiled. “In case you hadn’t noticed, there’s a shortage of ships everywhere. Everyone’s cashing in. You should too, while it lasts. We could use another ship with an experienced skipper.”

“We? … I’m not helping the Separatists.”

She gave me a surprised look. “I never took you for a loyalist.”

“I never took you for a blockade runner,” I said, almost calling her a traitor.

She stiffened. “I have no ties with Earth. Why shouldn’t I help the Separatists and get rich doing it?”

“There’s only going to be one winner and it’s not the side you’re backing. When this is over, you’ll be grounded. They’ll take your ship and put you in prison.”

“Only if they catch me,” she said with a mischievous grin.

“Your luck won’t last forever, Marie.”

“You’re not going to turn me in, are you?” she asked coyly.

If it had been anyone else, I would have without a second thought, but not her. “No, but I’m not visiting you in prison.” It was a lie and she knew it.

“Not even if I have conjugal rights?”

“The only right you get on Rana Six is to a thermal suit, if you’re strong enough to work,” I said harshly.

Her smile faded as she realized how worried I was. “I’ll be careful, Sirius, I promise. If I see any sign of trouble, I’ll jettison my cargo and run.”

“My cargo.” Before she could argue, I added, “Which you can keep, if you check every container, make sure they really are medical supplies.”

“Deal,” she said as her cargobots began carrying the meter square boxes into the Heureux’s docking bay.

Still not convinced, I turned to the three large vacuum-radiation sealed containers at the end of the stack. “Let’s check the big ones,” I said, uncomfortably aware that if they were genuine, I’d missed the real reason why the Istana and Lorak were here.

A quick check revealed the first two VRS containers held large white machines marked with URAMC signage.

“It’s medical equipment for a hospital ship,” she explained, “which you’d know if this was your cargo.”

“I never saw the manifest,” I said smoothly, now comfortable with my improvised cover story. “It was stolen before I got to it.”

“Oh,” she said uncertainly.

When we inspected the third container, we found it was bio-sealed and locked.

“Do you have the entry key?” I asked.

“No, it’s a clone lab, sealed to prevent contamination. It can only be opened in a sterile environment.”

“Open it.”

“If the vats are tainted, a lot of people won’t get the body parts they need … and my contract’s voided.”

I didn’t have a lot of sympathy for restoring Separatist soldiers to full health, soldiers who would live to fight Earth forces another day. If Lena had been here, she’d have ordered me to destroy the lot, depriving enemy soldiers of medical care. To do that now, I’d have to use force against her crew, something Marie wouldn’t understand and might not forgive me for.

“According to this,” Ugo said, approaching with a data pane displaying the manifest. “There’s an x-ray scanner at the back for customs’ purposes.” He led us to a large scan screen at the rear. When he activated it, a ghostly green image appeared of a clone lab with twelve cylindrical chambers for growing body parts based on the patient’s own cells.

“Looks genuine,” Marie said with relief.

“Pan it around,” I said, unconvinced.

Ugo swept the viewer left and right, showing the sealed clone lab from a shifting perspective.

“Mind if I see that?” I said, reaching for the data pane in Ugo’s hand. He wouldn’t let go until Marie gave him a nod, then I scrolled down to the clone lab. It was a CellGen 6000 twelve vat bio-accelerator, not that I knew much about medical devices. The documentation all the way down to the safety tests on the anti-contamination seals looked genuine while the container’s mass was comparable to heavy mining equipment I’d moved in the past, giving me some assurance it was authentic.

“Sirius?” Marie prodded gently when I didn’t look up.

Short of breaking bio-security, which would have ruined her financially, there wasn’t much more I could do. If it was what it appeared to be, then the Istana and the Lorak were here for another reason and this was just a cover. I wondered if the Xil were acquiring technology from the Irzaens for the Separatists to use against Earth.

Reluctantly, I handed the data pane back to Ugo and turned to Marie. “Don’t get caught.”

She smiled. “I never get caught, except by you.” She nodded to Ugo who went off to oversee the loading of the Heureux.

“You owe me,” I said, certain Lena was right, Marie was my Achilles’ heel.

She smiled, surreptitiously glancing after Ugo, making sure he was out of earshot. “I could settle that debt right now, if you’ve got time to come aboard,” she said provocatively. “Ugo can handle the loading.”

I smiled, suspecting I was as much her weakness as she was mine, then gave her a troubled look. “It’s a big debt. It’ll take a lot to work off.”

“Oh really?” she said with mock indignation. “In that case, we’ll call it a part payment.”

“An installment plan? I like the sound of that,” I said, then gave her a regretful look. “I wish I had time,” but I had to find out what the Xil were really up to before they and the Istana left.

“Hmm,” she said disappointed. “Just as well, Ugo would have been furious.” She chuckled. “Qian’s not far. I’ll be free in a few days.” She wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a long kiss that quickly turned passionate.

When she let me up for air, I said, “I’ll be ready … I’m ready now.”

She smiled. “I can tell.”

I noticed Ugo was standing at the landing bay entrance with his eyes fixed sternly upon us.

“Ugo likes to watch,” I whispered.

“He’s just protective.”

I kissed her again, lightly this time. “I’ll see you soon,” I said and took the cargo lift down to the market level.

Having heard no sign of either the Istana or the Lorak leaving, I assumed they were waiting for the Heureux to empty the transshipment zone and go. The Istana’s cargo hold was now empty, but they wouldn’t start loading whatever the Xil were providing until the Heureux was gone.

To find out what that was I’d have to board the Istana, and for that, I’d need help.

 

* * * *

 

I found Izin on the flight deck in Jase’s acceleration couch studying the sensor display. He had our sensors sweeping the landing bay, registering no return signal.

Izin followed my gaze and explained. “I’m trying to understand how the Irzaens are blinding us.”

“Any luck?”

“It’s an absorption technology unlike any I’ve seen.”

Considering Ara-Sinu-Di had told me the Irzaens were almost four orders of magnitude ahead of mankind, I wasn’t surprised Izin found their tech perplexing. “Where’s Jase?”

“He no longer required my companionship, Captain. He was inebriated and intent on copulating, so I returned to the ship.”

“He found a human female, here?”

“She appeared to be human and as interested in him as he was in her.”

Marie wanted a fast turnaround, so she wouldn’t have given her crew shore leave. It had to be someone from the Istana, and considering she was docked on another drifter, the chance of a random encounter was nil.

“Where is he?” I asked.

“In an Irzaen pleasure house.”

“We need to get him out of there.”

“Is he in trouble, Captain?”

“Yeah, he is. Bring your shredder,” I said, then went down to my stateroom and loaded my gun with Lena’s TC designed penetrators in case we ran into a Xil with a skin shield.

 

* * * *

 

The pleasure house was called The Wandering Herd, located in the middle of our drifter’s Customer Amity Zone, an area set aside for physical and sensory delights. It was surrounded by venues serving a vast array of cuisines and perception modifying substances. Some blared music and flashed lights, others were dark and enclosed in noise dampening fields or offered a dizzying array of simulated environments for their patrons to choose from. They were as numerous and diverse as their customers, who were at least as attracted to the entertainment as they were to the merchandise vendors. For the Irzaens, every concession was a guaranteed money maker and because they were the sovereign authority, they could offer anything without fear of the law.

The Wandering Herd was one of the noisier establishments that would instantly have attracted Jase. The repetitive drum beat resonating from the ground floor might have passed for music among the Irzaens, but to me it sounded like stampeding elephants. The interior was dark, punctuated by colored lights winking in time to the beat. The level above was ringed with balconies overlooking the street, some enclosed by a blurred privacy fields obscuring the interior.

“He’s up there,” Izin said as we surveyed the place from the street. “Room eight.”

“I’ll get him. You watch the entrance.”

“For what?” Izin asked.

“Other humans or the Xil.”

“What should I do if I see either?”

“If they look like trouble, shoot them, just make sure no one sees you do it.”

He studied me a moment. “You have a remarkable capacity for making enemies, Captain.”

“It’s a gift,” I said and headed for the entrance.

Once inside, I drew mildly curious stares from the clientele, suggesting few had seen a human before. They quickly lost interest in me, then I followed a pair of oxygen hating Diyati wearing face-breathers onto an Irzaen sized elevator. We rode to the upper level in silence, then stepped into a long wide corridor flanked by huge, quadrupoid sized doors emblazoned with block-like Irzaen characters.

I waited for the Diyati to go to their room, then went door to door looking for room eight. Proximity sensors caused the block-like Irzaen characters to dissolve into Unionscript numbers as I approached. When I reached room six, the door slid open and the female simulacrum who’d already pocketed too many of my alien trade credits appeared.

“Do you require this room, Valued Customer?” she asked.

“Wrong room,” I said, moving on to room eight. It was locked, with no obvious way in. I listened at the door for any sign of Jase, but hearing nothing, returned to the vacant room where the simulacrum greeted me again.

“I’ll take it for an hour,” I said.

“This room is available for a minimum of twenty hours at a discounted price of two hundred omni-units.”

“Deal,” I said, holding up my Earth Bank vault key

“Enjoy your stay,” she said and vanished.

When the door slid shut behind me, the walls dissolved into a holographic savannah dotted with spindly trees. A circular wading pool with gently sloping sides dominated the center of the room while a long sleeping platform large enough for four Irzaens abutted one holographic wall. Judging from the hotel’s name, I guessed the rapacious quadrupoids were a herd species who might once have lumbered across these hot, dry plains. Maybe that’s where they got their taste for long distance travel and trade.

The female simulacrum’s voice sounded out of thin air. “What environmental setting do you require?”

“None. Show me the walls and windows.”

The arid plains vanished, replaced by light gray walls on three sides and a large picture window overlooking the street on the other. I stepped out onto an elephantine balcony from where I saw Izin watching from across the street. I gave him a reassuring nod, then turned to the adjoining balcony. Its windows were set to opaque, indicating whoever was in there wanted privacy, not a view.

I slipped quietly over the low balcony wall and crept past the darkened windows as shrill warbles sounded from inside. Ignoring the unfamiliar alien chatter, I hurried to the next balcony. It was masked by a wall of gray light that hid what was on the other side but presented no obstacle to entry. Once on the other side, the blurred light became a vista of snow covered mountains that ran uninterrupted around the balcony wall and into the room. Large winged reptiles glided above the mountains like ancient dinosaurs, although it wasn’t Earth or any other human world.

The panting gasps of a man and woman in the final throes of passion sounded from the room. I hesitated as the cries of pleasure peaked, then faded to heavy, relieved breathing. 

“You’ve done this before,” Jase said appreciatively, catching his breath.

“Roll over,” a sultry female voice replied. “I’ll massage your back.”

I leaned around the narrow side wall to see Jase, fully naked, roll face down on the massive Irzaen bed. Beside him, a beautiful woman with long dark hair and a perfect figure straddled his lower back and began massaging his shoulders.

“Oh … that’s good,” he murmured, head resting on his forearms, eyes closed.

“Not too hard?” she purred.

“No, that’s perfect.”

I wondered if I’d read the situation wrong, then she asked, “You’re a long way from home, aren’t you?”

“Sure am,” he agreed drowsily.

“Business or pleasure?”

“I’m just here for the sex,” he said with a chuckle. She giggled at just the right moment, then he added, “My skipper’s looking for cargo, anything we can make a few credits on.” He groaned sleepily. “You?”

She leaned forward, kneading his neck, letting her full breasts rub across his skin. “My boss is here for business. I’m just glad to get off the ship for a while.”

“Hmm … me too.”

“How’d you hear about this place?” she asked.

“An Irzaen invited us.”

“Oh really? Where’d you meet this Irzaen?”

“Lanit Nor. It’s Regoran. There was this weird alien there with six eyes. Can you believe it? Six … creepy.”

“You spoke to the Xil?”

Jase turned his head slightly toward her, puzzled. “How’d you know he was Xil?”

“I’ve heard of them,” she said smoothly. “So what were you doing on Lanit Nor?”

“Mail run.” Jase yawned. “Almost didn’t make it.”

“Why is that?” She leaned back, sliding her hands up the inside of his thighs behind her, massaging and teasing him at the same time.

“Our ship was buried. Had to dig her out.”

“Buried?”

“Yeah, we got caught in a war.”

“The civil war?”

“Nah, it was local. On Valhalla. Human, but backward.”

She straightened. “You were on Valhalla? And Lanit Nor? And now you’re here?”

“Yeah,” he said, eyes closed. “We’re hitting all the high spots.”

“What’s your Skipper’s name?”

“Kade.”

She lifted one hand to her ear, listening to a communicator embedded beneath her skin. “Sirius Kade?”

“You’ve heard of him?”

“I have now,” she said, lifting her right hand and clenching her fist.

A tapering silver blade extended from the side of her hand, cutting through her skin. She leaned forward, raising her arm to slice open his throat, then I stepped into the open doorway and fired twice into her back. She slumped forward, showering Jase in blood. He opened his eyes with a start, then pushed her away in horror and jumped to his feet as I hurried past the watering hole to the bed.

“Skipper?” he said surprised. “What are you doing here?”

“Saving your life,” I said, pocketing my gun and kneeling on the bed to examine the girl’s body. One shot had severed her spine, the other punctured her heart, exactly as intended, proving the snakehead killers were hard, fast and accurate. Lena wouldn’t be happy I’d wasted two of her super slugs on a soft target, but Jase’s life was worth more to me than two orbital shuttles, so she’d just have to wear it.

“You killed her!” he said incredulously.

I lifted her hand, showing him the blade. “She was about to slit your throat.” His eyes bulged in surprise, then I twisted her wrist, sliced open her earlobe and squeezed a bloodied comm disk onto my palm for him to see. “You had an audience.”

Jase looked indignant. “Good thing I brought my A-game.”

I nodded at his clothes haphazardly scattered across the floor. “Get dressed.”

He went to the watering hole, washed away the dark angel’s blood, then pulled on his clothes while I cleaned the comm disk. It was a high end device, human tech and short range, similar to what the EIS used.

“We need to go,” I said, dropping it on the floor and crushing it under my boot, certain whoever had been listening wasn’t far away.

“What about her?”

“Did you pay for the room?”

“No, she did.”

“You didn’t find that strange?”

Jase looked embarrassed. “She really wanted me.”

I grunted, certain that wasn’t true.

“Are we just going to leave her here?” he asked.

“We can’t take her with us.”

“Why’d she want to kill me?”

“Because of me,” I replied, certain the girl had come from the Istana. “She was a dark angel. Her employer and I have an ongoing disagreement.”

“Who’s her employer.”

The star yacht and dark angel together had answered that question. “Manning Thurlow Ransford III.”

“Him again,” Jase said, recalling we’d crossed paths once before.

“He’s here and he doesn’t like competition.” The Chairman of the Consortium wasn’t exactly my competitor, but it was a credible cover story.

Jase finished dressing, then we hurried to the door. “We’re not going to let him get away with this, are we? I mean, we’re paying him a visit, right?”

“Oh yeah,” I said emphatically, happy to use payback as an excuse for searching the Istana and putting the Chairman out of business permanently.

The door slid open revealing Nydis standing on the other side. Behind him was a Mataron wearing a black knee length coat over black body armor. The Xil stabbed at our necks with his hands. Just as he hit us, needle-like spines extended from his palms, spearing the base of our throats. He struck so fast, even my ultra-reflexes didn’t have time to respond.

Jase stepped back holding his throat, mouth open in surprise, then his knees gave way and he crumpled to the floor. I stumbled back as a burning sensation exploded across my chest and I went numb all over, then my threading flashed a warning into my mind.

UNKNOWN NEUROTOXIN DETECTED.

Restrict circulation, I thought, trying to buy time.

I reached for my P-50, got the gun out but lacked the strength to raise my arm. My grip weakened and the gun clattered to the floor as another warning appeared before my mind’s eye.

NEUROTOXIN HAS BREACHED ARTERIAL CONTAINMENT.

Isolate brain function.

I collapsed, paralyzed but conscious, while Jase lay beside me, out cold. My threading was keeping me awake by constricting the blood flow to my brain, allowing just enough oxygen through to avoid brain damage. It was a fine balancing act that wouldn’t keep me conscious for long.

Nydis and his Mataron lapdog entered the room, ignoring Jase and the dark angel’s corpse on the bed. The Xil envoy released a small silver sphere that floated before him, generating a holographic image of a grotesquely fat man. It was Ransford wearing a gray executive suit over a robotic exoskeleton that supported weight his legs no longer could.

Nydis rubbed his stridulator band across his chest, which his translator turned into perfect Unionspeak. “Ransford’s agent is dead.”

“And Kade?” the Chairman’s image asked with no sign of remorse for his dead dark angel.

Nydis thrummed again. “Kade is here.”

The Mataron pulled his coat back and drew a quantum blade from the scabbard angled across his chest. It marked him as an Honored Assassin of the Black Sauria, an ancient militaristic murder cult who wielded covert power within the Mataron Supremacy. I’d killed one like him two years ago and had souvenired his weapon, the same weapon I’d used on Valhalla to destroy the hypervelocity cannon. The sharp edges and ornate carvings of the quantum blade glowed to life as the lanky reptilian prepared to ceremonially slice open my chest.

The Xil put a restraining hand on the Mataron’s shoulder, then thrummed, “No Gilkan, not while Nydis is here.”

“Kade is an Earth agent,” Gilkan replied, “a sworn enemy of the Supremacy. He must die.”

“How did this human escape Lanit Nor?” the Xil envoy asked, bending at the hips to look down at me, overcoming the rigidity of his neck joint. “Why does Kade follow Nydis?”

“You should not have paralyzed him if you wanted to question him,” the Mataron hissed contemptuously.

“Kade is still conscious,” the Xil observed, then straightened and glanced at Jase. “The other one is not. Nydis wonders why Kade is different to the other human?”

The Chairman’s hologram stared into space, unable to see what was happening in the room. “Kill him. He’s too dangerous to let live.”

“This human is a threat,” Nydis agreed.

“If I cannot kill him here, I will question him on my ship,” Gilkan said. “When we know everything he does, I will transport him to Kif-atah for public execution.”

Nydis curbed his curiosity at my resistance to his neurotoxin. “The Irzaens would see Kade’s body.”

“If they start an investigation,” the Chairman warned, “they could prevent the Heureux leaving, stop it from reaching Nan Chen before the Earth fleet arrives.”

I was fighting to keep my eyes open, still thinking clearly enough to realize Marie was carrying something they wanted delivered to Nan Chen and it wasn’t medical supplies. I cursed myself for being a fool, for letting her convince me to go against my better judgment, for not forcing her to open every container even if that meant voiding her contract.

“Nydis wonders what Kade knows,” the Xil said.

“If he’s dead,” the Chairman said, “it doesn’t matter what he knows.”

“Nydis agrees,” he thrummed. “Do not kill Kade with the quantum weapon. It is too easily identified.”

“He’s condemned to ritual death,” the Mataron agent said. “If I cannot send him to Kif-atah, I must execute him in the prescribed way.”

“No,” Nydis said. “Kill Kade with the other human’s weapon. Make it appear as if they fought over the female.”

“I serve the Black Sauria, not you,” the snakehead declared. “Kade will die by my hand, with this weapon.”

“This is no time for primitive rituals,” the Xil thrummed. “Blademaster Hazrik ordered Gilkan to obey Nydis. Does Gilkan challenge Hazrik’s authority?”

The Mataron bristled, then switched off the quantum blade. “No, I serve the Master,” Gilkan replied with ritualistic dignity.

“Wait until Nydis is far from here. Nothing must link the Xil to humans.”

“Your toxin proves you were here,” the Mataron said.

“It will dissolve once they are dead. Shoot them in the neck. Destroy the puncture wounds, then return to your ship. Do not contact Nydis again.”

“Don’t expect me to wait long,” the Mataron growled, not wanting to be caught with three human corpses. He seemed to loathe the Xil almost as much as he despised humans, but then snakeheads were extreme xenophobes. They hated – and feared – everyone.

The Xil envoy turned to the Chairman’s holographic image. “Nydis will wait for Ransford at the rendezvous after meeting the Sibylline of Uvo.”

“Why do you waste your time with those witches?” the Mataron demanded.

“The Uvo cannot read Xil the way they do soft skins. Nydis will be with the Sibylline when the Heureux arrives at Nan Chen. She will prove the Xil had no part in it. Her word will not be questioned.”

“I’ll be there in eight days,” the Chairman said, then his image vanished.

Nydis held out his hand, summoning the silver sphere back into his palm before turning one last time to the Mataron agent. “Do not discard the chance to take your revenge upon all humans simply for the life of one man,” he said, then walked out.

The Xil’s heavy footsteps faded away as the Mataron assassin reluctantly sheathed his quantum blade. Like all snakeheads, he was lean and wiry with long thin arms and legs. He dropped to one knee beside me, flicking his whip-like tail around and dragging it across my throat as if it were a ritual Q-blade. “You may be the first human to die by my hand, Kade, but you won’t be the last.”

He stood and turned to Jase who lay face down on the floor. Gilkan rolled him over with his black boot and pulled one of the fraggers from its holster, then turned and aimed at my head.

“For your death Kade, I will be made Exalted Blademaster,” he said, then a blue-white flash from the open doorway burst against his skin shield, knocking him off balance as he fired. The fragger blast struck the floor above my head, then Gilkan turned toward the entrance as a small dark figure darted into the room.

It was Izin, firing as he ran. Every shot from his shredder hit the Mataron in the chest, but couldn’t penetrate the tall reptilian’s skin hugging shield. The snakehead reached for the short barreled blast rifle holstered low on his thigh, then realizing its residuals would prove he’d been here, raised Jase’s fragger instead. He fired carefully aimed shots at Izin, accustomizing himself with the unfamiliar human weapon.

Bullets flashed past the little tamph’s head as he raced around the room at a pace he couldn’t keep up for long. Feeling invulnerable, the Mataron adjusted a setting on the fragger experimentally, ignoring the shredder flashes on his chest, then raked the air on full auto.

Izin dived into the pool and went to the bottom, using the water as a shield. With his amphibian quad-lungs, he could stay submerged for hours, but the water wasn’t deep enough for constant protection. The Mataron fired into the pool, then the fragger clicked empty. He gave the weapon a puzzled look, unaware that unlike his energy weapon, human guns had limited magazines. He tapped the control interface, then realizing the weapon was inoperable, dropped it and turned to Jase’s body to retrieve his other fragger.

Seeing his chance, Izin came surging out of the water and leapt onto the Mataron’s back. He grabbed the reptilian’s triangular head and twisted it back, trying to break his neck, but the snakehead spun in a circle, wrapping his whip-like tail around the tamph’s chest and hurling him across the room. Izin landed hard, slowly getting to his hands and knees as Gilkan’s thin, bony fingers grabbed Jase’s second gun.

Izin’s attention was focused on the snakehead, but knowing his field of vision was immense, I looked from him to my P-50 and back repeatedly. Suddenly, Izin’s bulging eyes snapped from the Mataron to me with a desperate intensity I’d never seen before. I repeated the look, willing him to take my gun, then his eyes shifted to my P-50 and I knew he understood.

Izin jumped to his feet and charged forward as the Mataron started firing single shots, this time conserving his ammo. Izin ducked and dodged, then when he was almost to me, a mutilating fragger blast hit him squarely in the stomach. He fell face first onto the floor, then pressed one hand against the grisly wound and dragged himself toward me. A dark pool formed beneath him as blood seeped through his fingers from flesh torn apart by the splintering fragger round. His strength fading, Izin rolled onto his back, revealing a glistening stain on his jumpsuit. He coughed weakly, then blood seeped from the vocalizer covering his mouth and trickled down his cheeks.

Gilkan approached to finish him off, standing over him triumphantly, then Izin kicked the reptilian’s knee, knocking him back. The little tamph rolled past me and snatched the P-50 off the floor as the Mataron regained his balance. The snakehead agent watched in amusement, showing no fear of the human weapon, then Izin shot him in the face.

A blue flash erupted in front of the reptilian’s eyes as Lena’s super slug punched through the Mataron skin shield. Gilkan’s triangular head shuddered from the impact as the rear of his skull was blown out, then he toppled back like a falling tree into the watering hole behind him. His head and shoulders splashed into the pool and sank as the water clouded with blood and his lifeless eyes stared up at nothing.

Izin dropped my gun and collapsed onto his back, pressing both hands against his gaping wound. He turned his head to me, trying to speak, but only managed a choking, gurgling sound.

I wanted to help him, but couldn’t move. Desperately, I sent a last request to my threading, hoping it could bring me out of it.

Restore physical, disable safeties.

I waited for a surge of adrenalin to give me the strength to reach him, but nothing came.

Restore … Restore … Restore, I thought, over and over again, but it was useless. The Xil paralytic was too strong, easily overpowering my bionetics.

Realizing he couldn’t speak, Izin reached out a bloody hand to me and nodded, then his eyes closed. My mind raged, but there was nothing I could do to reach him as a final message flashed before my eyes.

System error.

My bionetics shut down and my vision faded as the full force of the Xil neurotoxin hit me. I slid into a dark nightmare haunted by Izin’s blood spattered, lifeless face, staring at me, wondering why I hadn’t done more to save him.

 

* * * *

 

A distant trumpeting rolled through the darkness of my mind unlike any song I’d ever heard. When I opened my eyes, I was dazzled by harsh light, brighter than human eyes found comfortable.

Before me lay a vast, semi-arid savannah stretching to the horizon beneath a fierce white sun. It was dotted with shriveled, alien trees and covered in a dry, yellow grass. Large, scrawny black scavenger birds circled far off in the sky while huge animals lounged half submerged in a broad muddy river that meandered across the plain. Occasionally, the animals sank lazily beneath the surface or splashed violently as they charged each other, battling for dominance. They were the source of the trumpeting, bellowing at each other, vying for attention.

I lay on a broad metal platform that floated close to the ground. Tiny silver points hovered over me beaming green light onto my skin. When I sat up, the points darted away to the edges of the platform and the beautiful human simulacrum appeared beside me.

“No further treatment is required,” she said. “Medical service costs have been charged to your account. All debts are clear.”

She vanished, then I crawled to the edge of the platform. The silver points slid out of my way as I stepped down onto dry, crunching ground. I’d assumed it was the same holographic plain I’d seen in the Irzaen pleasure house, only on a much larger scale, but this was no illusion. Oppressive heat washed over me, prickling my skin, and heavy gravity momentarily pulled at me before it was adaptively scaled back to Earth normal.

I crouched down and touched the dry, gritty soil, confirming it was real. There might be a holographic horizon hidden far off in the distance, but the plain surrounding me was a fully functioning, artificial biosphere, a piece of home the Irzaens carried with them across the galaxy.

Two elephantine creatures ambled out of the river wearing leather straps sewn with metallic modules. Water streamed down their sides as a swarm of insect-sized machines floated around them, cleaning their thick hides much the way biological insects had done on their homeworld eons ago. The Irzaens ignored the grooming bots, instead fixing their slat-like eyes upon me as the medical platform floated away across the plain.

By the time the two Irzaens reached me, they were dry and clean. They sat on their haunches, then one made a horizontal sweeping motion toward me. “Greetings Customer Kade, I am Ani-Hata-Ga, Grand Purveyor of Orion. My proxy,” he motioned to his companion, “tells me you claim to know me, yet we have never met.”

“Yeah,” I said slowly. “I may have exaggerated that point.”

“Exaggerations contain elements of truth.”

“I saw a hologram of you once. I thought it was you at the time, but it was a trick to gain my confidence.”

“For what purpose?”

“There was an artifact for sale. Your name was used to lend credence to the deal.”

The two enormous Irzaens exchanged looks I interpreted as displeasure, then Ara-Sinu-Di made a series of low pitched, trumpeting sounds, to which his master responded with a single note. The fact they spoke in their own language without translation was not lost on me.

Ani-Hata-Ga returned his gaze to me. “I require full disclosure of this misrepresentation.”

“I’ll send you a report, before I leave.”

“That is acceptable,” he said. “Now explain why you killed a customer from the Mataron Supremacy.”

“He tried to kill me first.”

The Irzaen grunted thoughtfully. “The tension between humans and Matarons is known to us.”

“We don’t get along, but this time, they started it.”

Ara-Sinu-Di trumpeted to the Grand Purveyor, then touched a rectangular device attached to his shoulder harness. A dark square of light appeared in front of Ani-Hata-Ga, marked with Irzaen characters. He read it quickly, then with a slight wave of a finger-toe, it disappeared.

“Your statement is truth.”

“So you do scan us?”

“We meet our obligations with regard to the safety, convenience and health of our customers,” he said, confirming the Irzaens weren’t as committed to their customer’s privacy as they claimed. It was double talk for ‘no one will spy on you but us’.

“Well, you sure screwed that up, considering the Mataron shot my ship’s engineer.” I refrained from mentioning I’d also shot the dark angel.

“The Matarons are customers of … limited value.” It wasn’t exactly a condemnation, but a hint that the giant quadrupoids and the snakeheads weren’t the best of friends.

“It was all because of that six eyed freak,” I said. “He was the one who wanted me dead.”

“Of whom do you speak?” Ani-Hata-Ga asked.

“Nydis, the Xil,” I said, certain they must have seen him.

The Grand Purveyor and his proxy trumpeted briefly to each other, then Ani-Hata-Ga leaned toward me. “Where did you encounter the Xil envoy?”

“He was in the room. He ordered the Mataron to kill me. You must have scanned him.”

Ara-Sinu-Di spoke to me directly for the first time. “Only you, your two companions, the human female and the Mataron were in the room.”

“No, Nydis was there.”

“No one has left the Xil ship since it docked,” the proxy said.

Suddenly, I understood. “You can’t track them, can you?”

“Their technology is superior to ours,” Ani-Hata-Ga conceded.

“So Nydis can go anywhere he wants without you knowing … And I’m betting they can scan inside your drifters.”

“It is possible.”

That was how they saw my ship, how the Chairman knew where to send his dark angel after Jase. Nydis had told him where we were. He probably knew I’d found my way into the transshipment zone and seen the cargo.

“So much for your Promise of Privacy,” I said.

“Caveat one thousand seven hundred and sixty three of the Irzaen Universal Agreement specifically excludes liability for Promissory Breaches due to technologies beyond our capability,” Ara-Sinu-Di said with bureaucratic indifference.

I made a mental note to always read the small print when dealing with the shifty Irzaens, then said, “Well, Nydis was there, pulling the strings.”

“An unproven assertion, Customer,” Ani-Hata-Ga said, “but not implausible.”

I touched my neck where the Xil had stabbed me with one of his palm spines. The Irzaens had healed the puncture wound, but the skin was still pink. “He did this.” The Grand Purveyor studied the mark, then I added, “There’s another one just like it on my copilot’s neck. I assume you know what it is.”

Ani-Hata-Ga trumpeted a question to his proxy, who tinkered with one of his tech modules, then a thin rectangle of light appeared in front of them. It contained the naked outline of a human with a tiny glowing dot at the base of the neck.

“There were microcellular traces of an unknown neurotoxin surrounding your wound,” Ani-Hata-Ga conceded, confirming the scan was of me.

“I certainly didn’t stab myself. Why don’t you ask the Xil for a sample and compare them.”

Ani-Hata-Ga considered my suggestion, then said, “It would undermine our relationship with the Xil to pursue this matter.”

“So you’re going to do nothing?” When the huge Irzaen didn’t answer, I realized there was more to it. “Because you don’t want to reveal you spy on your customers.”

They certainly wouldn’t disclose that for a matter as trivial as the attempted murder of two humans and the death of one tamph.

“We have earned our customer’s trust by placing their interests first,” Ara-Sinu-Di said.

“So Nydis walks away clean?”

“As do you,” the proxy added.

“My interest is in seeing the Xil brought to justice.” If not for me, then for Izin.

“I think not,” Ani-Hata-Ga said. “The Mataron was killed by a human weapon.”

“In self defense.”

“A weapon that fired a projectile beyond your technological capability. If that were not true, the Mataron would still be alive.”

I should have expected they’d piece that together, but I’d been fixated on the Xil and whatever they’d smuggled aboard the Heureux. “You underestimate us. The slug that killed the snakehead was manufactured on Earth, invented by us.”

“The likelihood of your civilization developing such a projectile in so short a time is unlikely.”

“But not impossible. The Matarons gave us reason to focus on them, so we did.”

Ara-Sinu-Di turned to the Grand Purveyor and brushed one foreleg across his face in an indecipherable Irzaen gesture. “They developed spacetime modulation and instability neutralization sooner than expected.”

“And star drives and fusion weapons,” Ani-Hata-Ga acknowledged, spreading his foreleg finger-toes dismissively. “Understand this Customer, we are watching you.”

“Me? Why?”

“Your race.”

“What do you care what we do?”

“We like customers. We do not like competitors.”

“You see us as competition?” The Irzaens spanned the galaxy, had done so for at least a million years. We were barely advanced enough to visit one of their wandering sovereignties let alone compete with their vast trade empire.

“You are aggressive traders. You pressure every civilization within your reach to open their markets to you. You build tens of thousands of primitive ships and spread across your tiny corner of the galaxy like a plague. You offer no Promises, no guarantees, only delivery. We see disadvantage for us should you advance to Forum Member status.”

I didn’t know what weight their opposition carried, but they had more friends than we did, knew a great many civilizations we’d never even heard of. If they voted against us, they could keep mankind dangling for centuries.

“You’d screw us over, just to avoid a little friendly competition?” I said, genuinely surprised.

“Competition is never friendly,” Ani-Hata-Ga replied. “That is why our sovereignties have specific territories.”

I’d thought the Irzaens were free traders, but that was wrong. They were running the biggest monopoly in the galaxy, strangling anyone who might give them a run for their money. I didn’t know if they could stop mankind getting galactic citizenship, but they might have what it takes to throw a roadblock in our path.

“We don’t have to be competitors,” I said cautiously. “We could work together.”

“Why would we want to do that?”

I thought fast, piecing together everything I’d seen of the Irzaens and how they did business. “You have these huge galactic star markets selling everything to everyone, right?”

“There are over a thousand sovereignties, each with its own territory.”

“And Orion’s your territory. That’s why you’re the Grand Purveyor of Orion.”

“Such is my good fortune. My proxies visit our customers, informing them we are coming. Over time, we service every part of the Orion Arm, small as it is.”

“The catch is, the customers have to come to you. And you don’t like us because we go to them.” I looked out across the baking savannah to the Irzaens wallowing in the river. They were a herd species, not individualists like humans. They moved together in an interstellar caravan, finding the human way alien and uncomfortable. That was why they disliked us, feared us. “Suppose we delivered for you.”

Ani-Hata-Ga sat up straight, the finger-toes on his hind legs clenched in concentration. “I listen to your offer, Customer.”

“We have many ships, very few products anyone wants and limited star charts. You have relatively few ships, many goods and astrographics for the entire galaxy. If we work together, your customers could order what they want and instead of waiting for you to visit, we could see they get their orders, anywhere, anytime. They buy more, you sell more and we get a cut. Everybody wins.”

The two Irzaens looked at each other, astonished, then Ani-Hata-Ga said. “You would do this?”

“Hell yeah, providing you figure out how we can carry stuff we’re not allowed to even see.”

Ara-Sinu-Di leaned toward the Grand Purveyor and whispered, “Kasenite seals would satisfy transfer protocols.”

Ani-Hata-Ga emitted a melodious note of agreement. “We may have underestimated the value of relations with humans, Potential Partner Kade. I will send my proxy to Earth to discuss the matter further.” He made a sweeping gesture, formalizing his commitment.

“What about the dead Mataron?” I asked.

“We are required to return his body to his ship.”

That would give the snakeheads a chance to examine his wound, to discover we had beaten their skin shields. “Could you destroy the body?”

“We have already informed his ship that we have it. We would not be able to explain why we disposed of it.”

“Give them the body,” I said, thinking fast, “keep the head.”

“You want us to decapitate a Mataron corpse?”

“Tell them it was destroyed. You don’t know how, because sensors are suppressed here. They don’t need to know yours aren’t.”

Ani-Hata-Ga scratched his chest absently as he considered my request. “While it serves our interests, the Mataron Supremacy will not discover your projectile technology.”

“Consider it a trade secret.”

“A Potential Partner has more value than a Nugatory Customer,” he said, turning to his proxy. “Have the head removed. Keep the projectile.”

Getting a headless corpse from the Irzaens would keep the snakeheads guessing a little while longer, but I’d rather the Irzaens destroyed the super slug than lock it away as leverage for later. “What about my copilot and the body of my engineer?”

Ani-Hata-Ga motioned to my left where two medical platforms appeared. They’d been there all along, hidden inside holographic projections. Jase lay sleeping off the Xil paralytic on one while Izin’s naked body floated above the other surrounded by a swarm of Irzaen insect bots, his stomach encased in a yellow gelatinous substance.

“Izin’s alive?” I said, shocked.

“He required internal organ regeneration and four canseps of synthetic blood. I assure you, Potential Partner Kade, our medical service fees were charged at competitive rates. All debts are clear.”

I turned back to the Grand Purveyor of Orion, lost for words. “Thanks.”

“If he had been of the One Spawn, we would not have revived him,” Ara-Sinu-Di said. “However, his synaptic interfaces are empty, confirming his Earth origin.”

“His what?”

“The One Spawn are genetically engineered to receive molecular implants from birth. If Izin Nilva Kren were one of them, his synaptic interfaces would be connected to their technology. They were not.”

Biologically, Izin had all of the genetic enhancements of the One Spawn, but none of their technology. It made him less formidable than an Intruder, not more human, for he could never be one of us.

I wondered if the Irzaens had detected my bionetics, but didn’t dare ask. Bionetics weren’t metallic implants like the Intruders used, they were electrically charged molecules based on my own DNA designed to be indistinguishable from other cells in my body. They were less powerful than machine-like implants, but more difficult to detect, even by superior alien technology.

“Are we free to go?” I asked.

“Yes,” Ani-Hata-Ga said, motioning at the horizon.

High on a hill beyond the plain, a door opened marking one edge of the Irzaen habitat. “Patient transports will take your crewmen to your ship.”

I nodded appreciatively, taking one last look at the savannah. “Is this what your homeworld is like?”

“It is a representation of Esu-Raga-Tae,” the Grand Purveyor replied. “My ancestors wandered these plains for millions of years, until the Porosq gave us these.” He held up his right foreleg, opening and closing his finger-toes.

“They re-engineered your species?”

“With our consent,” Ara-Sinu-Di said. “We had intelligence long before we had manipulators.”

“If not for them, we would still be trapped on these plains,” Ani-Hata-Ga said. “We owe them everything.”

“I’ve never heard of the Porosq.”

“They are Andromedan, not members of our Galactic Forum, not regular visitors to our galaxy.”

“Why’d they help you?”

“They wanted our oral histories, our songs, our epic poems,” Ani-Hata-Ga replied. “The Porosq are a most cultured race and we are great storytellers. Wandering these plains for an eternity gave us time to create epic sagas of the imagination.”

“Good deal for you,” I said as three floating stretchers glided through the distant doorway into the habitat.

“It was an equitable exchange for both.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I said as Jase and Izin were floated across onto the stretchers. “I’ll send word to Earth about our deal. It may take a few years to get there.”

“We will be ready.”

I didn’t want to let them go without making one last attempt to cover my tracks. “I don’t suppose you’d give me the projectile, as a sign of good faith?”

“We will safeguard it for now, as a symbol of future trust,” Ani-Hata-Ga replied, brazenly intent on keeping us at a disadvantage. He gave me a formal sweep of his massive arm in farewell, then he and his proxy ambled back to the river, rejoining the herd.

I sat on the stretcher following Jase and Izin to the biosphere exit. A sign revealed we were on drifter eighty five, the only drifter with an oxygen rich atmosphere. It partly explained the great physical size of the Irzaens – extra oxygen being a pre-requisite for large life forms, especially when combined with high gravity.

Once we were outside, I jumped off my stretcher, deciding to walk. Jase was still asleep while Izin was conscious, but immobilized. His jumpsuit was gone while his vocalizer had been swabbed clean of blood.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

“I feel … nothing, Captain,” Izin said softly, still under the effect of Irzaen pain suppressors.

“Strange looking bandage,” I said, running my eyes over the slick yellow gel surrounding his abdomen.

“I’m told …” he replied, whispering a few words each time he exhaled, “it will dissolve … into my skin … over the next … eighty hours … after which time … I will be … fully healed.”

“You can thank Irzaen medical tech for your life,” I said. “I thought you were dead.”

“Who should … I thank … for the … ammunition?”

I patted his shoulder gently, not surprised he’d worked out my P-50 was carrying a special load. “You can thank me for that,” I said, then leaned close to him and whispered, “just don’t ever tell anyone.”

“I want … ammunition … like that.”

“They’re not easy to come by,” I said, certain a magazine full of Lena’s super snakehead killers was worth more than the Silver Lining herself.

We took the pedestrian accelerators back through the chain of drifters, making it a surprisingly fast trip. I was itching to sneak a peek at the tech civilizations permitted to shop in drifters four to eighty five were using, but I was in a hurry to warn Marie – and the Irzaens were watching. I assumed letting us go back unescorted was a test to see if humans could be trusted, or at least to see if we were smart enough not to break the rules when we knew we were being surveilled.

When we reached drifter three, I let the stretchers go on without me while I ran to the Heureux’s docking bay. Its door slid open as I arrived, signaling the bay was available for hire, then as I took the elevator up to the hangar level, the roar of thrusters sounded. The Heureux was hovering a few meters above the deck, slowly rotating on her axis, bringing her bow around to face the landing bay’s entry port.

I ran alongside the ship, fighting the backwash from her thrusters, waving my arms and yelling. “Marie! Down here! Stop!”

The Heureux’s landing struts retracted as she lined up on the exit, then she glided through the pressure field out into the gas giant’s freezing upper atmosphere. I ran after her, knowing I was too late, stopping only when I reached the view port beside the pressure field. Outside, Marie’s old Caravel D moved slowly away, then when she was five clicks out, her big stern engine glowed to life, pushing her forward.

The Heureux nosed up into a long soaring climb through the orange and brown hydrogen clouds, heading for the Nan Chen System and the trap the Xil had laid for her.

 

* * * *

 

The Istana and the Lorak launched soon after the Heureux’s departure, fifty minutes apart so they didn’t exit Ursulus Minor together. By the time I had the Silver Lining prepped for launch, both were out of the system.

Jase and Izin slept while I boosted toward minimum safe distance, then as the gas giant shrank behind us, Jase appeared bleary eyed in the hatchway. He moved unsteadily to his acceleration couch, giving the flight readouts a cursory glance as he slid into position.

“Where’s Izin? He wasn’t in engineering.”

“In his bunk, asleep,” I replied. “The Mataron shot him.”

“What?” Jase said surprised.

“He’s OK. He blew the snakehead’s brains out.”

“Oh?” Jase said, then began massaging his temple. “Man, what a hangover.”

He looked terrible. His face was pale and there were dark shadows under his eyes, visible proof that the Xil neurotoxin didn’t mix well with alcohol and whatever other substances he’d been experimenting with.

“Nydis got away,” I said.

“Ah … so we’re going after him, to thank him for this,” Jase said, touching the puncture wound at the base of his throat.

“No, we’re going after Marie.”

“Marie?” he said, giving me a puzzled look.

“She was on drifter three. She’s a blockade runner.”

Jase blinked, wondering what else he’d missed. “Figures.”

“It does?”

“She knows where the credits are.”

“Nydis put something aboard her ship that’s going to get her killed if we don’t catch her.”

“Oh … OK,” Jase said, slowly catching up. “You know where she’s headed?”

I nodded. “The Nan Chen System.”

“Hmm,” Jase said thoughtfully. “Nan Chen? … Chinese food.”

“Separatists who’ll shoot us on sight.”

“Chinese beer,” he said, craving a cure for his dry mouth.

“An Earth Navy fleet that blasts blockade runners first and asks questions later.”

“Chinese girls,” Jase said with a lascivious grin. “So what are we waiting for?”

I smiled at his incorrigibility, then we bubbled for the short hop to Nan Chen.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five : Nan Chen
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“There’s a human ship four billion clicks further out,” Jase announced as the first sensor feeds came in moments after we unbubbled at the edge of the Nan Chen System. A small gray ellipse appeared on the big screen silhouetted against the star filled blackness of space. “She’s just sitting there in the Kuiper Belt, running dark.”

Her transponder, active sensors and shield were all off and her e-plant was idling close to shutdown. Recalling Consul Okeke’s imagery of the Earth ship on Valhalla and the glimpse I’d caught of her on the Irzaen sovereignty, I said, “It’s the Istana.”

“What’s she doing out there?”

“Hiding.”

“From what?”

At that range, the imagery was more than three and a half hours old. It would take that long again before the Istana saw us, giving me time to find Marie and get out before the Chairman even knew we were here.

“No sign of the Heureux,” Jase said.

“She’s won’t get here for another two hours.” I said hopefully. If my estimates were right, we’d passed the old girl about fifteen hours ago, although flying blind with the bubble up, there was no way to be sure.

Jase studied the inner system scans and whistled appreciatively. “It’s crowded in there.” He refocused our optics on a barely habitable brown and blue world third from its star. A dense cluster of neutrino traces radiated from orbit, signaling the presence of many reactors, yet not a single transponder signal came from any of the ships gathered there. “I’m reading fifty four energy sources in geo-stationary and two big e-plants on the ground.”

Qian was a struggling farm world with a few small cities and no heavy industry. Intel indicated it was a Separatist supply dump, which was why the navy periodically swept the system for smugglers, although it lacked the ship handling facilities required for a fleet base.

“We’ll wait here and micro in just before the Heureux arrives.”

“How long?”

Considering how far we were from Qian, we wouldn’t see Marie’s ship until three hours after she arrived, the time it took her emissions to reach us at the speed of light. By then, she’d already be in orbit. My only hope on intercepting her was to guess her arrival time and jump in blind. If we went late, she’d be within weapon’s range of the Sep Fleet. If we jumped early and she wasn’t there, Sep warships would have time to come out after us. It was why I’d spent most of the trip here simulating the Heureux’s course and speed, searching for her most likely arrival time.

“Two hours twenty,” I said, hoping Marie was nursing the Heureux the way she normally did.

The Seps wouldn’t see us before we bubbled in, but they’d be ready for a surprise visit from Earth Navy. It wouldn’t take them long to break orbit and come out after us. They couldn’t micro-bubble from inside the planet’s gravity well, so they’d have to boost out hard and blast the Silver Lining on a high velocity flyby.

The ‘jousting run’ was their fastest kill solution, but I’d still have time to convince Marie to jettison her cargo and run – if I guessed right. If my timing was off or she didn’t believe me, it would all go to hell in a heartbeat.

 

* * * *

 

The superluminal drive curved spacetime around the Silver Lining, blotting out the stars, then we streaked blindly into the Nan Chen System. On the main screen, the course simulator drew a line through the outer planets beside a timer counting down from seven point four seconds. Suddenly, a red warning message flashed onto the screen:

 

FIELD INTEGRITY ALERT

EMERGENCY STOP

 

The timer froze at 0.01 seconds, just short of our destination. Automatic diagnostic programs began testing hundreds of systems simultaneously, searching for the cause of the bubble abort.

“Izin, what happened?” I asked over the intercom. The Irzaen gel seal had dissolved into his torso on the flight to Nan Chen, but he’d been back on his feet only a few hours.

“The spacetime field monitor detected a minute instability,” he said slowly. “It triggered an emergency shutdown before the bubble could collapse.”

A rectangular matrix appeared on the main screen with over a thousand cryptically labeled boxes. One by one, the boxes switched from black to green as our diagnostics confirmed whatever had spooked the ship’s AI hadn’t come from us.

“It’s external,” I said.

“Deploying sensors,” Jase said.

The main screen split in two, one half showing a miniaturized version of the diagnostics display, the other filled with an optical feed overlain with tracking data. The Heureux was directly ahead of us, boosting toward Qian. She’d arrived sooner and was now closer to the Sep Fleet than I’d expected. The Heureux would just be getting her first glimpse of us now while the Sep fleet wouldn’t see us for another minute.

“Give me a tight beam on her,” I said, pushing our engines to maximum inertially shielded acceleration. “I don’t want the Seps hearing this.”

Jase opened the comm link to the Heureux. “Go.”

“Marie, jettison your cargo and get out of there. You’ve been set up.”

It took our signal a few seconds to reach her and the same for her reply to come back.

“Sirius?” Marie’s voice sounded from the speakers. “What are you doing here? … You know I can’t drop my load. I need this.”

“She’s killed her engines,” Jase said, “and beaming comms.”

She was being smart, making sure the Seps didn’t hear her reply, keeping her options open while letting us catch her.

“I don’t know what you’re carrying, but you’re in danger.”

“Come alongside.” Her reply came back faster now that we were closing the distance. “And make it quick, my friends at Qian aren’t expecting you.”

I plotted a course match, then Jase said, “There are twenty seven warships over Qian, six orbital platforms, three supply ships and eighteen troop transports.”

“That explains the medical supplies,” I said, realizing it was more than a battle fleet, it was an invasion force.

If Earth Navy were coming, it was to hit the Separatist task force before it got underway. Such a preemptive strike would be a top secret operation, one the Matarons and the Xil must have known all about. They’d obviously informed Ransford, so why were the Sep ships just sitting there?

“They’ve seen us,” Jase said. “I’m reading neutrino spikes in a cruiser and two escorts.”

I simmed their intercept time on the autonav, assuming they’d push their engines hard. “They’ll be in drone range in fifty minutes.”

Jase winced. “We need to be gone by then.”

Halfway to the Heureux, our autonav rolled ship and began decelerating to match her while a Super Saracen cruiser and two frigate sized escorts came blasting out toward us under high-g. Minutes later, as the Heureux filled our big screen, Izin slid gingerly onto the couch behind our two piloting stations, favoring his still sensitive abdomen.

“The Heureux caused the emergency shutdown, Captain,” he said. “She’s emitting streams of ultra-relativistic electrons.”

“Electrons?” I said, puzzled.

“Ultra-relativistic electrons,” he corrected, “travelling at ninety five percent the speed of light. They caused a wave-particle resonant interaction that destabilized our superluminal field – and it’s getting stronger all the time.”

“Can we bubble?”

“Not while we’re near the Heureux, but that’s not the worst of it. If the resonant effect continues to grow, it’ll collapse our e-plant’s confinement field.”

“We’ll explode?”

“Us and every ship in range. I’ve maximized the radial diffusion of our confinement field, but it won’t be enough.”

“Why hasn’t Marie detected it?”

“She doesn’t have your predilection for black market technology, Captain. The emissions must have begun after the Heureux lowered her superluminal field, otherwise she wouldn’t have reached this system.”

Anticipating my intentions, Jase activated the communicator. “Secure channel open.”

“Marie,” I said, “you’re carrying something that’s going to collapse your confinement field. You need to get rid of it, fast.”

Her reply came back almost immediately. “What are you talking about? Our e-plant’s fine.”

“No, it’s not. It’s destabilizing.”

“Strengthen your confinement field’s radial diffusion,” Izin said. “It will buy you time.”

“Do what he says, Marie, you don’t have long.”

She sighed. “OK, Sirius, I’ll tell Omari while we check the cargo.”

“And have Ugo prep your starboard airlock for docking.” I rolled the Silver Lining again for the final velocity match, then when we married airlocks several minutes later, I turned to Izin. “Can you make it aboard the Heureux?”

“Yes, Captain,” he said, easing himself onto the deck.

“Keep an eye on those Sep ships,” I said to Jase, then Izin and I boarded the Heureux. Marie was waiting at the airlock with a communicator.

“I wish I could say I was glad to see you,” she said, giving me a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. “You were right. Omari found a tremor in our confinement field. It’s small, but growing.”

“Have you found what’s causing it?” I asked as she led us through a long companionway toward the Heureux’s number one cargo hold.

“Andrej and Ugo went through every container,” she replied. “They found nothing.”

“What about the clone lab?”

She lifted the communicator to her lips. “Andrej, did you check the clone lab?”

“Yes Miss Marie,” Andrej Myska, the Heureux’s loadmaster replied. “The seals are unbroken. The container hasn’t been opened since it left Earth.”

Marie gave me a reassuring look. “They’re Earth Medical quarantine seals, Sirius.”

“They must be fakes.”

“That’s impossible,” she said incredulously.

“It’s the only place it can be.”

She gave me a troubled look, then sighed and spoke into the communicator. “Ugo, we’re opening the clone lab.”

“They’ll void our contract,” he replied uncomfortably, “and hit us with penalties.”

“I know,” she said, then led us to a darkened cargo hold where Gadron Ugo and Andrej Myska were waiting with powerful beam lights beside a large VRS container. I examined the container’s fractal fiber seals carefully, hoping they were fakes, but they looked genuine and would have been accepted by customs authorities on any human world.

Myska held a fractal scanner over one seal. Its indicator light blinked green, confirming the fibers hadn’t been tampered with. Each fiber had billions of molecular contact points that could not be reconnected once broken, at least not by human tech.

“The seals are good,” Myska said, clearly unwilling to break them.

“I went over every millimeter with the x-ray scanner,” Ugo said. “It’s clean.”

“Forget the seals and the scanner,” I said. “Open it.”

Ugo bristled, but Marie waved him back. “You better be right about this, Sirius,” she said wearily, aware she was throwing away a small fortune.

“It can’t be anything else.”

Marie nodded to Ugo to crack open the container. “Do it.”

Gadron Ugo sliced open the fractal seals covering the door controls with a knife, then entered the unlock code. Metal bolts slid back with a clang, then as he pulled the large container door open, soft light spilled out. We gave a collective gasp as the door swung open, revealing a small, spindle shaped craft standing on fore and aft legs, each with a wide horizontal foot like an inverted ‘T’. It was wedged diagonally into the VRS container, which was barely large enough to hold it. The craft’s hull was polished to a mirror sheen and a soft aura glowed from its skin.

“That’s no clone lab,” I said, stepping into the container.

“Damn,” Marie said in frustration.

“It’s damaged,” Ugo said, aiming his beam light at the craft’s rear where its reflective finish was tarnished by a black blast mark. 

“What kind of ship is it?” Andrej Myska asked as he paced along its side.

The hull geometry was unmistakable. “It’s Tau Cetin,” I said, reaching toward its aura, feeling a strong force press against my hand.

“What’s it doing here?” Marie asked.

“Radiating ultra-relativistic electrons,” Izin said simply.

I walked alongside the craft to the blast mark for a closer look, my mind racing. The hull had been damaged, but whoever had done the repair work didn’t have the skill to reproduce its mirror surface. No human could have captured a TC ship, which ruled out Chairman Ransford and his Consortium. The Istana had delivered the medkits to the transshipment zone on the Irzaen sovereignty, but the Xil ship Lorak must have unloaded the counterfeit VRS container supposedly containing the clone lab. The genuine Earth Medical supplies were camouflage, while the x-ray scanner and the fractal seals had all been faked by the Xil.

Deceiving our tech was a simple task for such an advanced race, but not even the Xil could have captured a Tau Cetin ship. Only one adversary in the entire galaxy had both the motive and the power to do that, the same enemy who’d defeated the Alliance Fleet at Tresik Prime, the only race the Tau Cetins truly feared: the Intruders. They must have captured the tiny ship, repaired it as best they could and given it to the Xil, who clearly weren’t neutral. 

Most troubling of all, I couldn’t see what the One Spawn could possibly gain from hiding a TC ship aboard the Heureux. We were nothing to them, less than irrelevant, yet they – and the One Spawn – had gone to a lot of trouble to interfere in our affairs.

“Can we shut it down?” Marie asked.

“I don’t see a hatch,” I replied.

“Even if we knew how to get inside,” Izin said, “we couldn’t get through that field.”

“We’ll blow it out the airlock,” I said, “and run like hell.”

“I guess we were never going to get paid,” Marie lamented, then turned to Ugo and Myska. “Release the deck locks. We’ll decompress the outer door from the bridge.”

We left them to prepare the cargo hold and hurried to the Heureux’s bridge deck. It was twice the size of the Silver Lining’s cramped flight deck, with two separate screens on the forward bulkhead and antiquated instruments feeding the consoles. Marie took the pilot’s couch and set one screen to show the hold and another to monitor the cargo door exterior. We watched Ugo and Myska release the maglocks holding all of the cargo containers in place and retreat behind a pressure door.

“Artificial gravity off,” Marie said, operating the controls. “Pressurizing to five atmospheres.” The increased air pressure would deliver a blast powerful enough to hurl the entire cargo into space. She gave me a reproachful look. “If this damages the outer door, you’re buying me a new one.”

“Now that’s gratitude. I come all this way to save your life and you want to bill me for damages.”

When the pressurization was complete, she said, “Here goes,” and triggered the hull door’s emergency release.

On one screen, we saw the large cargo door whip open and slam against the hull as misty air jetted from the ship, freezing on contact with cold vacuum. Small and large containers were swept from the hold and hurled into the emptiness of space, to tumble slowly away. On the other screen, a single VRS container remained fixed to the deck.

“I don’t understand,” Marie said, glancing at her console. “The magclamps are off.”

“It’s that ship,” I said, eyes fixed upon the screen, “it’s holding position inside the container.”

“You must shut down your energy plant immediately,” Izin said.

“We’d lose life support and propulsion,” Marie protested.

“Would you rather a confinement breach?” I asked pointedly.

Shock flashed across her face, then she nodded quickly. “OK.”

“I’ll work with Omari,” Izin said and left for engineering as Jase’s voice sounded from my communicator.

“Skipper, that Sep cruiser’s painting us with targeting pulses.”

“How long to weapons release?” I asked.

“Twenty minutes,” he replied. “They just rolled ship and slammed on the brakes.”

They weren’t making a jousting run after all. “They’re going to board us.”

“They don’t realize the danger,” Marie said.

“We’ve got to get that TC ship out of here. What explosives have you got on board?”

Her eyes widened in horror. “Are you out of your mind? You’ll wreck the ship.”

“If we don’t blast that thing into space, you won’t have a ship.”

She hesitated, realizing I was right. “We have two cases of mining charges left over from our last Kazaris run.”

“We’ll plant them under its hull. They won’t get through its shield, but they might push it into space.”

She repressurized the cargo hold, then we retrieved the explosives from storage. While Marie agonized over losing her ship, I thought of Ransford out at the edge of the system. I realized he wasn’t just hiding out there, he was waiting where it was safe, proving he knew what was coming and the Sep Fleet didn’t. He’d financed the Separatist Movement from the beginning, believing his criminal Consortium would reap incredible riches once it was free of Earth’s interference. Now he was betraying his own people, undermining everything he’d worked for.

For what, to gain favor with the Xil?

 

* * * *

 

We set six directional charges beneath the Tau Cetin ship, focused to blast up into its hull, then retreated behind the forward pressure door.

“Here goes nothing but my ship,” Marie said apprehensively, then triggered the remote detonator.

A dull boom reverberated through the Heureux, then Ugo, who was monitoring the blast from the bridge, announced over the intercom, “Hold pressure stable.”

We pushed the hatch open and peered into the dark cargo hold. The top of the VRS container had been torn open, allowing the glow of the TC ship’s radiating aura to illuminate the overhead.

“At least we didn’t destroy the Heureux,” Myska muttered with relief as we hurried to the wrecked container, finding the glowing Tau Cetin ship sitting undamaged, exactly as before.

“Not a scratch,” I said disappointed.

“What now?” Marie asked.

“Put the Heureux to sleep,” I said, activating my communicator. “Izin, how’s the e-plant shutdown coming along?”

“It’s not, Captain,” he replied. “The resonance from the Tau Cetin ship is exciting the novarium. We can’t cool the core. It’s only a matter of time before we lose confinement.”

I turned to Marie grimly. “We’ve got to get away from here, far away.”

“I’m not abandoning my ship,” she declared.

“She’s already lost,” I said gently. “We couldn’t get that TC ship out of here with a novarium bomb.”

“I can’t leave,” Marie said softly. “This is my … home.” She glanced at Myska. “Our home.”

I put my arms around her. “I know.”

“I grew up on this ship.”

“If you stay, you’ll die on her.”

She looked around at the aging bulkheads, recalling a lifetime of memories. “I’m going to miss her,” she whispered, eyes glistening with tears.

“We’ll take you and your crew aboard the Silver Lining,” I said. Our life support was rated for six, but we could take seven at a pinch, long enough to get them to safety.

She nodded, then walked to the com panel. “The Heureux’s going to explode. Abandon ship. Get your personal items and go board the Silver Lining. You have three minutes.”

I gave her a reassuring nod, then spoke into my communicator. “Jase, where are those ships?”

“They’ll be in weapons range in seven minutes,” he replied. “They’re ordering us to prepare for boarding. Want me to respond?”

“No, keep them guessing,” I said, then Marie and Myska went to collect their personal items while I hurried back to the bridge.

Ugo was gone, so I slid onto the helmsman’s couch and entered a new heading away from Qian. I had no love of Separatists, but the two reactors on the planet’s surface would kill millions if they exploded. With the new course set, I ordered the autonav to engage, then my console beeped in protest and the original trajectory reappeared.

“Oh-ho,” I whispered and re-entered the course. When I tried to execute the plot a second time, it again wiped the new heading and continued with the Qian insertion. I hammered the console with my fist in frustration, certain the TC ship had taken control of the Heureux.

“Skipper, where are you?” Jase’s voice sounded from my communicator. “Everyone’s aboard. We’re ready to undock.”

“Is Marie there?” I asked, moving to her captain’s console.

“Yeah, I’m here,” she said.

“What’s your autodestruct code?” If I couldn’t send the Heureux away from Qian, at least I could stop it reaching the planet.

Slowly, Marie recited a long alpha numeric sequence which I entered into her command console, then set the timer to fifteen minutes – just long enough for us to get clear and catch the Sep warships in the blast’s hypocenter as they came alongside.

When I finished entering the code, I said, “Give it to me again, to double check.”

She repeated the sequence, then I tapped the activation panel.

A female voice announced, “Autodestruct enabled.” A timer appeared on the central screen, counting down from fifteen minutes. I breathed a sigh of relief, then the timer vanished and the voice announced, “Autodestruct disabled.”

“No!” I yelled, then all the consoles on the bridge went blank. I tapped the screen repeatedly, trying to reactivate it, but it was dead. “Goddamn it!”

“Skipper!” Jase said urgently, “Where are you? They’re almost in range.”

The blank console screen told me there was nothing else I could do, so I jumped off the couch and ran back through empty passageways to the Heureux’s airlock. Once inside, it seemed to take forever to cycle through to the Silver Lining’s outer door.

“Come on, come on,” I muttered impatiently, then the Lining’s outer door opened and I jumped through, ordering both ship’s outer doors to seal behind me. As soon as the hatch indicators blinked green, I called Jase. “I’m aboard. Go!”

“We’re out of here,” Jase replied, powering the engines.

I stepped through into the pressure suit compartment, where Marie’s three crewmen sat with their gear bags looking lost and disheartened. Omari Jang, the Heureux’s engineer was wiping tears from her cheeks while Gadron Ugo simmered with anger.

“We’ll make up bunks for you later,” I promised.

“I’ll help Izin,” Omari said, then headed off to engineering.

“The galley’s that way. Take whatever you want,” I said, pointing down the passageway, trying to make them feel welcome. Leaving Ugo and Andrej to find it for themselves, I ran to the flight deck.

Marie was on the third couch behind the two piloting positions, watching the Heureux fall away behind us on the big screen, half of which was showing a stern optical feed.

“How close are they?” I asked, sliding onto my couch.

“Close,” Jase said, concentrating on flying rather than tracking.

I summoned the sensor display to my console. The Super Saracen cruiser was now in drone range and her big guns were only moments away from being able to fry us. Her two escorts with their lighter armament would need another six minutes to get close enough to open fire.

Even with our engines wide open, pushing our inertial shielding to the limit, we were still sliding stern-first toward Qian and the three warships decelerating toward us. 

“Unidentified freighter,” the flight deck speakers blared, “shut down your engines and prepare to be boarded or we will fire upon you.”

“You want to take her?” Jase asked, offering me the helm.

“Nah, you’re doing fine,” I replied, activating the intercom. “Izin, how long before we can bubble?”

“Not until we’re clear of the resonant interference, Captain.”

“Can we use our shield?”

“Yes, but shield integrity will be low.”

Our inertial drift toward Qian finally ended and we began boosting rapidly away from the Heureux, although the Sep ships were still faster. I decided to try talking our way out, buying time and saving the shield as a last resort. The big screen’s stern view showed three brilliant lights coming straight for us as the warships decelerated toward the Heureux. Their commanders would be deciding whether to board her or go after us. If they kept braking, we’d soon be too fast for them to catch.

“Unidentified freighter, heave to immediately,” the Sep commander ordered again.

Leaving Jase to fly the Lining, I broadcast a wide area signal toward the three warships. “We’ll shut down our engines when you identify yourself. How do I know you’re not pirates?”

Jase gave me a curious look, mouthing the word, ‘Pirates?’. We’d seen plenty of Brotherhood ships, but none of them bristled with weapons the way the Super Saracen did.

“This is Colonial Fleet cruiser, Janis B. Leighton. Cut your engines now. This is your final warning.”

Two of the three engine glows on the stern view vanished as the Leighton and one of her escorts rolled ship, aiming their bows at us while the second escort continued decelerating toward the Heureux. The cruiser and her consort still had a slight velocity advantage and were now accelerating hard to close the gap. An infrared overlay automatically appeared on screen, showing thermal blooms on the hulls of both warships, warning they were charging weapons.

“Talking’s over,” I said as the Heureux fell rapidly behind us. She began maneuvering for orbital insertion as if her crew were still aboard, revealing the TC ship had taken control of her autonav.

“Now’s a good time for the shield,” Jase suggested.

“Not yet,” I said switching my console to weapons.

We had one bird on the launcher and two in the loader. Thanks to Lena Voss, they were all unmarked Earth Navy drones and they were about to give the Leighton’s crew the fright of their lives. The launcher was in the bow, so when I opened the outer door, the Seps wouldn’t see it.

“You’re going to fight?” Marie asked uneasily.

“I’m sure as hell not going to surrender,” I said, watching the thermal readings from the cruiser’s heavy turrets continue to grow. The Leighton must have been saving her drones for Earth Navy, which gave us a little more time, although one unshielded hit from her big guns would tear us apart.

I fed targeting data into the three drones and set the launcher to auto reload. When all three birds signaled they were ready, I hovered my finger above the firing panel, watching the warships race after us.

“What are you waiting for?” Jase asked as the drones kept recalculating their firing solutions.

“They’re too far out.”

“That cruiser can hit us now.”

Unlike Jase, I wasn’t watching hit probabilities, but course tracking. I gave them a few more seconds to close the distance, then fired. A point of brilliant white light shot from our bow under tremendous acceleration, followed in quick succession by the second and third drones. 

“Shields up,” I said, activating our one defense as the drones raced ahead of the Silver Lining then turned sharply and streaked back past us.

Shields immediately energized around the cruiser and her two escorts as tiny pin pricks of heat appeared on the Leighton’s hull, signaling her point defenses were preparing to blast our drones at close range. Her consort turned forty five degrees, moving away from the cruiser, ensuring they didn’t block each other’s firing arcs and reducing the risk of collateral damage from nearby explosions.

Our shield oscillated unstably from the wave-particle interference coming from the Tau Cetin ship, achieving barely one third power. The warships, now closer to the Heureux than we were, suffered even stronger shield instabilities that grew worse the nearer they got.

The Leighton fired a shot from her forward turret, sending a brilliant yellow-white flash streaking through the blackness toward us. Jase tried to turn, but we were too close to evade, and it struck our shield on the port quarter, blanketing our optical feed in white noise. As the screen cleared, energy ripples flowed across the shield, warning it was already close to collapse.

“Direct hit, first shot,” Jase said, impressed.

“Change aspect,” I said, then he rolled the Lining thirty degrees, angling an undamaged segment of our weakened shield structure toward the Leighton and forcing her to compute a new targeting vector.

Behind us, our three drones fanned out into a triangular formation that forced the Leighton to anticipate attacks from three sides. The cruiser nosed toward the center of the triangle, bringing all of its point defenses to bear and directing all available power to shields, giving us a few more seconds to get clear. The second escort, now some way behind, rolled ship and began boosting after her companions, joining the hunt as the Leighton and her close consort swept past the Heureux.

Our three drones turned sharply in toward the center of the triangle through which the cruiser and her near escort were passing. The Leighton’s kinetic cannons opened fire, lacing the blackness with streams of hot tracer, but the drones stayed outside the point defense weapons’ effective range. They dived astern of the Leighton, as if intending to attack her from the rear, then I turned to Marie as all three drones straightened for the terminal phase.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“For what?” she asked surprise, then realized what was happening. “Oh no!”

She leaned forward, unable to believe her eyes as the three drones fired their penetrators into the Heureux’s unshielded hull, punching through into her novarium reactor and detonated together. A blindingly white ball of energy erupted around the freighter, instantly obliterating the nearby escort’s unstable shield. A second massive core explosion erupted within the first, merging with it as it expanded toward the Leighton and her companion, then the brilliant white energy sphere engulfed both ships.

“Why?” Marie asked.

“There are three million people on Qian,” I said. “It was the only way to save them.”

Understanding flashed across her face, then she nodded somberly as the dissipating shockwave raced toward us.

“Here it comes,” Jase said, turning the ship sharply, angling a fully powered section of our shield toward it.

Marie put her hand on my shoulder, holding on tight as it hit. The main screen saturated with white static, then the filters cut in, darkening the glare. A sea of energy washed over us, sending lightning flashes rippling around our hull, then the weakening blast wave continued on into space as our shield collapsed.

When the static cleared, we saw the Leighton was still boosting after us, protected by her armor. Her shield and most of her sensors were gone, but heat blooms still radiated from her weapons and at least one targeting scanner had us locked. Her consort was a blackened, melted wreck while no trace of the frigate that had been close to the Heureux remained. At the epicenter of the blast a small, glowing object continued to glide inexorably toward Qian.

“It’s still there!” Jase said incredulously when he realized it was the Tau Cetin ship.

“I don’t believe it,” Marie said, shocked anything could survive a core explosion.

“It’s heading for the planet,” I said, realizing the tiny, spindle shaped craft was still following the Heureux’s course.

“The Leighton’s not coming after us,” Jase said with relief, his eyes still riveted to the screen.

The cruiser had shut down its engines and was adrift. The heat blooms on her hull were fading while the neutrino emissions from her e-plant were fluctuating wildly.

“She’s in trouble,” I said.

Her proximity to the TC ship was affecting her reactor’s confinement field much more than ours. That’s why they were powering down, trying to stabilize their e-plant, but it was already too late. A sensor alert flashed on the main screen, warning the Leighton had opened an outer door, then a hissing, distorted message sounded, audio only.

“Cease your … immediately, or … destroy you.” It was the Leighton, thinking we were attacking them.

I set comms to wide angle so everyone would hear my reply. “Leighton, it’s not us. It’s the Tau Cetin ship. Anyone listening on Qian or in orbit, shut down your reactors before it reaches you.”

There was no acknowledgement from the Leighton, then she launched a heavy drone that turned in a sharp arc toward us.

“Oh crap,” Jase muttered, nudging the throttles up beyond our inertial ceiling.

With the drone on its way to kill us, the Leighton turned toward the tiny spindle shaped craft and opened fire with her main battery, bathing the Tau Cetin ship in a mix of continuous beams and rapid fire bursts. Its aura remained steady as it continued toward the planet, oblivious to the Leighton’s attack.

“They’re not even tickling it,” Marie said, disheartened.

While the big Sep drone hurtled toward us, the cruiser’s energy supply wavered. One by one, its beam and pulse weapons flickered and winked out. In desperation, the Leighton launched another drone, sending a brilliant star streaking though the blackness toward the Tau Cetin ship. Moments before impact, the drone fired its statically charged penetrator, but when it struck the tiny craft’s golden aura, the warhead exploded harmlessly.

“Where can we get a shield like that?” Jase said.

I turned my attention to the drone racing toward us. It was larger and slower than ours with lower acceleration, but it had us clearly in its sights. 

Marie saw the sensor feed on my console. “Maybe we can outrun it,” she said, hoping it would run out of fuel before it caught us.

I shook my head slowly. “It’s a system attack drone,” I said gravely, “a standoff weapon, just what they need to attack Earth Navy capital ships from outside the range of their big guns. If we don’t bubble, it’ll chase us halfway to the next star.”

The Leighton, at last understanding the hopelessness of her situation, tried to boost away from the tiny Tau Cetin ship, but her engines flickered weakly, struggling to generate thrust. The ferocious storm of ultra-relativistic electrons bombarding her e-plant suddenly caused her confinement field to fail, instantly releasing tremendous energies in a brilliant explosion. The blast ballooned out, enveloping the charred wreck of her consort and the tiny Tau Cetin ship, hiding both from sight for several seconds. We were now too far away to be caught in the blast, but the flash forced the optical filters to cut in again, momentarily masking the Leighton. When the screen cleared, all that was left of her were melted pieces of armor tumbling through space.

The Separatist Fleet now came to life. The larger warships activated shields, charged weapons and fired salvos of drones that swarmed like glowing insects across space. The Tau Cetin ship made no attempt to evade or shoot down the cloud of point-sized light converging on it, then the drone swarm dived into its aura with a ferocity that would have torn apart any human ship. A maelstrom of explosions engulfed the alien spindle, then when the drones had been consumed and the blasts faded, the glowing Tau Cetin ship emerged unharmed, drifting irresistibly toward Qian.

“That Sep drone’s getting awfully close, Skipper,” Jase said, more concerned about the robot spacecraft running us down than the fleet fighting for its life over Qian.

“Izin, can we bubble?”

“Negative, Captain,” he replied over the intercom. “The interference is still too strong. We need at least another three minutes.”

Jase scowled. “We’ll be dead by then.”

The Sep fleet now opened fire on the Tau Cetin ship with a vast array of energy weapons. Hundreds of beams and pulse streams focused upon the tiny spindle, causing a brilliant white orb to form around the alien ship, obscuring it from sight. As the orb approached the planet, the fleet’s bombardment began to waver, just as the Leighton’s had. One by one, beams and pulse streams winked out as their power systems failed, then a Separatist cruiser exploded. Others followed suit, bathing each other in collateral blasts, painting Qian’s sky in a dazzling tapestry of light.

No ship, no weapons platform, no human survived.

“Impact in sixty seconds,” Jase said anxiously, his eyes riveted to the sensor display.

“Izin!” I yelled.

“Not yet, Captain.”

Before the glittering star bursts marking the destruction of the Separatist Fleet had faded, two massive explosions appeared on the planet’s surface six hundred kilometers apart. Half spheres of boiling light erupted from the ground, rising to the edges of the atmosphere, incinerating the colony’s two major cities and surrounding farmlands. Their edges touched, then began to fade, leaving two blackened, circular wastelands in their place.

Above the annihilated colony, the light blooms faded as thousands of melted armor plates spun off into interplanetary space or fell into the atmosphere like burning comets streaking across the sky. All that remained in orbit was the tiny Tau Cetin ship surrounded by its impenetrable golden aura.

Marie stared at the screen, wide eyed. “It’s gone … All those people.”

“The Seps sure got their asses kicked,” Jase said, looking up.

“No,” I said, “we got our asses kicked,” – we humans – “and the enemy didn’t fire a shot.”

“We’re next,” Jase said. “That Sep drone’s almost on us.”

“Izin, we have to go – now!”

“We’re still too close, Captain.”

“At fifty percent?” I began charging the spacetime distorters, certain our only escape was a few seconds of superluminal flight. Once we broke contact, even if we were still in range of the standoff drone, its failsafes would prevent it from reacquiring us.

“If you activate the bubble now, Captain, you’ll kill us all.”

“And if I don’t, we’re dead anyway.”

The system attack drone entered its terminal phase, charging its penetrator to punch through our nonexistent shield and armorless hull.

“Its warhead’s active!” Jase shouted as the tactical overlay on the big screen began flashing red hazard warnings at us. “Want me to evade?”

“No, keep her steady,” I said, certain we were going too fast for evasive maneuvers to make any difference now. I ordered the autonav to plot a superluminal micro-jump at half power, enough to move us halfway across the system to safety.

The standoff drone was now so close, the high density ballistic cap in the penetrator’s nose was visible, haloed by the brilliant glow of its engine.

“Emergency bubble in five seconds,” I declared over the intercom.

“This is going to hurt,” Jase muttered, then tapped his console, retracting our sensor masts. The screen imagery vanished, replaced by the course and trajectory simulation. “Sensors locked, engines off,” he said, killing our thrust.

I glanced at Marie one last time. She gave me an encouraging nod and braced, then I exhaled and touched my control panel. “Autonav on.”

I had just enough time to lie flat as the drone fired its long thin cylindrical penetrator at our hull, then our bubble formed. The Silver Lining seemed to vanish as the penetrator streaked through the empty space we left behind and detonated. On our big screen, the computer simulation counted down from ten seconds. A field stability warning appeared immediately, then a siren sounded at six seconds and a message I’d only ever seen in a simulator flashed on screen.

 

WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!

SPACETIME DISTORTION FIELD FAILURE

 

My couch’s emergency restraint field activated, crushing me into the padding as the superluminal bubble surrounding the Silver Lining folded in against the starboard side of the ship. The extreme shearing forces of curved spacetime tore through the hull like tin foil, filling the ship with a tremendous scream of rending metal, then the lights blinked out and the starboard engine exploded, hurling us into a wild spin.

Immense g-forces pushed down on us as we lost our inertial field and hammer blows raked the ship as thrusters and spacetime distorters exploded, increasing the Lining’s uncontrolled gyrations. The siren continued wailing as red emergency lights blinked on and the superluminal flight simulation vanished from the main screen. In its place, the damage control display appeared, flashing hundreds of red warning lights.

Through squinting eyes, I read the messages on the big screen. We were venting atmosphere and ion gas into space while explosive decompression tore through part of the ship. The starboard engine was gone, the energy plant was critical and plasma fires were consuming a quarter of the hull.

The port side thrusters fired automatically, trying vainly to slow our spin, while our two surviving crawlers scrambled out onto the hull. Overwhelmed by the scale of the destruction, all they could do was clamp themselves magnetically to the plating and survey the damage. Imagery from both hullbots appeared on the big screen either side of the damage control display, showing stars whirling around us like streaks of light as we spun. Glowing debris, torn away by the g-forces, hurtled into space amid streams of venting gas and glowing plasma that spiraled out from our stricken ship.

The thrusters on the port side glowed red hot, but couldn’t slow the ship, then the hull plates below one of the crawlers broke free, launching the spider-like machine into space. The crawler leapt from the hull plate, aiming its optical sensor back at the ship, giving us a view of the wreck from space as it drifted away. We were spinning like a pinwheel amid a whirlpool of red and orange plasma, white misty gas and blackened debris.

Jase retched beside me. I fought the urge to do the same as I looked back at Marie. She was holding her couch with both hands, eyes closed, breathing through clenched teeth, fighting to stay conscious.

From what I could see and feel, I knew the hull thrusters were too weak to stop three thousand metric tons from spinning so fast. They’d run out of propellant long before they got control of the ship. Only Jase or I could do anything and he was already too sick to help. If I couldn’t stabilize the ship, I’d soon be as helpless as him.

I slid my hand along my couch until it was beneath my console, then with a clenched fist, forced it up. My couch sensed the movement, knew what I was trying to do, and reshaped the pressure field to help my arm reach the controls. I got my fingers to the display selector, summoned the piloting mode, then slid my hand across to thruster control. From the hullbot feeds, I knew the starboard engine and at least a third of our thrusters were gone. Our only hope was to change the pitch angle.

I got one finger to the bow thruster, then started to nose the ship up, pushing us around from a rolling to a flat spin. When we were almost spinning horizontally, the bow thrusters ran dry and died, then I slid my hand down and fired the port engine. It was obliquely angled against the spin, not perfectly aligned, but close enough. The ship shuddered continuously as the big engine fought the spin, easing the g-forces, then as we slowed, the pressure field holding me down weakened its grip and the surviving thrusters stabilized the ship.

My couch’s emergency restraint field vanished, leaving me weightless. I caught my console to avoid drifting off my couch, while Jase gave me a weary look.

“Who said you couldn’t survive a bubble burst?” he said with a crooked grin, then he faced away and heaved again.

I turned to Marie who was white faced and dizzy, still holding tightly onto her couch. “You OK?”

“I will be … when the universe stops spinning,” she said weakly. “How bad is it?”

“Bad,” I replied, nodding at the mass of red flashing indicators on the big screen.

She lifted her head enough to take in the damage control display and the hull crawler images. The starboard quarter of the ship no longer existed, while the exposed ragged edges along the shear line burned a searing red from the fiercest plasma fire I’d ever seen.

“Oh my god,” Marie murmured as she grasped the scale of the disaster, scarcely able to believe we’d survived.

“Takes real talent,” I said bitterly, “destroying two ships in one day.”

“Three ships,” Jase said, coughing. “Don’t forget the Sep frigate.”

Marie patted my shoulder. “You tried to save those people on Qian.”

“I failed.”

“You did everything you could.”

Jase peeled off his vomit stained shirt, wiped his face and threw it away, letting it free fall toward a bulkhead. “At least we’re alive.”

“Captain?” Izin’s voice sounded from the intercom.

“I’m here.”

“I’ve shut down the reactor. We won’t be able to restart it,” he said. “And the backup generator was destroyed. We have ninety minutes of power before the emergency cells are exhausted.”

“Understood.” I gave Jase a gloomy look, thinking I’d only delayed the inevitable. “You were saying?”

“With no power,” Marie said, “it’s going to get cold in here.”

Jase pulled himself down to his console, seeing the port sensor mast was still intact inside its housing. “We’ve still got eyes, port side.”

The sensor mast would give us a better understanding of what was happening outside than we could get from the hull crawlers, but running it would eat up a few minutes of precious power.

“Might as well see what’s out there,” I said, hoping there were ships coming to help us.

Jase extended the port mast, focusing on the planet where the twin annihilating blasts were reaching full bloom, showing we’d overtaken the light from the planet and were watching the catastrophe unfold a second time. There were no other human ships in sight, only the Tau Cetin craft above Qian. It glowed brightly as its sub-light drive activated, sending it shooting out of the planet’s gravity well.

Jase tracked it long enough to see it stop and angle its needle point bow toward a distant star, then it streaked away at superluminal velocity. I knew at a glance it was heading for the Core Systems and for a terrible moment, I feared it was going to Earth, then Jase ran an autonav simulation of its trajectory.

“Huh!” he said in disgust. “It’s heading home to mamma, back to Tau Ceti.”

His words shocked me. He believed the Tau Cetins were responsible for the murder of three million humans. It hadn’t occurred to me that the TCs might be willing participants, using us for a purpose known only to them.

My mind whirled as I wondered, could he possibly be right, had the Tau Cetins betrayed us?

 

* * * *

 

We left the flight deck and pulled ourselves through dark corridors lit by red emergency lights to engineering. Omari Jang, the Heureux’s tall east African engineer floated above the deck, unconscious. Her blood smeared face was partially covered by a white pressure pad and her broken arm was wrapped in an inflatable epoxy-splint. Marie floated to Omari’s side and inspected her injuries.

“What happened?” she asked.

“She was thrown into the screen, then pinned to the deck” Izin replied, motioning to a cracked and blood spattered display. “I couldn’t help her until we stopped spinning.”

“I’ll take her to sickbay.”

“You can’t. The plasma fire’s already there.”

“What about the galley?” I asked, glancing at Marie. “That’s were Ugo and Andrej were.”

Izin summoned the ship’s schematic to one of his screens. “Internal sensors starboard of frame thirty one are inoperable,” he said, indicating a gray section of the diagram. “There’s only one thermal barrier between the galley and the plasma fire. The temperature on the other side of that bulkhead is over ten thousand degrees Kelvin.”

“We have to get them out of there,” Marie said.

“If they’re still in the galley,” I said, “they’re already dead.”

Marie opened her mouth to protest, then realized there was nothing to say.

“When that bulkhead fails,” Izin said, “that entire section of the ship will be destroyed. That will leave only one barrier between us and the fire. At those temperatures, it won’t be long before it reaches the centerline.” He motioned to a screen showing a bulkhead glowing with heat as its moisture resistant plastiseal coating trickled in droplets to the deck.

“Hmm,” I said, turning to Marie. “It’s not going to get colder in here, it’s going to get a lot hotter.”

“Can we use the lifeboat?” Jase asked.

“Yes, but we must go now,” Izin replied. “If we delay, the radiant heat outside the hull will be too great for the lifeboat to survive the launch.”

Another screen showed the hull crawler’s feed of the ragged starboard side of the ship. It was glowing a bright orange-red from the intense plasma fire. It wasn’t an inferno driven by combustion and it didn’t require oxygen. It was heat far beyond anything a chemical process could produce, caused by molecular collisions that ionized matter. The hull’s superluminal thermal shielding made it worse by trapping the heat inside the ship, ensuring it would be many weeks before it cooled. By then, the Silver Lining would be a hollowed out, melted wreck.

“We’re one point two billion kilometers from Qian,” I said, about as far as Saturn was from Earth. “We’ll never make it.”

Marie sighed bitterly. “It might as well be a billion light years.”

“Our only hope is a rescue ship,” Izin said.

Jase shook his head pessimistically. “There aren’t any ships. They all blew up.”

A grunt sounded from the passageway, then Gadron Ugo drifted through the hatch, his skin bruised and scalded and his hands burned from hot deck plates.

“Ugo!” Marie cried, pulling herself toward him.

He raised his blistered hands, warning her not to touch him, then grimaced as he breathed, showing signs of broken ribs. “Andrej is dead,” he wheezed.

Her face went white with grief. “I’m sorry, Ugo. It was my fault.”

“Whoever sold you that cargo is to blame,” I said, retrieving burn spray from engineering’s medkit. “This will have to do for now.”

I sent the canister gliding through the air to Marie. She caught it and began spraying Ugo’s hands with a white antiseptic polymer that would suppress pain and stimulate skin tissue regrowth.

Suddenly, the thermal barrier collapsed. Izin’s screens showed a wave of orange heat blast through passageways, snuffing out internal sensors and sending a series of shudders through the ship as more thrusters exploded. We froze, staring at static filled screens, wondering if the ship was going to break apart, then the roar of explosions died away.

“The last barrier will fail before our emergency power runs out,” Izin said.

I nodded grimly, convinced we had to get as far away from the ship as possible. “Everyone into the lifeboat. Take only what you need.”

“Can you help Ugo?” Marie asked, taking Omari’s good arm and carefully steering her through zero-g.

“Sure,” I said, reaching for him, but he shook his head indignantly.

“I can make it,” he growled, then the veteran spacer used elbows, knees and feet to push himself into the companionway.

“Lifeboat access is behind the flight deck. Jase will show you,” I said, then glided down the corridor to my stateroom.

I retrieved my Earth bank vault key, gun and Q-blade, then pulled myself through the corridors to the access compartment above the lifeboat launcher. Shudders from distant explosions reverberated through the ship, warning that the fire was clawing its way toward us, bringing a heat so intense it would instantly vaporize a human body on contact.

I pulled myself down through the open pressure hatch in the deck, through a circular chamber to the lifeboat’s airlock. When I cycled through, I found the others waiting in the cramped crew compartment. Omari and Ugo were on the two rear couches, held down by restraint fields, while Izin and Marie had taken the middle seats. I gave Marie’s hand a reassuring squeeze as I floated past her, then pulled myself down into my couch’s restraint field.

“I’ve only ever done this in a simulator,” Jase said uneasily.

“How’d it go?”

He smiled with trepidation. “Did it four times before I managed not to pass out.”

“Just keep breathing,” I said, turning my attention to the rudimentary flight controls. There was no start up sequence, just a few simple launch commands and basic attitude control.

The lifeboat had no superluminal drive, no ion engines, only thrusters for landing, but it could sustain six people for three months adrift in space. It was cradled at one end of a cylindrical chute that ran above the internal cargo hold to a circular hatch in the stern. Rings of electromagnetic accelerators lined the ‘barrel’, larger versions of the accelerators my P-50 used. The capsule-shaped lifeboat had a bow coated in durillium armor for protection during the high-g launch, but there wasn’t enough power for inertial protection so we’d feel every bump and scrape.

Recessed into the bow was a slit window giving the passenger section its only view into space. Aft of the tiny cabin was life support, recyclers, power cells and storage. Attached to the stern was a one-time booster that would push us away from the Silver Lining, then detach to reveal a crude sensor and communications array. The array had an emergency beacon with an autonomous power supply that would keep it going long after life support failed, ensuring our bodies might one day be found.

“Blowing outer door,” I announced, tapping the ejection initiator.

Charges blasted the stern hatch into space, revealing a circle of stars at the end of the barrel filled with drifting wreckage and wispy gas. Triggering the explosives caused the magnetic accelerators lining the barrel to begin charging.

“How are we going to get through all that debris?” Jase said, worried a collision would destroy us during the ejection phase.

“It’s what she’s designed for,” I assured him, waiting for the ejector control to turn green, signaling the accelerators were charged and ready to fire us into space.

“It’s not what I’m designed for.”

I smiled at his pessimism, then a green light illuminated on my console.

“Standby for launch,” I said loudly, then tapped the ejector control and lay back in the couch’s restraint field.

The chute wall glowed with blue rings, then a great weight pressed down on us as the magnetic accelerators hurled the lifeboat down the barrel. I thought my eyes would pop as the blue rings flashed past in a blur, then we shot out into space faster than a slug from my P-50. Orange light from the plasma fire momentarily filled the cabin as we hurtled away from the stricken Silver Lining, suddenly weightless.

Jase’s eyes were closed and his mouth open, then he gasped and jerked awake, disoriented. He gave me an embarrassed look, annoyed with himself for passing out. “Hate those things.”

When we were far enough from the hull that the backwash couldn’t hit us, the booster fired, pressing us down into our couches at a tolerable three gravities. It drove us into a cloud of dark, tumbling wreckage and dispersing gas. We struck glancing blows that shook the lifeboat and filled the cabin with heavy clangs, then a huge rectangular shape silhouetted against the stars loomed directly ahead.

“What the hell is that?” Jase wondered, peering into the darkness as we sped toward a curved object far larger than mere hull plating.

“It’s the engine cowling,” I said as the booster roared behind us, driving us toward it. “Brace for impact!”

The black mass filled our slit window, blotting out the stars, then we hit. The lifeboat’s durillium nose punched a hole clean through it while our restraint fields prevented us from being thrown forward by the impact. A moment later, we were blasting through clear space, away from the debris field. The booster fired for a few more seconds, then fell silent, its fuel exhausted. There was a metallic thud as the booster separated from our stern, then a micro thruster nudged it away. Silence now filled the tiny cabin as a light on the console illuminated, indicating the distress beacon had activated.

I dropped my restraint field and feathered a lateral thruster to nose us around to watch the Silver Lining burn as we drifted away from her. She was the brightest light in the sky, glowing a deep red and orange, and occasionally wracked by volcanic hull explosions. In the distance, Nan Chen was a sharp point of light half a system away, the next brightest star in the black sky.

Marie floated up beside me and peered through the slit window. “If only Qian hadn’t been destroyed,” she said wistfully.

“We’ve got three months, longer if we ration our supplies,” I said, not mentioning we’d lodged no flight plan, had no chance of being reported overdue.

“After Qian, Gamma Indaris IV is the nearest human colony,” Izin said unhelpfully. “They’ll receive our signal in twenty seven years.”

“Always with the comforting information, Izin,” Jase snapped.

“Ours was the last delivery,” Ugo declared fatalistically. “No one’s coming,”

We stared into the emptiness of space, watching the orange glow of the Silver Lining recede into the blackness, hoping he was wrong.

 

* * * *

 

When the Silver Lining had shrunk to a point of orange light in the distance, the lifeboat’s proximity warning sounded. The others pulled themselves to the cockpit window as I turned the lifeboat toward a dark shape approaching from the outer edge of the system.

“It’s a human ship,” Izin said, studying it with his telescoping eyes.

“Thank God,” Marie whispered.

It matched velocities with us then the small screen in the center of the lifeboat’s console filled with a plump face perched on rolls of neck fat.

“Sirius Kade,” Chairman Ransford sneered with obvious satisfaction, “having trouble with your ship, are you?”

“You’d know,” I replied. “You caused it.”

“I had nothing to do with your misfortune,” he replied innocently. “It was your Tau Cetin friends who intervened against us. You were just collateral damage … I guess this means you won’t be killing me after all.”

“A promise is a promise.”

“Hmm. Defiant to the end, which for you is closer than you think.”

“At least take the others off,” I said. “They’re not your enemies.”

The Chairman pretended to consider my request, then declined with a slight shake of his round head. “Tempting as that sounds, it would raise too many inconvenient questions.”

He nodded to an officer off screen, then the Istana fired a single precisely aimed shot at our stern. The Chairman’s image vanished from the small screen, replaced by a flashing message.

 

COMMUNICATIONS ARRAY MALFUNCTION.

 

“That bastard destroyed our beacon!” Jase exploded.

“Why would he do such a thing?” Marie asked.

“Because he hired you,” I said. “All of this was his doing.”

The Istana thrusted vertically down below us and fired at our underside, triggering more alerts.

 

OXYGEN TANK ONE PRESSURE WARNING.

WATER TANK PRESSURE WARNING.

OXYGEN TANK TWO PRESSURE WARNING.

 

The lifeboat began to roll as water and oxygen vented from the belly tanks, acting like weak thrusters. A rapidly dissipating cloud appeared below us as indicators on the control console showed our water and oxygen levels drop to zero, cutting our life support from months to days.

“Why didn’t he just blast us?” Ugo growled.

“That’d be too quick, too clean,” I replied. “He wants me to suffer.”

“Why does he want me to suffer?” Jase demanded indignantly as the Istana began to move away.

“He’s leaving us here to die?” Marie said astonished.

Tiny lights glowed along the Istana’s hull as her spacetime distorters powered up, then her bubble formed and she vanished into interstellar space.

“If I ever get my hands on that guy,” Jase snapped venomously, “he’s dead.”

“Get in line,” I said, wondering if the Chairman could possibly have been telling the truth – had the Tau Cetins really intervened in our civil war against the Separatists?

Was that why the TC ship hadn’t fired a shot, so there’d be no weapon signatures to implicate them? Was it the price Earth had extracted from the Tau Cetins to secretly act on their behalf? It went against everything an Observer civilization was supposed to stand for, but if true, how were the Xil and the Matarons involved? Most confusing of all was Ransford himself. He’d been triumphal as if he were the victor, even though his fleet had just been annihilated.

None of it made any sense.

A morbid silence fell over our tiny cabin as our precious oxygen and water drifted off into the empty void. Slowly, the others moved away from the cockpit window, leaving Marie and I alone.

“How long have we got?” she whispered.

“On scrubbers alone with no oh-two, fifty, maybe sixty hours.”

“I’m sorry I got you into this,” she said sadly.

I was surprised she blamed herself. With so little time left, I was tempted to tell her the truth – about me, about the EIS, about everything. Instead, I gave her a reassuring look and said, “You didn’t … and we’re not dead yet.”

 

* * * *

 

Marie and I conducted a search of the lifeboat’s stores for any liquids we could evaporate into water and electrolyze down into hydrogen and oxygen. It quickly became apparent that any liquids on board were concentrates, designed to be added to, not separated from water.

“That bastard really knew how to hurt us,” Marie said in frustration as she sealed one food locker and pulled herself to the next.

“That’s no way to speak about your former employer,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.

She grunted. “You should have told me about him sooner.”

“Told you what, that you were working for the galaxy’s greatest criminal mastermind … oh and he was sending you to your death? You wouldn’t have believed me.”

“You’re probably right,” she said as she rummaged through a locker. “Was he the one who ‘jacked your cargo?”

I hesitated, taking a moment to recall the cover story I’d given her on the Irzaen drifter. “Something like that.”

“Were you taking it to Qian?”

It seemed an innocent enough inquiry and her attention was on the food locker, but I sensed it was a loaded question.

“Belgrana Station,” I replied, knowing it was a mistake the moment I said it.

She turned to me with an accusatory look. “Belgrana? You?”

“Sure, why not?” I said innocently, knowing Belgrana was home to a notorious black market where Earth contraband fetched a high price.

“Because you wouldn’t sell to pirates or Separatists.”

“I sell to the highest bidder.”

“What’s really going on, Sirius?” she demanded. “Where did that Tau Cetin ship come from?”

“I wish I knew.” She could tell, that at least was the truth.

“You knew enough to follow me here.”

“When the Chairman tried to have me killed, he told me you were in danger.”

“So why does the galaxy’s greatest criminal mastermind want you dead?”

“We have history, none of it good.”

“Hmm,” she said suspiciously. “Sometimes Sirius, I get the feeling you’re hiding something from me, from all of us.”

“It’s not a wife and six kids,” I assured her with a wry smile.

“If it was, I’d have to kill you.”

I watched her with the same fascination I’d felt the first time we met, only now, I was plagued by the fear that she had only hours to live.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I said, hiding my fears from her.

She floated over to me, wrapped her arms around my waist and rested her head on my chest. “Sirius,” she said softly.

“Yeah?” I said, taking hold of a locker handle to stop us drifting in zero gravity.

“I’m glad … we’re together.”

I took her in my arms, wishing she was anywhere but here, that she was somewhere safe.

 

* * * *

 

The oxygen in the lifeboat thinned rapidly. The scrubbers extracted carbon dioxide from the air and life support electrolyzed the humidity, providing a trickle of oxygen, but it was nowhere near enough. We moved as little as possible and ate and drank just enough to keep our strength up. Even so, hypoxia began to set in making us all increasingly fatigued and turning our hands and feet numb.

Omari woke briefly, disoriented and concussed. She murmured something incoherent, then slipped back into unconsciousness. Sometime later, Ugo passed out. He was physically the largest of us and the most susceptible to oxygen loss. It was then that Izin pulled himself up beside Jase.

“I should take the watch,” he said.

“I’m OK,” Jase said absently.

“I’ll be the last to lose consciousness,” Izin insisted.

He had the smallest body, the greatest relative lung capacity and could lower his metabolic rate to conserve oxygen in a way none of us could. Realizing he was right, Jase nodded weakly and moved to switch off his couch’s restraint field, but I waved him off.

“I’ll move,” I said, relinquishing my couch to Izin and pulling myself back to his vacated place beside Marie. She smiled, pale faced and bleary eyed as the restraint field pulled me down onto the padded couch beside her, then she took my hand and closed her eyes.

There was nothing to say. With no beacon, no sensor-comm array, there was little chance of being detected by any ship entering the system. They’d need to perform a full system survey to find our tiny life raft, which would require sensors no trader this far out carried.

Several hours later, Marie’s grip loosened as she fell into a deep sleep.

 

* * * *

 

A metallic clang reverberated through the lifeboat, jarring me awake. My head was pounding with hypoxic lightheadedness, while Marie and the others continued to sleep. Through the slit window, the stars slid sideways as the lifeboat slewed around. For a moment, I thought something had hit us, then I saw Izin’s hand reach forward and disable the thrusters as they tried to counteract the movement.

“Izin,” I wheezed hoarsely, “… what … ?”

He motioned that he couldn’t speak, then a massive, dark gray hull drifted into sight above us. I struggled to focus as we slid toward it, realizing it was pulling us in. I caught glimpses of a massive energy weapon on a huge circular mount, flanked heavy plate armor and small point defense turrets actively scanning space. We were already too close to tell what type of ship it was, although the armament was unmistakably human.

Light spilled down onto the lifeboat through an open space door, then we were pulled up into a hangar jammed with orbital dropships and strike fighters. A brilliant floodlight focused upon us, illuminating our tiny cabin, then a pressure field caught us, killing our spin as the space doors slid shut.

We were carried past a row of gunships to a universal cradle which wrapped its thin, jointed arms around us, then the patter of small metal feet sounded on the lifeboat’s hull. A tiny crawler no longer than my arm clambered down to the slit window and shone a light into the cabin. I tried to wave, but was too weak to raise my hand in the artificial gravity, so I blinked several times to let them know I was alive.

Once the hangar had pressurized, a metal clang rang through the lifeboat as a walkway magnetically locked to our hull, followed by footsteps and the hydraulic whine of the airlock’s outer door opening. There was a hiss of equalizing pressure as the inner door swung down and the ladder extended from the overhead to the deck.

Fresh air washed over my face, then a naval lieutenant appeared beside me with a DNA scanner and read my cheek. “It’s him,” she said, motioning to a burly medic.

The medic reached for me, but I nodded to Marie. “Her … first.”

“We’ll take care of them all,” he promised, then lifted me onto a stretcher.

Its restraint field pinned me in place, then strong hands guided me up through the airlock to the walkway linking the lifeboat to an open pressure door in the crowded hangar’s bulkhead. My stretcher was lowered onto a medbot equipped gurney, then a thin robotic arm pressed an oxygen mask over my face while another attached sensors to my skin and injected me with anti-anoxia solution.

A doctor beside me studied my vital signs, then spoke into a communicator. “Kade’s alive … yes sir … we can jump back to the fleet any time.”

They were the last words I heard before falling into a deep sleep haunted by blaring ship wide announcements, space boots pounding on deck plates and the sweet, metallic scent of recycled air.

 

* * * *

 

A hand touched my shoulder, gently shaking me awake.

“Sirius,” a familiar female voice whispered. “Wake up, we have to go.”

“Go?” I murmured, forcing my eyes open. The pounding in my head had receded, leaving me weak and disoriented. “Go where?”

“The Tau Cetins are waiting,” Lena Voss whispered.

“Tau Cetins?” I said, trying to clear my head. “They killed all those people … on Qian.” I said, blinking the blurriness away as Lena’s face came into focus.

“It wasn’t them.”

“I saw their ship.”

“I know you did.”

“You do? How?”

“You’ve been here six hours … I was here with you … for the first two.” She gave me an embarrassed look. “Long enough to prepare a report for the Tau Cetins.”

“A report?” At first, I thought she meant she’d been watching over me, waiting for me to recover, then I realized it was more sinister than that. “You probed my mind?”

“I had to find out what you knew,” she said. “I wasn’t sure you’d make it and … we don’t have much time.”

I glanced across the large sickbay to where Marie, Ugo and Omari slept, guarded by a pair of URA troopers. Beyond them, Izin sat dangling his short muscular legs over the side of his bed while next to him, Jase lay pressing his hands to his eyes.

Lena followed my gaze, then lifted her suit’s coat, revealing a small device with a single blinking light attached to her belt. “It’s OK, there’s a dampening field around us. They can’t hear a word, providing you don’t shout.”

I should have known. Lena was a mind bending freak, but she was never careless. “Why is Marie under guard?” I asked, surprised at the hoarseness of my own voice.

Lena gave me a stern look, warning I wouldn’t like the answer. “She’s a blockade runner, Sirius. She and her crew are under arrest.” I was about to protest, but Lena cut me off. “I had nothing to do with it. She’s in the hands of the navy now. I tried to warn you.”

“Release her.”

“I can’t, and besides, she deserves everything that’s coming to her.”

“They manipulated her.”

“The navy doesn’t care … I don’t care.”

“I care,” I said, making sure she knew this was not over. “What did you tell the Tau Cetins?”

“Everything you know about the mission.” She shrugged. “It’s their mission.”

“So they know you’re … mega-psi?”

“No, they don’t suspect. I told them you regained consciousness long enough to report.”

I watched the human orderlies and robotic medbots fussing about the others, glanced at the polished decks and sparkling metalwork. “What ship is this?”

“The Solar Constitution,” she replied. When I looked confused, she added, “She’s a new battleship, sent out from Earth.”

“What’s she doing here?” Top of the line capital ships rarely left the Core Systems, especially not brand spanking new ones. There were plenty of smaller, expendable ships for frontier work.

“Her task force was sent to destroy a Separatist Fleet that was going to hit our base on Uralo IV.”

“Uralo’s fortified. They’d never risk it.”

She shook her head. “No it isn’t. We spread that story to bluff them. Uralo IV’s critical to our war effort out here, but the navy’s spread thin and the Core Systems have priority. Fortifying Uralo is months behind schedule.”

“Our security’s breached–.”

“I know, by the Matarons and the Xil.” She gave me a reassuring look. “We always knew they’d break our codes. We planned for it.” It was the same problem the Earth Intelligence Service had always faced. The Matarons might only be a medium power in galactic terms, but they were seven hundred thousand years ahead of us, which meant they could cut through our security at will. For the much more advanced Xil, it would be even easier. “That’s how the Seps found out Uralo was open. They were going to hit us early, drive us out of Oh-Zero-Sixty, all the way back to the Core Systems. We decided to hit them first.”

Outer Zero Sixty was a vast region beyond five hundred light years from Earth running from zero north to sixty degrees on Earth’s celestial sphere. It was Lena’s area of command responsibility encompassing hundreds of human colonies scattered among millions of star systems, many inhabited by alien civilizations Earth wanted to develop good relations with.

“How’d you find us?”

“The navy scanned the system as soon as we got here, searching for the Separatist Fleet. All we found was wreckage and your lifeboat ... We came here to invade Qian, but now it’s a rescue mission.”

There wouldn’t be many survivors, only a few isolated farming communities far from the vaporized urban centers. It was a disaster that made no sense, that seemed to be for nothing. The Chairman, Nydis and the Matarons had all known Earth Navy’s plans. They were undoubtedly working together, yet Ransford had helped the Xil smuggle a Tau Cetin ship aboard the Heureux, which had destroyed the Separatist Fleet, not the navy’s task force. The resulting catastrophe had helped Earth, not its enemies.

“I don’t understand. Why’d Ransford destroy his own fleet?” I said. “Was it a double cross? Is he working for you?”

“No, he’s everything you think he is and worse. He knew exactly what he was doing. It was no double cross.”

“But we won, he lost.”

Her face darkened. “No Sirius, we stand to lose everything. Earth was never the target. We’re just the pawn in the middle.”

I still couldn’t see it. “Who’s the target?”

“The Tau Cetins.”

I blinked, shocked. Neither the Matarons nor the Xil were strong enough to defeat the Tau Cetins. “That’s impossible. They’d be crazy to attack them.”

She glanced at Izin and the others, then leaned closer to me. “The Separatist leadership has lodged a formal protest with the Forum against the Tau Cetins. They’re claiming Tau Ceti intervened in our civil war. The Xil are presenting the protest on their behalf, as a neutral party, and Ransford has been appointed Separatist spokesman. They’ve made an asseveration, a formal declaration charging the Tau Cetins with subverting the Access Treaty. It’s tantamount to treason. If it succeeds, the consequences will be severe.”

The Tau Cetins were one of the few Observer level civilizations in the galaxy, empowered to enforce and protect the Access Treaty on behalf of the Forum. For them to be charged with planetary genocide would shake the foundations of galactic civilization to its core.

“What consequences?”

“I don’t know, but Siyarn says it’s serious. It could weaken the Tau Cetins for centuries to come.”

I stared at her, dumbfounded. For millions of years, from the time of mankind’s earliest ancestor to the height of our burgeoning interstellar civilization, the Tau Cetins had stood as guarantors of our freedom, even if we’d been unaware of them for eons. If the Xil Asseveration succeeded, the Orion Arm’s great protector would be neutralized at a time when we needed them most.

“There’s no chance it could succeed, is there?”

“The evidence is against them. A race called the D’kol have already been to Nan Chen to determine what happened.”

“D’kol?” I said thoughtfully. “I’ve heard of them.”

“They’re a great power from the other side of the galaxy,” Lena said. “According to Siyarn, they’re older than the Tau Cetins. They’ll be impartial. Whatever they recommend will be based strictly on the evidence.”

“When’s this happening?”

“Now,” she said. “That’s why we have to hurry. You’re testifying. Siyarn’s summoned you as a witness for the defense.”

“Testifying? Before who?”

“The Forum. The entire galaxy will be watching you, tomorrow.”

“The assembly’s coming here?”

“No, we’re going there. The asseveration hearing is being held at a place called Centralis. It’s at the center of the galaxy.”

“Twenty six thousand light years away?” I said, thinking she was out of her mind. Even if ENS Solar Constitution was a new ship, it would take her decades to get there, if she had the astrographics to navigate by, which she didn’t.

“The Tau Cetins are taking us. We’re in the cargo hold of one of their trans-galactic transports right now.”

I took a deep breath, clearing my head, catching up to all that had happened while I’d been asleep. “So, they’re treating our newest, most powerful battleship like a cargo container?”

She smiled, motioning for me to get up. “Come on, Siyarn’s waiting.”
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We cycled through the battleship’s large airlock, past a framed copy of the Solar Constitution of 15 June 2615 after which the ship was named, then stepped out onto a platform floating beside the hull. A hundred meters away was an enormous curved wall lined with rows of illuminated windows, some containing silhouettes of Tau Cetins.

Waiting for us on the platform was a familiar blue eyed, dark haired woman with perfect features. She greeted us with a flawless simulation of a human smile. “Hello Sirius, it’s good to see you again.”

“Meta,” I said surprised, “You’re a long way from Ansara.”

“You’re Meta?” Lena said surprised, not realizing she’d been dealing with the android I’d mentioned in my Ansaran report eight months ago.

“I’ve never been to Ansara,” the Tau Cetin android replied, “but in every other respect, I am her.”

“You’re a copy?” I asked.

“An identical representation,” the Meta duplicate explained as the platform glided away from the Solar Constitution toward the center of the immense cylindrical hangar. Off to our left, in front of the Constitution, was a Tau Cetin ship half the size of our battleship, while floating directly ahead of us in the center of the hangar was a much larger, spindle shaped arbiter. The Tau Cetin capital ship was long and sleek, surrounded by maintenance bots aiming cones of light at its hull, polishing it to a mirror sheen. “Since your visit to Ansara, I have grown. I now express myself through four avatars, although in every sense, we are one. The fragmentation caused by time and distance is managed through periodic equalizations.”

“Like memory updates?”

“Memories are mere data. Equalizations ensure my avatars maintain the same synthetic consciousness, in spite of our physical separation. If you find my presence confusing, you may consider me a separate entity. Or if you prefer, as this is the second of my four avatars, Meta-Two might be an appropriate name.”

“OK, Meta-Two,” I said, then looked around the gigantic, mostly empty hangar. “Lena tells me this is a transport ship.”

“It is a galactic conveyor, much more than a transport,” she replied. “It was designed to support our fleet in the Minacious Cluster. It can transport many more ships than this and has extensive engineering and industrial capabilities. Now that the blockade is broken, the conveyors have returned.”

“Is it armed?” Lena asked.

“It has defenses, but no weapons. Arbiters provide our offensive capability,” she said, nodding to the graceful capital ship we were gliding toward. It was at least ten times the size of the Constitution, with a needle like bow and a featureless curving body. Both the arbiter and the smaller ship ahead of the Constitution had the same mirror finish as the tiny craft we’d seen aboard the Heureux.

“What’s that other ship?” I asked, motioning toward the smaller vessel.

“That is a sentinel,” she replied. “It has a formidable armament, but its primary responsibilities are reconnaissance and escort. Sentinels are the eyes of our fleet.”

I watched our reflection on the arbiter’s pristine hull as we approached. “Why’s it mirrored?”

“All of our ships have multispectral armor able to reflect the full electromagnetic spectrum,” Meta-Two replied. “It’s a very effective defense against energy weapons.”

We’d experimented with reflective defenses, but could never get them to work. The problem was mirrors reflected a narrow frequency range, making them helpless against weapons outside that range. Obviously, the Tau Cetins had found a way to make a mirror that covered the entire electromagnetic spectrum simultaneously, an incredible achievement.

“How does it stand up to explosions?” I asked, knowing the other drawback of a mirrored defense was its fragility.

“Our multispectral hulls are far more resistant to kinetic damage than your ablative armor, but are substantially inferior to the ultra-dense, chromodynamic armor used by the One Spawn.”

“Doesn’t that make your ships vulnerable?” Lena asked.

“Kinetic damage is inherently low velocity. Our ships are not.”

I reached out to touch the mirrored hull and recoiled, finding it frigidly cold. It was not just a mirror, but a perfect superconductor that instantly radiated heat. My momentary touch had left behind a fingerprint on the hull. A maintenance bot immediately swooped down in front of me and aimed a cone of light at the fingerprint, dissolving it before my eyes.

“No touching,” Lena said with a smile.

A circular opening appeared in the arbiter’s seamless hull. Meta-Two led us through into a transport cell that carried us to a dark, spherical chamber. The walls were filled with an unbroken view of space crowded with stars – a direct feed from the conveyor’s sensors. Ahead of us lay a dark gray world, while off to one side, filling a tenth of the sky, was an enormous red star that cast a scarlet glow across the gray world’s sun facing side. The great star was comparable in size to the red giant Arcturus, but unlike the constellation Bootes, the surrounding space was filled with the light of millions of densely packed, old stars.

Floating in the center of the chamber was a thin, round platform supporting a circular lounge. As the ship moved, the platform tilted and swiveled slightly, maintaining an orientation toward the planet. At the top and bottom of the chamber were clusters of tiny, glass-like bubbles that glowed softly in the darkness while floating at odd angles within the sphere were eight Tau Cetins. They wore dark green, collarless uniforms with slender silver insignia at the center of their chests and whispered to each other as they watched the stars.

“This is what you would call the bridge,” Meta-Two whispered. “The Rillesium is fully automated and self aware and can be commanded from any location, although this chamber provides the clearest presentation of our tactical environment.” She motioned toward one of the two bubble clusters. “Those interactors communicate directly with the bridge crew, effectively integrating them into the ship’s intelligence.”

“You’re telepaths then?” Lena asked innocently, hiding her personal interest in the subject.

“Not naturally.”

I recalled how Meta-One had translated for a Tau Cetin on Ansara, but hadn’t repeated my answers in his language, indicating a link between them.

“You use a telepathic technology?” I said for Lena’s benefit.

“I facilitate the exchange of information and ideas, as do the interactors placed throughout the ship. It is a common technology among us. The One Spawn have a parallel capability they achieve through the use of implants, although we are reluctant to use such methods. When we met on Ansara, I had only just been constructed. My capabilities were still integrating. I was able to transmit Tau Cetins thoughts, but not detect them. Now, I am complete.”

“Can you read my mind?” I asked.

“No. I am keyed to Tau Cetin thought patterns only, as are our ships.”

“But you could, if you were keyed to humans?” Lena asked.

“Thought transference is a difficult, trans-perceptual technology,” Meta-Two replied, not exactly saying no.

“The Regorans use translators to put words into my mind,” I said.

“That is an electromagnetic, data transmitting technology,” she said. “It is not the same. They cannot, as you say, read minds. In Orion, only the Uvo are naturally endowed with such an ability.”

The Uvo and Lena, although Lena’s was a genetically enhanced aptitude, not simply a natural gift.

“Is that how you scanned Izin’s mind, when we on Ansara?” I asked, recalling how they’d read him like a data pane.

“They are related technologies,” she replied, clearly unwilling to discuss Tau Cetin interrogation techniques. “The Rillesium is far more sophisticated than I. It maintains continuous, symbiotic relationships with all our commanders and crew.”

“Relationship is a strange way of describing a command structure, especially with a telepathic starship,” I said.

“You may think of it as a partnership rather than the rigid hierarchical structure favored by the One Spawn.”

“So their ships are self aware, too?” I asked.

“Of course, but in a very different way. We are consultative. They are authoritative, dictatorial. We value cooperative relations between people and groups. The fact that I have a prior relationship with you, through Meta-One, is why I am here now. If not for that, another liaison would have been assigned to you.”

“Another liaison? I thought you were unique?”

She gave me an amused look. “Sirius, we have been watching humanity closely since your earliest appearance.” 

Lena looked surprised as she realized what Meta-Two was implying. “You’ve had androids on Earth pretending to be human?” 

“Of course, for hundreds of  thousands of years. How else could I know your ways so well or be fluent in every human language that has ever existed? I am an inter species liaison, designed to build understanding and friendship, not simply a human form translator. There is a difference.”

She turned to the spherical screen which showed we were entering the upper atmosphere of a desolate, lifeless world. Luminescent green aurora waves snaked all around us, caused by the great star’s blanketing radiation as it collided with the planet’s magnetic field, creating a light show on a scale seen on few worlds.

Beyond Centralis, the glow of a multitude of old giant stars and the ocean of luminous gas surrounding them banished any trace of the blackness of space. In the light filled sky, my eyes settled on a solitary, dazzling beacon that overpowered all other stars combined.

Lena followed my gaze. “Is that …?”

“Must be,” I whispered, a little awestruck. “Sagittarius A-star.”

The supermassive black hole at the center of the Milky Way Galaxy was over four million times more massive than Sol and would have almost reached the orbit of Mercury. It was the central gravitational force binding the galaxy together, with an accretion disk so bright it shone like a cosmic searchlight across the heavens.

“Looks a little close for comfort,” I said warily.

“We’re quite safe,” Meta-Two said. “The Centralis Oasis is six hundred and fifty light years from the galactic center, just outside the Infinity Halo.”

“What’s that?” Lena asked.

“The Halo is a zone of dust surrounding the black hole resembling your infinity sign. We have another name for it, but that translation is apt for human symbology.”

“Why do you call this place an oasis?” Lena asked, glancing at the barren plains and ragged mountains on the planet’s surface below. “It looks rather inhospitable.”

“Centralis has an unusually large, rapidly spinning iron core.” The android motioned toward the brilliant aurora now spanning the sky above the ship. “It generates a very powerful magnetic field that shields the surface from the intense radiation found here at the galactic core.”

“It looks dead down there,” I said.

“Appearances deceive you. The planet’s crust is saturated with cyanophyta, a photosynthetic unicellular organism that accounts for a fifth of this world’s entire mass and produces enough oxygen to make the atmosphere breathable to most species, including your own.”

We appeared to slow as a gigantic wheel-like structure came into view on the planet’s surface. At its center was a high walled citadel perched atop a barren mountain. Surrounding the mountain was a desolate plain, charred black from eons of starship landings and littered with rusted gantries, derelict machines and ancient ruins. What had once been the galaxy’s greatest starport was now a forgotten and decaying wasteland.

Transit tubes radiated out from the mountain hub, across the blackened plain to a colossal outer ring hundreds of kilometers across. The mountain hub was strangely dark while lights illuminated the wheel and spokes, revealing their great age.

Surrounding the outer ring was a sprawling apron containing tens of thousands of recently landed starships, each different in design and technological achievement, each connected to the ring by an enclosed air bridge. Above the ring, hundreds of other ships floated in the sky, maneuvering to land.

“That’s the biggest spaceport I’ve ever seen,” I said.

“It is not a spaceport,” Meta-Two said. “That is the Oration Ring, where the Forum membership meet. There are a number of similar structures across the galaxy, but Centralis is the oldest and the largest. This one was constructed long ago, after the membership had grown too large for Centralis Palace, the great structure on the mountain. It’s now part museum, part archeological site, part ruin. There are statues there of the first hundred races that founded galactic civilization, although none remain engaged today.”

“What happened to them?” Lena asked.

“Some faded away, some moved away, some may still exist in our galaxy but no longer communicate with younger civilizations.”

A small section of wall parted and a Tau Cetin stepped out into the air. He floated toward the circular lounge in the center, studying the spherical display. He was a typical Tau Cetin, completely hairless, wide faced with almond shaped eyes, a small mouth above a weak chin and dappled skin. The only distinguishing feature was his chest insignia, which was larger and more ornate than the adornments worn by the bridge officers.

He was followed by two Earth naval officers wearing dress black uniforms, neither of whom I’d met before. One was a rear admiral of forbidding demeanor with three rows of service ribbons on his chest. He was in his early forties, young for a flag officer, tall and ramrod straight with cold gray eyes. The other was a four striper, shorter than the admiral and of east Asian appearance. She wore her hair in a tight bun, carried herself with quiet assurance and exuded a more amiable quality.

The Tau Cetin stepped onto the circular platform, then motioned for us to approach.

“Just walk out,” Meta-Two said, then stepped into the void and floated toward the command platform.

Lena and I exchanged wary looks and copied her movement. I felt no pressure field, no loss of gravity, nothing supporting me, yet I glided easily after Meta-Two to the lounge. When we landed, the Tau Cetin greeted us with a silent nod. Without making the typical Tau Cetin clicking sounds, a cultured human voice spoke from a small silver disk on his collar, reading and verbalizing his thoughts the way Meta-Two did.

“Welcome Sirius Kade. It is good to see you again,” he said, motioning us to the lounge. “Please, sit.”

Siyarn was a Tau Cetin leader whose path I’d crossed several times in the last few years. He’d commanded the Tau Cetin ships at Tresik Prime, giving him military standing, although I suspected he also had some form of political power.

Once seated, Lena said, “Admiral, this is Sirius Kade.”

“Kade,” he grunted, drilling me with an appraising stare that found me wanting.

“Sirius, this is Rear Admiral Joran Talis,” she said, “commander of the Solar Constitution Task Group and flag officer commanding the Oh-Zero-Sixty area of operations.”

A chill ran down my spine. I’d heard of Talis, one of the youngest admirals in naval history. He was a strict disciplinarian with a ruthless streak and a humorless demeanor, definitely not someone to be crossed.

“Admiral,” I said, trying not to squirm.

“And this is Captain Yuko Nishida, commander of the Constitution,” Lena said.

Nishida greeted me with a slight nod and a warm smile, revealing she was the human side of their team.

“Captain,” I said, feeling less like a bug under a microscope in her gaze.

She was obviously a Union citizen, not PFA, signaling the Solar Constitution was one of those Earth Navy ships where Union secrets didn’t find their way to Earth’s other collective-governments. It said much for the lack of trust still lingering between Earth’s great political powers and suggested not all members of Earth Council knew what was going on.

“Thank you for agreeing to testify in the asseveration hearing,” Siyarn said through his translator disk. It is unlikely your testimony will be given much credence, considering the probationary status of Human Civilization, but we must do everything we can to sway the membership.”

 “What happens if the verdict goes against you?”

“The penalty will be determined by the Forum Executive, based on the strength of the vote,” he replied. “The hearing will begin with the Xil Asseveration. They will declare the case and make the charges. I will then present our rebuttal, although these are mere formalities. The key testimony will come from the D’kol.”

“What are they going to say?” Lena asked.

“We do not know,” Meta-Two said. “We’re not permitted to discuss the matter with them prior to the hearing. The D’kol will present their evidence, then supplementary testimony will be heard. That is when you and the human the Xil are sponsoring will speak.”

“Ransford?”

“Yes, that is his name.”

“Witnesses may be cross examined by the membership, so questions could come from anywhere,” Meta-Two warned. “Once the presentation of evidence and testimonies is complete, the membership will vote on whether to accept or reject the asseveration. It is a weighted vote based on each civilization’s standing. The most advanced civilizations have the greatest voting power, minor civilizations the least.”

“By standing, you mean GCC?” I guessed.

Meta-Two nodded. “Yes, the Galactic Civilization Classification determines voting power because it reflects actual physical power.”

“So it’s not one civilization, one vote?” Lena asked.

“That would be unrepresentative of the relative strength and achievement of each civilization,” Siyarn said.

“Don’t the members think it’s unfair that one powerful race like yours has many more votes than a small civilization?” Captain Nishida asked with no trace of an accent.

“Your proposition assumes equality where none exists,” he said. “It would require great civilizations such as ours to submit themselves to the whims of primitive, even barbaric societies. That is something no great galactic power would ever agree to. Indeed, some argue that allowing minor civilizations any say at all is compromising the sophisticated laws and ethical principles of more enlightened societies. Justice would not be served by such an arrangement.”

“We could use that system on Earth,” Admiral Talis said dryly.

Earth had long been accustomed to the antiquated notion of one vote per entity, whether the entity was a person, a nation state or a cultural collective, even when the entities were vastly unequal. Such a policy would hand the Union two thirds of the Council’s voting power, something the other collectives would never agree to.

“The alternative is the system used by the One Spawn,” Meta-Two said. “They exercise power to serve their own interests without regard for the rights of weaker civilizations. It is why the galaxy once united against them.”

“But not now,” I said.

“No,” she agreed. “The membership has wearied of the struggle to contain them.”

“That’s why the Xil offer of neutrality is so appealing to the smaller powers,” I added.

“We have observed many Xil envoys across the galaxy,” Siyarn said, “meeting thousands of civilizations, although none of the great powers. Thanks to your efforts, Captain Kade, we now understand their purpose.”

“Divide and conquer,” Admiral Talis grunted.

“It is a wise strategy,” Siyarn said. “The One Spawn do not want war with the entire galaxy. Not even they can win such a contest. That is why the Xil do their bidding now, to undermine us diplomatically.”

“If the Xil win the vote,” I asked, “will you accept the consequences?”

 “That depends on the penalty,” Siyarn replied with surprising frankness, hinting that beneath the amiable demeanor was a hidden strength.

“If you refuse to submit, could you end up fighting the D’kol?”

“That is unlikely. We have cooperated with them for a very long time.”

I noticed he didn’t say they were friends or allies. Perhaps that was the stark reality of galactic politics, that no great power ever had true friends, only those with whom they shared transient interests.

“What’s in it for the Xil?” Admiral Talis asked. “It’s a big risk, taking you on.”

“We have long suspected they had a secret relationship with the One Spawn,” Siyarn replied. “If there is war and the Intruders are victorious, the Xil would become a tributary power under their rule. Perhaps that is enough for them.”

“If you lose, Ransford and the Matarons both get what they want,” I said. “Ransford wants a free hand for the Consortium to exploit human space, something he can’t get until Earth is out of the picture. And the Matarons would see any lessening of your power as being to their advantage, especially if they intend to destroy Earth. Hell, Ransford might even want the Matarons to attack Earth.”

“He wants Earth’s leadership of Human Civilization destroyed,” Siyarn said carefully, revealing Ransford had caught the attention of the Tau Cetins and confirming once again that mankind’s future hinged on our proximity to Tau Ceti. We didn’t choose our neighbors or which side of the unfolding galactic power play we wanted to be on. Fate had made that choice for us billions of years ago, by placing our homeworld so close to theirs.

“So when does this circus start?” I asked.

“The Xil Asseveration will be presented tomorrow morning,” Meta-Two said. “The leaders of at least two thirds of the membership have signaled they will be present. As you can see, most have already arrived.”

I glanced at the Oration Ring below, seeing we had stopped and were now hovering high above it. “When do we land?”

“The conveyer is unable to land,” Siyarn said. “It will remain in orbit while I take the Rillesium down to the Oration Ring. You will follow in the Solar Constitution. I have procured docking for you alongside the Rillesium and your own Oration chamber. Its environment will be customized to your specific requirements. You will observe proceedings and provide your testimony from there.”

“When does Sirius testify?” Lena asked.

“Tomorrow afternoon.”

I swallowed nervously, exchanging an apprehensive look with Lena, dreading the moment I would make Earth’s first appearance on the galaxy’s biggest stage.

 

* * * *

 

We returned to the Solar Constitution for the night. I’d been assigned a lieutenant’s cabin next to Lena while Jase and Izin were confined to a junior officer’s quarters a deck below. Next morning, I returned to sickbay to see Marie, but discovered she’d been transferred to the brig, along with Ugo and Omari.

When I went to see her, the master-at-arms glanced at my civilian clothes and said bluntly, “No visitors.”

Certain he couldn’t be reasoned with, I retreated to the nearest com panel and called Lena.

“It’s out of my hands, Sirius,” she said. “Marie’s the navy’s problem now.”

“I want five minutes, to make sure she’s OK. Tell Talis I want to find out if there’s anything she knows I can use in my testimony.”

“I spent time with her yesterday,” Lena said meaningfully. “She doesn’t know anything.”

“Vacuuming her mind isn’t the same as me asking her straight, is it?”

“No, it’s more reliable,” she replied, certain Marie could not lie to her.

“Talis doesn’t need to know that.”

Lena sighed. “All right, Sirius, I’ll call him. No promises.”

I returned to the brig a few minutes later, just as the intercom buzzed.

“That’s for you,” I said helpfully.

The master-at-arms gave me an irritated look, then answered the call. Talis’ lean, granite face appeared on the screen.

“Yes, Admiral?” he said crisply.

“Captain Kade has permission to visit the prisoner, Marie Dulon, for five minutes, unsupervised. No longer.”

I pointed to myself, indicating I was Kade.

“Yes sir,” he said, then when the admiral’s face vanished, he said, “This way.”

He led me to her cell, used a decryptor key to unlock the door and said. “Your time starts now.”

Marie sat on a bunk reading as I entered. “Sirius!” she said, dropping her holo reader on the bed and jumping to her feet, hugging me as the cell door slid shut behind me. “They wouldn’t tell me anything, only that you were alive. What’s going on?”

“They haven’t charged you yet?”

“No. Someone from the judge advocate’s office is seeing me this morning.” When she saw the look on my face, she said, “I know, you warned me.”

“I’ll do what I can,” I said. “It might help if you told me how you got the Freehold contract.”

“It was on Cisada Station, just before we met on Eden,” she said sheepishly.

Cisada was a mining support base known for its population of cutthroats, smugglers and fortune seekers. “What were you doing there?”

“I had a delivery for a bar there, the Mangy Miner.”

“I know it.” Filthy place, fights every night, brothel upstairs, stim house in the basement.

“The owner’s a client, not really a friend. He’d almost run dry, what with the war and all, and was paying double for a thousand cases of New Bardron’s best. After I collected, a freelancer I’d never met before approached me with an offer.”

“It wasn’t a Society contract?”

“No, strictly under the table. He was desperate. Three skippers had already turned him down, which was why the price was so high – or so he said. He sent me to Freehold to pick up the contract and nav pack.”

Nav packs contained the details of the cargo’s location, the route and delivery points. The freelance agent must have assumed anyone willing to risk dodging raiders in a war zone to haul booze to Cisada would jump at the chance of fast credits on Freehold.

“Was there anything unusual in the nav pack?”

“Only the Irzaen recognition signal. I’ve never seen one before, but my Freehold contact said I needed it so the Irzaens would know where to dock the Heureux for the pickup. There were Sep recognition signals as well, but they’re standard for these runs.”

“Where are the Sep recognition signals now?” I knew she wouldn’t have left something that valuable behind to be destroyed on the Heureux.

She eyed me guiltily. “The code chip is wedged under my acceleration couch on the lifeboat.”

“Use it for leverage, and the names of your contacts on Cisada and Freehold, including your Mangy Miner client.”

“I can’t.”

“Do you want to spend the rest of your life chipping ice rock? They suckered you, cost you your ship. You don’t owe them a thing.”

She hesitated, realizing I was right. “OK.”

Naval intelligence would start watching the Mangy Miner, follow her contacts and identify everyone involved. Eventually, they’d infiltrate the organization and use it against the Seps, but Marie didn’t need to know that.

The cell door slid open and the master-at-arms appeared. “Time’s up.”

Marie kissed me goodbye and said, “Make sure Ugo and Omari are OK.”

I nodded, doubting I could do anymore for them than I could for her. “Remember what I said,” I whispered, then the jailer escorted me out.

I went up to collect Lena, then we wound our way through a maze of decks toward the number four airlock.

“I suppose you know about the recognition signals?” I asked in an empty stretch of corridor.

She nodded. “And Cisada and Freehold.”

Maybe Lena was right, maybe her mega-psi vacuum was better than straight talk. “Have you told the navy?”

“Not yet, but I will.”

“Do me a favor? Let her tell them.”

Lena considered my request. She had no reason to give Marie something to bargain with, but I knew she wanted to hide what she was capable of from the navy.

“OK, but she better hurry. It’s only a matter of time before they scan the lifeboat. They’ll find the chip.”

“Not if her lawyer finds it first,” I said as we cycled through the airlock into a windowed air bridge.

We’d landed during the night, leaving the conveyor in orbit. The glistening Rillesium was alongside the Solar Constitution, docked bow in to the Oration Ring and connected to the white, three level building by her own air bridge. The ring structure curved away in both directions to the horizon and stood on thick white pylons more than twenty meters above the ground. Starships of every imaginable design were parked on the apron while alien delegations crossed to the ring through their own connecting air bridges. In the sky above, a handful of late arrivals were on final approach, rushing to get their delegates to the hearing on time.

Meta-Two was waiting for us as we stopped to gaze through the windows. “The Oration Ring is rarely this full,” she said. “This is the largest gathering to have taken place in many centuries.”

“I guess it’s not every day an Observer Civilization is put on trial.” I said.

“Not for a very long time,” Meta-Two agreed. “That’s why most of the representatives are leaders, not mere ambassadors. It is a mark of the importance of this hearing. It’s not just about Tau Ceti or Earth, but the attitudes of many races toward preserving the galactic order. The vote will symbolize whether they believe what we have is worth preserving.” She escorted us toward the ring, adding, “Siyarn is preparing his rebuttal in the Tau Cetin chamber. You are permitted to watch the opening statements, but you will not be visible to the assembly until Captain Kade testifies.”

We stepped into a spacious compartment filled with Earth-like atmosphere and gravity. There was an elevator on one side down to the ring wide transit system that linked the wheel and spoke structure to Centralis Palace. In front of the elevator were rows of omnimorphic seats adjustable to almost any form, providing a place for support staff to work. Each seat possessed its own secure communications system, giving access to other delegates and to the Oration Ring’s historical archive covering proceedings dating back to the founding of Centralis itself.

“Because you’re not official delegates,” Meta-Two said, “this chamber’s communications have been deactivated, but the seats will adjust to your body shape.”

In front of the support area was a single row of seats facing a hemispherical wall. As we approached the seats, the wall came to life with the image of a huge cylindrical auditorium lined with rows and rows of semicircular balconies, each containing a different group of alien representatives, no two the same. Floating in the center of the great assembly was a large platform illuminated by three beams of light. At first glance, it seemed an imposing spectacle, then I realized it was all an illusion. There was no such place, for it would have towered thousands of meters above and below the Oration Ring.

“It’s a virtual assembly,” I said.

“Yes,” Meta-Two replied. “The representatives are real, but their physical location is illusory. The Oration Ring is capable of displaying an infinite variety of relationships to accommodate the needs of every species. Cylinders, spheres, horizontal and vertical rows, enclosed and open auditoriums, whatever you wish. Showing yourself is encouraged, but not mandatory.”

Considering the differing atmospheric, gravitational and thermal requirements of the delegates, a virtual assembly allowed each species to participate in comfort. There were no empty balconies, although as more representatives took their seats, new balconies appeared, causing a shuffling of positions that made the walls appear to be constantly in motion.

“We can see them, but they cannot see us,” Meta-Two continued. “That will change tomorrow when it is your turn to speak.” She pointed to the semicircular space in front of our seats. “You will stand there and appear on the speaker’s platform in the center of the assembly.”

“So many races,” Lena said, scanning the endless balconies that reached above and below us out of sight.

“This doesn’t include the xenophobes, who prefer not to be seen,” Meta-Two said, “but they number barely two percent of the total.”

To our right was an open door masked by a transparent pressure field that kept the two chamber’s atmospheres from mixing. The adjoining compartment was filled with Tau Cetins on omnimorphic seats busily speaking through the automatic translation system while Siyarn sat alone at the edge of his balcony’s semicircle.

“Our delegation is lobbying for votes,” Meta-Two explained, “especially among the leaders of the regional blocs.”

“How’s it going?” Lena asked.

The Tau Cetin android listened to a conversation we couldn’t hear. “Not well.”

A pair of aliens no taller than my waist with dark green skin, bulging crimson eyes and thin fleshy strands hanging from large hairless heads appeared in front of Siyarn. They were only visible through the doorway, not from our balcony.

“They’re Fenari,” Meta-Two explained, “one of our more reliable allies. They’re from the Cygnus Arm, which is why they have no love of the Xil.” She motioned us to the chairs at the edge of our viewing hemisphere, then when we were seated, asked, “Is this viewing mode satisfactory?”

“It’s fine,” Lena said.

“So what now?” I asked.

Meta-Two relaxed. “We wait, for the Xil to present their asseveration.”

 

* * * *

 

“Nydis speaks for the Xil Rim Worlds,” sounded in our compartment in perfect Unionspeak.

The Xil envoy appeared on the speaker’s platform at the center of the virtual cylinder looking like a strangely rigid, dirty yellow statue bathed in beams of light. All around the assembly, private conversations petered out as the representatives’ attention focused upon him.

“How often does this kind of thing happen?” I asked.

“Asseverations are rare,” Meta-Two replied. “This is the first since the Mataron Asseveration fifteen hundred years ago, when mankind breached the Non-Aggression Principle. Before that was the Lidian Asseveration, a hundred and sixty thousand years ago.”

“How’d that turn out?”

“Badly, for the Osii.”

“Let’s hope this one has a better result for the Tau Cetins,” Lena said.

“Millions were killed on Qian,” Meta-Two said. “Someone must be held responsible.”

Nydis began rubbing his wrist stridulator bands across his chest, thrumming to the galaxy’s assembled leaders. Within our chamber, the Oration Ring translator produced a cultured human voice that was completely at odds with the Xil envoy’s inhuman form.

“Under Article Six of the Access Treaty, the Xil Rim Worlds lodge an asseveration against the Ornithoids of Tau Ceti. We allege breaches of both the Third and Fourth Principles in relation to Mammalian Biped species 2496, known as ‘human’, a GCC 6.1 probationary civilization originating from GalRef: 204D-83T9-0w82-2A6b. As the human species has not yet qualified for self representation, we make this asseveration on their behalf, at the request of those humans against whom these breaches were committed.”

Nydis’ hands swept up and down his chest with the fluency of a master musician. Whatever information his thrumming contained, the translation added a humanity to his words that could not have been a product of the scraping noises he produced.

“We assert that the Ornithoid Consociation cultivated MB2496 because of the close stellar proximity of their origin world, known as Earth, to the Tau Ceti System. This manipulation has been ongoing for hundreds of thousands of years in order to maintain Ornithoid hegemony over that part of the Orion Arm.

“The humans for whom we make this asseveration claim that the Ornithoid Consociation used force to intervene in an internal conflict between themselves and Earth. This was done to maintain their influence over Human Civilization by ensuring Earth retains its dominant position over its colonies. This intervention violates both the Non-Aggression Principle and the Development Principle of the Access Treaty.

“We assert that a rebel human fleet and colony was destroyed by the Ornithoids at GalRef: 73g5-22i9-66q1-40e3, clearing the way for Earth forces to regain control of that world. Their technology was used to destabilize human energy sources with catastrophic consequences. Ornithoid weapons were not used to avoid generating weapon signatures that would link them to the attack. The D’kol evidence will confirm these are the facts.

“The Tau Cetin craft responsible for the attack was transported to the location by a human ship to conceal Ornithoid involvement. In spite of an intensive search, that ship has not been found. We believe the Tau Cetins are hiding that ship to conceal their guilt.

“For these Access Treaty violations, we demand the assembly revoke Tau Cetin access rights for a period to be determined by the Forum Executive and proportionate to the magnitudinal differences between the two civilizations involved. That concludes our asseveration,” Nydis said, then disappeared from the platform.

Many of the alien leaders in nearby balconies whispered among themselves, and even though I couldn’t read their expressions, I sensed disquiet among them, suggesting how seriously they took the Xil claims.

“What did he mean ‘magnitudinal differences’?” Lena asked.

“GCC?” I said with trepidation, recalling Ara-Sinu-Di’s description of the logarithmic Galactic Civilization Classification system.

“Yes, the greater the difference between civilizations defined by their GCCs, the more egregious the breach and the greater the penalty,” Meta-Two replied.

“And the difference between us and them is as big as it gets,” I said, seeing why we’d been targeted, to amplify the punishment coming to the Tau Cetins.

“Almost.”

“Will the punishment be worse because the Tau Cetins are Observers?” Lena asked.

“That will be decided by the Executive.”

Observers were empowered to watch and report Access Treaty breaches to the Forum, to administer its judgments and to act independently when time constraints prevented them from consulting the Forum. To take action against another, weaker civilization for reasons of self interest was a complete betrayal of the trust they’d been given.

“Being an Observer is a two edged sword,” I said. “They’ve got the power to do whatever the hell they want, but if they use it unlawfully, they’ll alienate the rest of the galaxy.”

Meta-Two nodded. “In a civilized society, whether planetary or galactic, the powerful do not crush the weak. Typically, the more advanced a society, the more just are its laws, the more refined its ethics and the more it opposes oppression and injustice.”

“Except where the Intruders are concerned,” I said.

“There are exceptions to every rule,” she conceded. “That is why the Blockade stood for so long.”

“If they’re that powerful,” Lena said, “why would they care what the verdict is?”

“No matter how great a civilization is, there are always those who wield more power, either alone or in alliance. The D’kol, for example. Never in our history has there been a case where one of the most powerful civilizations in the galaxy has attacked one of the weakest.”

“This isn’t Tucana,” I said.

“It is not,” Meta-Two agreed. “If we lose by a significant majority, a severe penalty will be imposed. Tau Ceti could be denied any role in galactic affairs for a very long time,” she said with a perfect android simulation of regret.

It was what the Xil, the Matarons, the Chairman and the Intruders had been plotting all along, to remove their greatest enemy without firing a shot, and they’d used us to do it.

The synthetic Unionspeak voice announced, “Siyarn speaks for the Ornithoid Consociation.”

I whispered to Meta-Two. “Is consociation a political structure?”

“Our habitation worlds have many factions,” she replied, “yet we have a tradition of respecting our differences and interacting with each other as equals. It is a less formal sharing of power than your civilization employs, less prone to conflict.”

After two and a half thousand years, it was clear there was still much we had to learn about our enigmatic neighbors. I noticed Lena was listening intently to Meta-Two’s reply, no doubt making mental notes that would help Earth penetrate a little deeper into the mysteries of Tau Cetin civilization.

Siyarn appeared on the virtual speaker’s platform, immediately launching into his rebuttal. “The Ornithoid Consociation rejects all Xil assertions that we have interfered in the development of the Mammalian Biped 2496 Civilization in any way. It is true, their close proximity to Tau Ceti is why we have maintained closer diplomatic contact with them than would otherwise have been the case if their homeworld were distant from ours. In this, we are no different to any civilization that seeks amicable relations with its nearest neighbors.

“We deny ever attempting to affect the outcome of their present civil war. We have monitored the progress of that conflict, but have played no part in it. If any Tau Cetin technology was used in the incident under investigation, it was used without our permission or knowledge.

“Finally, we contend collusion between human Separatists, the Mataron Supremacy and the Xil Rim Worlds for the purpose of creating the appearance of Tau Cetin illegality. Considering the impact of this collusion upon the Human Civil War, the Xil and the Matarons have themselves violated the very principles they accuse us of having breached.

“In all our long involvement in galactic affairs, we have never broken any part of the Access Treaty. We have not done so now. The evidence and witnesses to come will prove our innocence.”

Siyarn stood defiantly before the galactic assembly, then without another word, vanished from sight.

 

* * * *

 

After a short recess, the synthetic Unionspeak voice announced, “Ligarturios Firanial speaks for the Empire of D’kol.”

A portly ursidaen appeared on the virtual platform. He was slightly taller than a man, with sloping shoulders, muscular arms and even thicker legs. His high forehead stood atop an elliptical head which was framed by long, thin ears that twitched as he spoke while his large light green eyes took in everything and revealed nothing. Below his eyes was a round nose, broad mouth and a square chin that gave the impression of strength, even stubbornness. Short, thick brown and black fur covered his body in a natural camouflage pattern that was flecked with gray at his chest and ears.

The D’kol Observer wore a broad golden band around his neck, was naked from the waist up while the lower half of his body was wrapped in a dark red sarong that reached from his waist to his sandaled feet.

Meta-Two leaned toward us and spoke in a hushed tone, a strangely human gesture for an alien android. “Ligarturios is over twelve hundred years old. He is one of the galaxy’s most revered leaders. The fact he is presenting the evidence shows how seriously the D’kol are taking this investigation.”

“Can he be trusted?” I asked.

“To tell the truth as he sees it, yes.”

The old ursidaen from Scutum-Crux seemed remarkably at ease considering the eyes of the galaxy were upon him and the weight his testimony would be given. His words were again translated to perfect Unionspeak, although this time, the tonal range was much deeper, perhaps reflecting something of the D’kol leader himself.

“Following the events described in the Xil Asseveration,” he began “the D’kol Science Directorate conducted a transtemporal reconstruction of GalRef: 73g5-22i9-66q1-40e3, known to the inhabitants as the Nan Chen System. All subnucleonic motion within a cubic radius of zero point seven stellar lumions was mapped and causal energy and particle residues identified.

“The Directorate found that hyper relativistic electrons with energy levels consistent with a dark energy siphonic source were located throughout the system. This energy technology is accessible to civilizations of GCC 10.0 and above.”

Meta-Two whispered, “That excludes humans, Matarons and Xil.”

“Residual particles,” Ligarturios continued, “from directed energy and autonomous weapons fired by MB2496 were also detected. They contained signatures consistent with interactions with a level seven annihilation shield, a technology accessible to GCC 10.7 civilizations.”

There was a noticeable ripple of whispers around the virtual balconies at that news, then I whispered to Meta-Two, “Let me guess, you’re ten point seven?”

“Yes,” she replied, nodding to the audience, “and they know it.”

Ligarturios waited for silence, then said, “These shield signatures are consistent with Tau Cetin technology, although they could also be Girrian. The Girria, however, have not left Outer Crux for seventy thousand years.”

Meta-Two leaned toward us to explain. “The Girria are ambivalent to galactic politics. To them, all of this,” she motioned at the virtual assembly, “is a waste of time.”

“The Directorate also detected particulates,” Ligarturios added, “from fifty five novarium reactor detonations of a magnitude consistent with early GCC 6 level technology. Residual particle analysis determined hyper relativistic electrons were the cause of confinement field failures in all but three of these reactors. Two of those were destroyed by core release shockwaves and one reactor was destroyed by multiple MB2496 autonomous weapon detonations.”

“They’re thorough, I’ll give them that,” Lena said dejectedly.

“Finally, and most puzzling of all,” Ligarturios said, glancing toward Siyarn sitting alone on his balcony, “residual propulsion signatures indicate only ships belonging to MB2496 were present in the system during the temporal segment in which these events occurred.” He paused momentarily, letting the import of his words sink in. “This is inconsistent with the siphonic energy and annihilation shield signatures detected. We therefore conclude that the ship responsible for these interactions was able to mask its star drive emissions … even from us.”

“Wait! What?” I said, leaning forward in surprise. “I saw that ship. It was Tau Cetin.” I turned to Meta-Two whose eyes remained fixed upon the ursidaen, avoiding my gaze. “How could they not detect it?”

“I cannot explain it,” she replied carefully.

At first, I thought she meant she didn’t know the answer, then realized she was not allowed to answer my question.

“That concludes our findings,” Ligarturios said, “however, we have questions for the Tau Cetin representative.” A virtual platform appeared in front of him, then on the balcony beside us, Siyarn stepped forward into the semicircle. His image immediately appeared on the witness platform in front of Ligarturios, seeming small before the imposing leader of the Empire of D’kol.

The synthetic Unionspeak voice announced, “Siyarn answers for the Ornithoid Consociation.”

Ligarturios leaned toward Siyarn’s image and said, “You have seen our shield interaction analysis. Do you confirm the annihilation shield was Tau Cetin in origin?”

“Not without a shield harmonic signature.”

Ligarturios stared at Siyarn, unhappy with the answer. “Can you explain what a masked ship equipped with a Tau Cetin shield was doing in the system in question during the prescribed temporal segment?”

“No Tau Cetin controlled ship was in that system during that time segment. If a ship of Tau Cetin design was there, it must have been a copy.”

Lena and I exchanged confused looks, wondering why he was lying.

“A copy?” Ligarturios asked. “Copied by who?”

“The One Spawn.”

A murmur of disquiet rippled through the virtual assembly. I couldn’t tell if it was from fear of the Intruders or weariness of the Tau Cetins constantly presenting them as a galactic menace.

“The One Spawn do not have the technical ability to replicate Tau Cetin shield technology,” Ligarturios said.

“That is no longer certain.”

“Nor do they have the capacity to mask their ships from us.”

“Neither do we,” Siyarn said simply. “I remind you, Ligarturios, the Intruders defeated our fleet at Tresik Prime. Their technical abilities have improved significantly since the last war. The upper limit of their technology is no longer known.”

“Their latest shield, weapon and propulsion signatures were scanned at Tresik Prime. Nothing resembling those scans was found in the Nan Chen System.”

“That does not exonerate them, nor does it condemn us.”

I turned to Meta-Two and whispered, “Why doesn’t he just tell him it was a captured Tau Cetin ship?”

“He cannot.”

“Why?”

“Because that ship does not exist.”

“I saw it with my own eyes.”

“Whatever you think you saw, you were mistaken.”

Ligarturios swept a hand over the rostrum before him, then an image of the Nan Chen System appeared above the two floating platforms. Extreme distance made the image grainy, but the spindle shaped craft at its center was undoubtedly Tau Cetin. The tiny vessel was under constant fire from Separatist ships as it moved toward Qian sometime after the Heureux had exploded.

“This is an optical record of the incident,” Ligarturios said. “We have examined it, as far as is possible for such low resolution imagery, and confirm its authenticity. It was provided to us by the Xil Rim Worlds, although it was originally recorded by an MB2496 ship.”

The perspective confused me momentarily, then I realized it had been recorded forty degrees away from where I’d seen the attack from the lifeboat. “It’s from the Istana,” I said, “That’s what she was doing out there, waiting to record the whole thing from a safe distance.”

“It proves Ransford knew what was coming all along,” Lena said bitterly.

The assembly watched, fascinated, as the TC ship glided through the Separatist Fleet under continuous fire. They saw the rebel ships burst into brilliant balls of light and gasped in horror as two massive detonations erupted from the surface of the planet, obliterating millions.

“The D’kol Science Directorate,” Ligarturios said as the spindle shaped craft moved away from the planet, “has determined that this craft has all of the characteristics of a Tau Cetin ship, although this specific design is unknown to us.” The tiny ship bubbled away, then the old ursidean added, “Relative vector analysis indicates its destination was the Tau Ceti System.” He fixed his gaze upon Siyarn. “Do you still deny this was a Tau Cetin ship?”

A hush fell over the membership as the galaxy’s leaders strained to hear the answer.

“I cannot confirm anything from this crude optical data,” he said. “This craft has the look of a Tau Cetin ship, but some here could copy its appearance. Whatever this ship is, it wasn’t ours and it wasn’t under our control. As for its departure vector, it must have changed course after exiting the system, because it never reached Tau Ceti.”

Ligarturios Firanial listened impassively, then motioned above the rostrum again, causing the holo cubic projection and Siyarn’s image to vanish.

“The D’kol Science Directorate confirm that while the ship in question complies with Tau Cetin design philosophy, the masking technology it employed exceeds their capabilities. We cannot, therefore, definitely declare this was a Tau Cetin ship. That concludes our findings. Are there any questions?”

For a moment it appeared there were none, then the synthetic Unionspeak voice announced, “Hazrik a’Gitor speaks for the Mataron Supremacy.”

A balcony slid out of the cylindrical wall revealing a very tall, black armor clad reptilian. Hazrik was an Exalted Blademaster of the Black Sauria, a leader of the sinister cult that manipulated Mataron politics from the shadows and a personal friend of mine, in so far as he’d tried to have me killed several times.

“So that’s him” Lena said, intrigued, “the infamous Hazrik a’Gitor.”

“I should have known he’d be here somewhere.”

“The D’kol representative has stated the facts,” Hazrik said, his snakehead tongue so perfectly translated into Unionspeak that I didn’t recognize his voice. “What he has not stated are his conclusions. Do you believe this was a Tau Cetin act, a clear subversion of the Access Treaty, a misuse of power by a superior civilization against a greatly inferior one?”

I couldn’t read Hazrik’s expression, but there was a gloating tone to his question. The Matarons had harbored a simmering resentment toward the Tau Cetins ever since they’d stopped them destroying Earth fifteen hundred years ago. It was an animosity they’d been powerless to do anything about, until now.

Ligarturios Firanial hesitated, aware of the weight the galaxy’s leaders would place upon his answer. “The evidence is incomplete,” he replied, “but what there is indicates Tau Cetin involvement.”

“Thank you, Ligarturios Firanial,” Hazrik said. “By involvement, you mean unlawful intervention in the MB2496 Civil War, which makes the Tau Cetins guilty as charged.” Satisfied, Hazrik resumed his seat and the Mataron’s virtual balcony slid back into place.

“That could have gone better,” I said as the assembly adjourned for a short recess. “We’ve got to talk to Siyarn. He can’t let this stand.”

“I’ll pass on your request for a meeting,” Meta-Two said, “but there is nothing he can do.”

 

* * * *

 

During the recess, Siyarn entered our chamber, choosing to meet us away from his own diplomatic staff.

“What happened out there?” I asked. “Even I thought you looked guilty.”

He was slow in answering. “We are guilty,” he said simply. “The ship that attacked Nan Chen was one of ours. The One Spawn captured it six months ago, after they drove us out of the Minacious Cluster. It was disabled by a stalker mine while observing one of their fleet bases. Since Tresik Prime, the Intruders have deployed millions of such devices around their major systems to prevent a counter attack and disrupt our attempts to monitor their preparations.”

“So it’s a spy ship?” Lena asked.

“You could call it that,” he conceded.

“That’s a good thing,” I said. “Tell those leaders out there you’re watching the Intruders.”

“Watching is not the problem. How we do it is. Our ‘spy ship’, as you call it, uses D’kol masking technology.”

“D’kol?” I said puzzled, then it hit me. “You stole their tech?”

“Our own masking technology is no longer effective against the One Spawn.”

“You could have asked the D’kol for help,” Lena said.

“They would have refused.”

“They are even less willing to gift knowledge than we are,” Meta-Two added.

 “Now that we have withdrawn from the Minacious Cluster,” Siyarn explained, “the few ships we have equipped with D’kol emission inhibiters are monitoring Intruder sympathizers across the galaxy. Such a ship observed the rendezvous between the Xil and the Matarons at Piet 9361 which led to us asking for your assistance.”

“Do the D’kol know?” I asked.

“They suspect. Even now, they are trying to determine how we achieved such a breakthrough.”

“Why’d you do it?”

“Our survival depended upon it. The One Spawn reached approximate parity with us in military technology some time ago and are making great efforts to surpass us in other areas.”

“Surely the D’kol would understand the threat,” Lena said. “It’s as much in their interest to stop the Intruders as yours.”

“They are complacent,” Siyarn said with frustration. “They see no immediate threat to their empire.”

“The D’kol are on the other side of the galaxy,” Meta-Two explained. “Distance makes the One Spawn less of a concern to them than to us.”

“I see,” Lena said thoughtfully. “The D’kol are treating you like a buffer zone.”

“Partly,” Siyarn said. “They have always made only token contributions to the Forum Fleet while conserving their main strength. Unfortunately, we are not close allies, merely associates. I have tried to warn them of the danger, to draw them in, but they are complacent. They retain a substantial technological lead over the Intruders, although the D’kol fleet is relatively small in size.”

“Could numbers overwhelm them?” I asked.

“Perhaps, although the D’kol do not think so.”

“What about your other allies?” Lena asked.

“The other great powers wearied of containing the Intruders centuries ago. They only continued because of our pressure to do so. If the One Spawn attack again, we will bear the burden, alone among the great powers. Last time, the Intruders destroyed everyone in their path without discretion, creating many enemies. They will not repeat that mistake.”

“That’s where Nydis comes in,” I said.

“Based on your report of Xil activity,” Meta-Two said, “we believe many of our former allies have chosen neutrality over the alliance.”

“Our defeat at Tresik Prime,” Siyarn said, “unnerved them all and the unrest fomented by Intruder proxies – like your civil war – has weakened many of our potential allies, forcing them to choose a safer path.”

“I’m surprised they bothered with us,” I said.

“You are close to us,” Meta-Two said. “Disrupting your civilization distracts ours.”

Siyarn’s gaze shifted to the virtual assembly thoughtfully. “Without a significant technological advantage or powerful allies, Intruder numerical superiority will be decisive.”

It was a pessimistic reality that explained why the Tau Cetins had been forced to steal from the D’kol and to seek covert help from us.

“So where’s your spy ship now?” I asked.

“We do not know,” Meta-Two said. “We are even less able to detect it than the D’kol.”

“Why didn’t the Intruders just give the ship to the D’kol? Prove what you’d done?”

“The One Spawn are inherently suspicious,” she said. “They believe the D’kol secretly gifted us the technology to use against them, and they want to copy the masking technology for themselves. Fortunately, its effectiveness declines sharply as ship size increases, and spawnships are very large. By using a human ship to smuggle our spy ship to Nan Chen, they hoped to convince the D’kol that we are conspiring with Earth against the Separatists.”

“So you can’t admit the Intruders captured your ship,” I said, “because the D’kol would know you stole from them, making them an enemy, and if you continue to deny everything, you look as guilty as hell.”

“Either way, we lose,” Meta-Two conceded.

“We’ve got to swing the vote our way,” I said.

“It’s too late,” Siyarn said pessimistically. 

“Under the weighted voting system,” Meta-Two explained, “the D’kol’s bloc from the Scutum-Crux Arm account for nine percent of the votes. They’re going to join with the minor and medium powers who have signed the Xil Neutrality Pact and vote against us. We cannot win.”

“We have to change their minds,” I said.

“You don’t understand,” Meta-Two said. “The D’kol have already decided.”

“You’ve got them bugged?”

“We have an informant within the D’kol bloc, a member of the Cahrew delegation. He told us Ligarturios made his decision before the asseveration hearing began. Gastillion Kalantropis, his deputy, favors supporting us, but Ligarturios is convinced we stole their technology.”

“So we have lost,” Lena said pessimistically.

“The only question is by how much,” Siyarn said. “The scale of our defeat will determine the severity of the penalty imposed upon us.”

It would do more than that. It would determine if mankind would stand alone – without its great protector – for the first time since humans had appeared on the plains of Africa hundreds of thousands of years ago. With an overwhelming enemy rising beyond the Perseus Rim and the Matarons waiting their chance only a hundred and sixty seven light years from Earth, it was the most dangerous moment in all of human history.

“There must be a way to change Ligarturios’ mind,” I said.

“The D’kol are notoriously obstinate,” Siyarn said. “They are not easily swayed.”

“When I testify, can I ask questions?”

“Humans have no membership rights here,” Meta-Two said.

“However,” Siyarn said, “speakers do. Once you have been allowed to take the dais, you become an Officer of the Forum with full legal responsibilities … and powers.”

“Can I cross-examine witnesses?”

“You may question anyone present, providing it is relevant to your testimony.”

“Suppose I want to talk to someone who’s not here?”

“Everyone associated with your testimony has been summoned, in case they wish to refute your claims.”

“Everyone?” I said thoughtfully.

Concern appeared on Lena’s face. “What’s on your mind, Sirius?”

“I’m thinking it’s time the galaxy saw how a human Officer of the Forum treats a witness as hostile.”

 

* * * *

 

“Manning Thurlow Ransford speaks for the Xil Rim Worlds in a supplementary capacity,” the synthetic Unionspeak voice announced, then the Chairman’s bloated form appeared on the virtual speaker’s platform. He held a small data pane in one hand and wore a dark Byzantium purple business suit over an exoskeleton that supported his enormous weight.

I turned to Meta-Two. “How can he speak for the Xil?”

“It’s the only way he can be recognized to present evidence,” the android replied. “When you speak, you will speak for us, not for Earth.”

Ransford cleared his throat, then read a prepared statement from his data pane. “The Human Separatist Movement represents many MB2496 inhabited worlds that seek to throw off the tyrannical rule of Earth, our origin world. Since the start of the Human Civil War, the Ornithoid Consociation has secretly provided Earth with information on the disposition of our forces, information that has led to a series of Separatist military defeats. As proof, I present the membership with sixteen engagements where Earth naval units intercepted our forces in locations previously unknown to them.”

In front of our couch, the names of sixteen star systems appeared alongside the dates of the battles, the names of the Separatist ships and ground units destroyed and the numbers killed.

I turned to Lena, who couldn’t take her eyes off the list. “How’d we win these battles?”

“That’s classified.”

“We have to say something.”

“Whatever reply you make must be the truth,” Meta-Two warned. “The D’kol may verify your story. If they catch you lying, they’ll oppose your Forum membership.”

I turned to Lena who studied the list of incidents, then reluctantly said, “We’ve cracked SN-Four, the Separatist Fleet’s naval code. That’s how we knew.”

“As soon as Ransford hears that,” I said, “he’ll order them to change it.”

“We can always crack another code, Sirius,” Lena said, “but we can’t afford to have the Tau Cetins sanctioned or our Forum membership blocked by the D’kol.”

Ransford continued, “This interference was not limited to providing tactical information to our enemies, but included technical assistance that has enabled Earth to improve its shield and weapons technologies. These gains are of such a magnitude that they could only have been achieved with the help of a more advanced civilization. These illegal transfers were made to buy Earth’s continued loyalty to the Ornithoid Consociation.”

The list of naval actions was replaced by two shield and three weapons advances, all of which had reached the fleet in the last two years.

Lena shook her head. “Not true.”

“Finally,” Ransford said, “all diplomatic approaches by the Human Separatist Movement to the Ornithoid Consociation have been refused, while they continue to maintain a close relationship with Earth’s government. If they were truly neutral, they would suspend all diplomatic contact with humans until our war was over.”

“We never engage with splinter movements,” Meta-Two said.

The Chairman lowered his data pane and faced the assembly. “This evidence proves a pattern of support for Earth designed to ensure the defeat of the Separatist Movement. The attack on our fleet at Nan Chen was only the latest and most overt of their interventions. The imagery you saw earlier of the attack was recorded by me. I attest to its authenticity and ask the Forum membership to accord it the importance it deserves.

“In conclusion, the Forum was established to manage relationships between civilizations of vastly different levels of achievement, to ensure peace and to protect the weak. If ever there was a need for this body to act, to fulfill its ancient purpose, this is it. Millions of my people were murdered by the Tau Cetins. Do not let their deaths be in vain,” he said, trying to appear dignified and persecuted at the same time, then his image vanished.

“His people!” I exploded. “He killed them as surely as if he’d blasted them from orbit himself.”

“They don’t know that,” Lena said, gazing out toward the tens of thousands of virtual balconies filled with the most engaged of the galaxy’s leaders.

A circle illuminated in the hemisphere in front of our seats, then Meta-Two said, “Your turn.”

I stepped forward, then the synthetic voice declared, “Sirius Kade speaks for the Ornithoid Consociation in a supplementary capacity.”

Suddenly, I was standing on the speaker’s platform. The balcony where Lena and Meta-Two sat was now high above me, visible to the membership for the first time. I glanced over my shoulder, expecting to see them behind me, but found I was completely surrounded by the virtual assembly chamber. Tens of thousands of alien leaders studied me with mild curiosity, some were familiar Orion species, most were races I’d never seen before.

A balcony slid forward on the far side of the chamber and Hazrik a’Gitor stood, then the Unionspeak voice announced, “The Mataron Supremacy seeks an exclusion.”

“This human witness,” Hazrik declared, “is a convicted criminal sentenced to death by the Mataron Supremacy. We request he be placed under immediate arrest and transferred to our custody pending execution of sentence.”

Surprised murmurs rippled around the assembly, then the Tau Cetin balcony slid forward and Siyarn stood.

The synthesized moderator announced, “The Ornithoid Consociation challenges the Mataron exclusion.”

Siyarn looked calmly across at Hazrik and said, “No request has been made by the Mataron Supremacy to the Forum Executive for an MB2496 prisoner transfer, nor has any supporting record of the legal proceedings referred to been supplied. The exclusion is, therefore, invalid and the Mataron Supremacy’s request for extradition should be denied.”

Another wave of confusion spread through the assembly, then the Unionspeak voice announced, “A review of Executive Proceedings finds the Tau Cetin clarification is correct. The Mataron Supremacy’s request for exclusion is denied. The supplementary speaker may proceed.”

Hazrik returned to his seat as Siyarn looked down at me from his balcony and inclined his head, signaling the way was clear. The assembly’s collective gaze fell upon me again, making me feel small and alone, especially now that I knew they suspected me of being a criminal under sentence of death.

I took a deep breath, deciding to give it to them between the eyes. “The Human Civil War is the direct result of meddling in our affairs, not by Tau Ceti, but by the Mataron Supremacy at the instigation of the One Spawn.”

All murmuring immediately stopped as the assembly hung on my every word.

“The Mataron Supremacy, like the Xil, are Intruder proxies intent on destroying galactic cooperation. They are disrupting Human Civilization the way other proxies are undermining many other societies across the galaxy.” I pointed at Hazrik’s balcony. “They are the traitors, not the Tau Cetins.”

Many eyes turned suspiciously toward Hazrik, who didn’t flinch, but glared back defiantly.

“The interceptions of Separatist Forces did indeed occur because of secret information received by Earth, but we didn’t get that information from the Tau Cetins. We got it from the Separatists themselves. Earth has broken their naval code and is reading their fleet’s communications. I reveal this now only because of the seriousness of the allegations.” I turned toward the D’kol balcony, locking eyes with Ligarturios. “If you want proof, come to Earth. We’ll show you how we decrypt their most secret messages.”

The challenging nature of my offer was not lost on the assembly, but Ligarturios Firanial made no response. He remained seated while somewhere out there, Chairman Ransford was already drafting a direction to his naval command to change their codes. When it was clear the D’kol weren’t going to comment, I continued.

“As for our technological breakthroughs, we got those on our own. Some of you know we’ve achieved some spectacular breakthroughs long before you thought we would. That’s because we have a talent for invention. We don’t need Tau Cetin help for that.”

I let them consider how those great achievements had propelled humanity to its current Emergent status centuries, perhaps millennia earlier than expected. We were still far behind all of them, but we were moving up fast and they knew it.

I turned back to Ligarturios. “The D’kol are welcome to review our research programs, which will prove the Tau Cetins aren’t helping us.”

Again, the obstinate Ligarturios did not respond.

“In terms of the diplomatic contacts between Earth and Tau Ceti, that is nothing more than the continuation of relations between two sovereign states. If the Tau Cetins entered into diplomatic relations with the Separatists, it would be tantamount to recognizing them as an independent power – and that would be interfering in our affairs. The fact they have not done so proves they are not taking sides.

“As for the attack on Nan Chen, it was not conducted by the Tau Cetins. I know, I was there. It was orchestrated by the Xil and the Matarons to discredit the Tau Cetins and divide the Forum – to weaken you all. I saw a Xil ship, and Ransford’s, together on an Irzaen drifter. They smuggled the alien ship onto the human freighter that transported it to Nan Chen, expecting the crew to be killed, along with everyone else. Ransford knew all about it. That’s why he was in position to capture the imagery you saw earlier.”

Murmurs sounded all around me, then a balcony thirty levels above my virtual platform slid forward and a tall, praying mantis like insectoid asked, “What proof do you have to support your claims?”

It was always going to come to this, my word against the Xil and the Matarons.

“I have a witness. I call Ani-Hata-Ga, the Irzaen Grand Purveyor of Orion.”

I expected Hazrik to protest, but he knew the rules well enough to know I had the speaker’s platform and was calling the shots. While the Matarons remained silent, another balcony slid forward and Nydis stood.

The synthesized voice announced, “The Xil Rim Worlds declare interposition.”

Nydis thrummed his wrist stridulators across his chest, then a cultured Unionspeak translation declared, “The Xil demand this human’s perjured accusations be struck from the record and he be forced to cede the speakership. By his words, Kade reveals himself to be nothing more than a mouthpiece for his Tau Cetin masters.”

A third balcony slid forward almost level with my speaker’s platform. An imposing, ten legged crustacean with a bronze shell and bulging black eyes on stalks reared up, waiting to be introduced.

“The Ovani Combine proclaims intercession,” the synthetic moderator announced, then the crustacean spoke.

“We would like to hear this testimony. If the human is forced to cede the speakership, we will exercise our right to summon the Irzaen ourselves, then we shall conduct the questioning.”

Shocked whispers filled the chamber. I knew almost nothing of the Ovani except that they were Observers who’d been part of the Allied Fleet defeated at Tresik Prime. I turned back to Nydis whose six eyes now shifted to the Ovani representative. After a moment, he thrummed briefly.

“The Xil Rim Worlds rescind their interposition,” he said, then the Xil and Ovani balconies slid back into the cylindrical wall.

A virtual platform appeared in front of me holding a familiar quadrupoid form as the moderator announced, “Ani-Hata-Ga answers for the Irzaen Confederation.”

The Grand Purveyor of Orion shuffled forward and fixed his large eyes upon me.

“Ani-Hata-Ga,” I said, “is it not true that the human Separatist ship Istana, the Xil ship Lorak and the human trade ship Heureux were all docked together in Transient Commercial Sovereignty 266 in the Ursulus Minor System before the attack on the Nan Chen System?”

The massive Irzaen made a show of seating himself, refraining from answering until he was comfortable. He scratched lazily, then said, “The Irzaen Promise of Privacy forbids me from commenting on the activities of my customers. To do so would be to contravene one of our most ancient and fundamental laws.”

I was afraid of that. To the Grand Purveyor of Orion, Irzaen commercial interests were far more important than the plight of the Tau Cetins, the deaths of millions of humans or the fate of peace in the galaxy.

“Your Promise no longer holds. I have already testified that all three ships were docked together in your Sovereignty. There is no secret to preserve, only the truth to be confirmed. By giving them a place to meet in secret, you provided the means that allowed the Xil and the Separatists to coordinate their attack on Nan Chen, didn’t you?”

“I cannot be held responsible for the actions of my customers,” he replied unruffled.

I turned to the assembly. “Refusing to take responsibility is not a denial, but an admission of truth,” I said, then conversationally asked Ani-Hata-Ga, “How much trade do you do with Human Civilization?”

“Almost none, due to the restrictions placed upon your species by Forum Transfer Protocols, which the Irzaen Confederation strictly adheres to.”

“And with the Mataron Supremacy?”

“Less than one thousandth of a percent of our Orion volume.”

“And the Xil?”

“None.”

Based on what Ara-Sinu-Di had told me on Lanit Nor, it wasn’t the answer I expected, then I realized Ani-Hata-Ga was playing games with me, hiding behind the small print. “You’re talking about your Orion trade, are you not?”

“That is what I am responsible for. There are no Xil worlds in Orion.”

“What about from the perspective of the entire Irzaen Confederation?”

The Irzaen’s demeanor hardened as he realized I’d seen through his evasion, then he resorted to his previous excuse. “Privacy considerations prevent me from discussing our customer’s business.”

“But you’re able to talk about human and Mataron trade volumes. Are you saying your laws apply to some, but not others?” His thick lips pressed together and the muscles along his massive jaw tightened as his irritation grew. “I merely seek an indication of size.” When he didn’t answer, I added, “Would it help if the Ovani asked the question?”

Ani-Hata-Ga stared coldly at me, then snapped, “Less than a billion Forum trade credits.”

The fact he knew the number at all, considering how many civilizations he dealt with, told me he knew much more than he was prepared to admit.

“Is it not true that the Irzaen Confederation is seeking a trade deal with the Xil Rim Worlds? How much would that be worth to you? A thousand times what it is now? A million times? A billion?”

“I have not seen the projections,” he replied carefully. It was probably true, because the future Grand Purveyor of the Cygnus Rim would be crunching those numbers. “How close is your confederation to making a deal with the Xil?”

“How is that relevant to these proceedings?”

“It shows where your interests lie, with the Xil or with the truth,” I said bluntly.

The big Irzaen grunted something untranslatable, then said, “Our private affairs are of no concern to you, human.”

The D’kol virtual balcony slid forward. For a moment, I thought Ligarturios Firanial was standing there, then I realized this ursidean lacked the other’s gray flecks.

“Gastillion Kalantropis speaks for the Empire of D’kol,” the synthetic voice announced.

The younger representative looked down on us from a great height and said, “Ani-Hata-Ga, I would like the question answered.”

Surprise rippled around the assembly as they realized the younger D’kol had not yet made up her mind about Tau Cetin guilt or innocence.

Ani-Hata-Ga squirmed uncomfortably under Gastillion’s gaze, wary of risking the Irzaen’s immense Scutum-Crux concessions, then he turned back to me. “We have concluded an agreement with the Xil giving us exclusive rights to all of their Rim Worlds and controlled systems.”

“Thank you,” Gastillion said, then the D’kol balcony slid back into the assembly’s cylindrical wall.

I gave the audience time to consider Ani-Hata-Ga’s reply, then said, “Rights to all Xil Rim Worlds? Sounds like a good deal for you, providing you keep the Xil happy.”

“We are bound by our Promises,” the Grand Purveyor of Orion said stiffly.

“You hide behind your promises to line your pockets –” I glanced at the straps holding his technology, adding, “– if you had pockets – even if that means letting the Xil murder millions of humans and blaming the Tau Cetins for it.”

Ani-Hata-Ga reared up on his forelegs. “The Irzaen Promises are an ancient–”

“Are you helping the Xil against the Tau Cetins?” I yelled, cutting him of. “Yes or no!”

“The Irzaen Confederation is not political. We are–”

“By refusing to answer, I’ll take that as a yes,” I snapped for the benefit of the audience.

“You do not answer for me–”

“By helping the Xil, you are aiding the One Spawn, who, when they come, won’t care that you’re not political. They won’t spare you. They won’t spare any of you!” I said glaring at the leaders of the galaxy, who were now frozen in their seats.

Ani-Hata-Ga bellowed at me, “How dare you speak to a representative of–”

“I have no more questions for this witness,” I said, shutting him down, certain I’d just ruined any chance of good relations between Earth and the galaxy’s greatest trading power. Ani-Hata-Ga tried to protest, but he and his virtual platform vanished. “I summon … Manning Thurlow Ransford the third.”

There was a long pause, then the witness platform appeared in front of me with the Chairman’s rotund form standing upon it. He was perfectly at ease, even though he hadn’t expected to be called.

“Chairman Ransford,” I said, “you are the leader of both the Human Separatist Movement and an organization called the Consortium, are you not?”

“I represent the Separatist Movement,” he said calmly, “although I have no formal leadership role. As for that other organization, I have many commercial interests, none by that name.”

“Would you explain why you met the Xil ship Lorak on the human colony world of Valhalla?”

“I provided the Xil envoy to Orion with gifts for the Regoran inhabitants of Lanit Nor,” he replied, feigning boredom. “Local produce as I recall.”

“Which you paid for by providing advanced weapons to the planet’s iron age inhabitants.”

“Valhalla is a human world and I am a human merchant servicing the needs of my own kind.”

“Earth has imposed a technology sanction on Valhalla to protect its primitive culture.”

“I don’t recognize Earth’s authority,” he said smugly.

“You don’t recognize this Forum’s authority either, do you? That’s why you helped the Xil murder millions of your own people and blame the Tau Cetins for it.”

“Nonsense. I have simply provided all sensor data from my ship to the Forum as I was requested to do.”

“Your ship, the Istana, was positioned at the edge of the Nan Chen System, where it was safe. What were you doing there?”

“We detected a destabilizing effect on our confinement field and withdrew to a safe distance.”

“To move the Istana required activating your superluminal field, yet when my ship did that, it was destroyed. In fact, no human ship escaped Nan Chen, except yours. That was only possible because you moved your ship to a safe distance before the destabilizing effect began, not after. You could only have done that if you knew what was going to happen, before it did.”

“That’s preposterous,” he said contemptuously. “We were obviously at a safe distance when we moved our ship.”

“After my ship was destroyed, instead of rescuing the survivors, you damaged my lifeboat and left us to die.”

“You are an enemy combatant. I would have been within my rights to destroy you, but I let you live.”

“To die a slow death.”

“Death comes to all,” he replied indifferently, “fast or slow.”

I realized I was never going to break through his haughty façade. He was far too clever for that. I leaned toward him, ignoring the assembly. “Do you really think you’ll be better off under the Intruders than the Tau Cetins?”

Ransford’s demeanor faltered momentarily, but he recovered fast. “We will see.”

He really meant it, in spite of everything we knew about the Intruders, he was prepared to risk everything. I wanted to reach across and ring his blubberous neck, but I was only looking at a hologram. The real Manning Ransford was elsewhere in the Oration Ring, perhaps hundreds of kilometers away.

“I have no more questions for this … traitor!” I snapped, then he and his platform disappeared. “That concludes my testimony,” I said, expecting to find myself in front of Lena and Meta-Two again, but the synthesized Unionspeak voice cut in.

“Hazrik a’Gitor speaks for the Mataron Supremacy.”

The witness platform appeared in front of me with the lanky reptilian standing erect at its center, a meter taller than me. He wore skintight body armor with a ceremonial quantum blade sheathed diagonally across his chest. His black eyes focused upon me with xenophobic hatred.

“Sirius Kade, you claim to receive no help from the Tau Cetins,” he said, “and yet, there is this.” He held out a clenched fist, then opened it to reveal a gray projectile in the scaly palm of his hand. “Do you recognize it?”

The slug was twisted from impact damage and its point was strangely melted, yet the thin purple band at its base told me it was one of Lena’s special snakehead killers. There was only one place he could have gotten it – Ani-Hata-Ga – who clearly had not responded well to my questioning.

“It’s an eight millimeter round,” I said.

Hazrik held it up between his long, thin fingers for all to see. “This projectile is fitted with a static force emitter capable of penetrating a Mataron contour shield. This very projectile took the life of Gilkan i’Ntol, a Mataron citizen, on Transient Commercial Sovereignty 266. There is still Mataron DNA on it for those who wish proof.” He lowered the projectile and turned back to me. “I assume you fired it?”

I didn’t want him knowing Izin had killed his agent, so I said, “I was … responsible, but only because he was trying to kill me at the time.”

Hazrik looked around at the audience. “This projectile is proof the Tau Cetins are helping the Earth humans. For this device to penetrate one of our personal defense shields, humans would need to understand dynamic field contouring, a branch of physics completely unknown to them. And yet, here is a piece of super miniaturized, static force technology far beyond their capabilities.” Hazrik turned toward me. “Where did you get this?”

“Pittsburgh,” I replied simply.

The Mataron blademaster baulked. “Where is this planet Pittsburgh?”

“You don’t know?” I asked with mock incredulity. “All that effort spying on us and you missed Pittsburgh, where all our most secret, super weapons are manufactured.” I shook my head disapprovingly. “How are you going to explain that to your snakehead bosses back on Kif-atah?”

Hazrik growled softly, barely containing his irritation. “How do you explain possession of this technology?”

“Easy. You don’t know as much about us as you think you do. We made it on Earth and we can prove it. The D’kol are welcome to inspect our facility any time … Not you, just them. As for how we figured out the tech, we have a knack for coming up with stuff like that.”

The D’kol balcony slid out into view, then Gastillion Kalantropis said, “I will examine the projectile offered as evidence by the Mataron ambassador and I accept the human offer to inspect Earth’s industrial facilities. From a theoretical perspective, producing a projectile with a static force emitter without understanding dynamic field contouring is unlikely, but possible via crude experimentation.”

It was something the Tau Cetins must have known when they gave us the tech, leaving an element of doubt that gave us an out. Gastillion might suspect the truth, but I had a feeling she was on our side, and thanks to Hazrik’s meddling, she’d given my testimony a D’kol endorsement – something that was not lost on the Forum membership.

The virtual D’kol balcony slid back into place, then I turned back to Hazrik. “Are you finished?”

Hazrik’s hand rested on the hilt of his ritual assassin’s blade threateningly. “For now.”

His image vanished, then the perspective around me returned to our private balcony. I turned to Lena and Meta-Two, exhaling with relief. “I’m glad that’s over.”

“You’ve planted a seed of doubt in many minds,” Meta-Two said, “and Gastillion’s interventions on your behalf will carry great weight. Siyarn thanks you.”

I looked up toward the D’kol balcony where Gastillion and Ligarturios were engaged in a furious debate. Many eyes in the assembly watched them, trying to interpret the D’kol position.

The synthetic Unionspeak voice announced, “The membership will now decide the Xil Asseveration.”

I took my seat beside Lena as the words Accept, Reject and Abstain appeared in the air before us. Below each heading was a counter set to 0.00 percent. Slowly, the first two counters began to tick over as the early weighted votes were cast. A list of civilizations who’d cast their vote appeared beside how they’d voted and began scrolling as more names were added to the list.

“How long will this take?” Lena asked.

“Not long,” Meta-Two replied. “Some will vote independently, others as part of a bloc. The regional alliances will be discussing the matter now, determining which side to support.”

As the minutes passed, the Accept and Reject percentages rose together, with Accept taking a slender lead. Tau Ceti’s name appeared on the list, then Siyarn entered our chamber, speaking directly to me.

“Your testimony has swung some older civilizations to our side,” he said.

“What about the younger civilizations?” I asked.

“All who have joined the Xil Neutrality Pact are voting for the asseveration.”

“And the D’kol?” Lena asked.

“None of the members of the Scutum-Crux bloc have yet voted,” he replied. “Our Cahrew associate tells us there is a great argument taking place among them. The D’kol leadership is divided, as are the members of their voting alliance.”

“Did the Xil visit Scutum-Crux?” I asked.

“Yes, with minimal success.”

“The smaller powers there,” Meta-Two added, “must choose between the Xil and the D’kol. The One Spawn are far from them, while the D’kol are close. The D’kol would not retaliate if a minor voted in our favor, but they might not protect them from the One Spawn, should the Intruders get that far.”

“So if the minor Scutum-Crux civilizations vote against you,” Lena said, “they’ll be protected by both the Xil Pact and the D’kol, but if they vote for you, they get nothing?”

“There is no hope,” Siyarn said, resigned to defeat.

The counters slowed to a crawl. The Accept vote climbed to almost half a percent below fifty while the Reject tally hovered at forty one, waiting for Scutum-Crux to decide. I looked up toward the D’kol balcony, but it was empty. Both ursidean representatives had withdrawn to argue their points of view. The other representatives, having cast their votes, sat watching the empty balcony, waiting for the decision.

“They know the Scutum-Crux bloc can’t decide,” Lena said.

Meta-Two listened to Tau Cetin communications, then said, “The D’kol don’t necessarily believe us, but they’re annoyed the Xil Neutrality Pact has swayed so many of their supporters. It’s becoming more a debate about regional loyalties and Xil interference than about us.”

“I’ll take their votes any way we can get them,” I said, then a timer appeared above the tally and began slowly ticking down from a hundred.

“They must decide now,” Meta-Two said. “The ballot will close when the timer runs out.”

Siyarn bid us goodbye and returned to the Tau Cetin chamber for the final decision. When the timer clicked to twenty, Ligarturios and Gastillion appeared on the D’kol balcony. A surge of voting followed as the Scutum-Crux bloc made their decision known, sending the third counter surging from zero to nine point one.

“They abstained!” I said shocked. “All of them.”

“What does that mean?” Lena asked.

“We lost,” Meta-Two replied, listening to Tau Cetin communications. “Even the Cahrew abstained.”

“But they didn’t get fifty percent,” I said. “It failed.”

“Accept is the result,” Meta-Two said with finality.

“Can we appeal?” I asked.

“No. The Forum Executive will meet tonight to determine what penalty is to be imposed upon us. Whatever the sentence, it will be implemented immediately.”

“So close,” Lena whispered.

After all we’d been through, the Xil, the Matarons, Ransford’s Separatists and the Intruders had won.

 

* * * *

 

After returning to the Solar Constitution, I made my way to the cramped ensign’s cabin where Jase and Izin were being held. The URA trooper standing guard in the corridor let me in to find Jase lying on one of the bunks while Izin sat at a small desk reading two data panes simultaneously.

“Skipper!” Jase said, sitting up. “What’s going on?” He nodded to the bulkhead screen that had been blank since an information blackout had been declared just before landing. “They’re treating us like prisoners.”

“Not for much longer,” I assured him, then glanced at Izin. “You OK?”

“Yes, Captain. They’re providing us with adequate food and water,” he said, indicating a pair of half eaten ration packs. “Are we under arrest?”

“You’re not, but Marie is. They just don’t want you wandering around the ship.”

“What are they afraid of?” Jase asked cynically.

“They don’t trust us,” I said, “and it’s only going to get worse. The Forum’s just found the Tau Cetins guilty of attacking Nan Chen.”

“I knew it was them,” Jase said.

“It was Ransford and the Xil all along,” I said.

“What happens now, Captain?” Izin asked.

“We’ll know in a few hours. That’s when the penalty is announced, then we’ll head back to human space.”

“Back to human space?” Jase said. “Where are we?”

I smiled wryly. “If you had a window, you could see Sag A-star from it.”

“You’re kidding,” Jase said, astonished.

I stepped to the door. “We’ll be out of here tomorrow. I just wanted to make sure you were OK. I’m going to go get some sleep, it’s been a long day.”

I went up a deck to my cabin, pulled off my boots and lay on the bunk without bothering to change. With the fate of the galaxy no longer in my hands, I quickly fell asleep.

 

* * * *

 

Sirius … help me!

It was a female voice, calling to me in the night, haunting my dreams. Images filled my mind of vast marble galleries, giant alien statues and ancient ruins so old, time itself had forgotten them. I was being dragged through cold stone corridors shrouded in darkness. My arms were pinned by hard unyielding hands while shell-like faces with six unblinking eyes stared malevolently down at me.

But not at me. At her.

I’m in … the palace … Hurry!

It was Lena’s voice sounding weak and helpless, then with a start I realized it was no dream. I reached out blindly in the darkness for the com panel beside my bunk as the shadowy images faded from my mind.

“Lena Voss,” I said, forcing myself awake.

“Lena Voss left the ship at twenty hundred hours,” the intercom replied. The com panel clock told me that was over six hours ago.

“Why’d she leave the ship?”

“Lena Voss went to meet the Tau Cetins.”

“Where is she now?”

“The current location of Lena Voss is unknown.”

I rolled off my bunk, pulled on my boots, cursing the fact ship security had refused to allow me to keep my weapons. She’d never contacted me telepathically before, but being mega-psi, she was capable of almost anything.

“Lena?” I whispered, wondering if there was more to come, but nothing did. I slipped out into the corridor and hurried to the deck below. The URA trooper on guard gave me a curious look as I approached, then I motioned to the door.

“I need to speak to my crew.”

He gave me an uncertain look, considering the lateness of the hour, then unlocked the door. When it slid open I pulled his face back, slamming my elbow into the back of his head, then dragged his body into the darkened compartment.

“What the hell?” Jase said, startled out of his sleep as I lay the unconscious guard on the deck.

“Sack time’s over,” I said as Izin jumped from the top bunk onto the deck. I handed him the trooper’s K7 rifle. “You’ve got to get this past security.”

Izin accepted the weapon without a word, checked its load and sighted through its multi-spectral targeter, then pulled on his hooded cloak to hide the assault rifle from sight. Without a hint of curiosity, Izin retrieved the spare magazines from the trooper’s belt and slid them into his pockets.

“Is this a jail break?” Jase asked hopefully.

“No, it’s a rescue mission,” I replied, removing the trooper’s TN six-five service pistol from its holster. It was a smaller caliber than my P-50 with a slower rate of fire and lower muzzle velocity, but it held fifteen rounds, which was a good thing considering the trooper carried no reloads.

“Got anything for me?” Jase asked.

I pocketed the pistol and handed him the trooper’s short bladed knife. “Here.”

He held it in his clenched fist with a look of disgust. “This isn’t a weapon.”

“Sure it is. Just stick it in anyone who gets in your way.”

He glanced at the rifle bulging beneath Izin’s cloak. “How come he gets the big gun?”

“Because I’m a better shot than you,” Izin said.

“Are not!”

“–and I see in the dark.”

Jase opened his mouth to protest, then realizing it was true, slid the knife into his belt and pulled on his boots.

“Where are we going, Captain?” Izin asked, ready for action.

“To the palace.”

“To see the king?” Jase said with a grin, thinking I was joking.

“To rescue the queen,” I replied, hoping Lena wouldn’t mind being demoted to mere royalty, then glanced into the corridor, confirming it was deserted.

“Let’s go,” I whispered then led them through empty passageways to airlock four. We passed a petty officer, who nodded curtly, then when I tried activating the airlock’s inner door, a lieutenant’s face appeared on the control screen.

“Good morning, sir. I don’t have you listed to debark the ship.”

“I’ve been summoned to an emergency meeting with Commander Voss.”

“Very good, sir,” he said, then the inner door swung open.

We cycled through, out onto the covered walkway, giving Jase and Izin their first glimpse of Centralis. The red giant and Sag A-star were both below the horizon making the glowing aurora appear even brighter than usual and transforming the ground from a red tinted wasteland to a luminous green desert.

Jase looked up at the sky, more densely packed with stars than any he’d ever seen. “Now that’s a light show,” he said impressed. “Where’s the black hole?”

I pointed to the ground. “Other side of the planet.”

He gave me a disappointed look as Izin took in the other ships docked alongside the ring, then turned to the Rillesium floating astern of the Constitution. “Did the Tau Cetins tow us here?”

“Something like that,” I said, then led them across into the ring.

The Earth atmosphere chamber was empty and the hemisphere display blank, indicating the Oration Ring was now deserted. We took the elevator down to a wide passageway flanked by large windows offering views of the docked ships on the outer side and glimpses of the central mountain and palace complex rising above the horizon on the inner side. Not a single ship had yet departed as the galaxy’s leaders held their collective breaths, waiting for the Forum Executive’s decision on the Tau Cetin’s punishment. Running through the center of the transit level was an accelerator path that followed the curve of the ring in both directions.

“This way,” I said, stepping onto it.

It carried me to a junction point where a spoke from the palace hub met the Oration Ring. There was a rest area with padded seats and communications links, then on the other side, another accelerator continued on through the ring. Above the passage leading to the hub was a large oval screen displaying a diverse collection of aliens gathered around a large circular conference table. The Tau Cetin and D’kol representatives were noticeably absent, accounting for the only two vacant places at the table. The bronze colored Ovani who’d spoken during the asseveration hearing stood, addressing the gathering. The sonorous sounds of his language filled the transit lounge while his eye stalks tilted apart and together, emphasizing his words. When Jase and Izin appeared beside me, Izin studied the crustacean on the screen with interest.

“Unusual species,” he said.

“He’s Ovani, an Observer from Scutum-Centaurus,” I explained, “out near the Aquila Rim.”

“If that’s what’s in Aquila, I’ll stay in Orion,” Jase said uncomfortably.

“They’re passing sentence on the Tau Cetins,” I said.

We started toward the accelerator leading to the central hub, then as we neared the screen, a proximity sensor detected our presence and the Ovani language was replaced by Unionspeak.

“… because the asseveration was passed by a minimal majority, under the Rules of Severity and Consequence, the membership has found the Ornithoid Consociation to be guilty of a class two breach of the Access Treaty. While there will be no revocation of their interstellar access rights, their Forum voting privileges are suspended indefinitely.

“The Executive must also take into consideration the high standard of Treaty compliance expected of Observer civilizations. While questions remain as to what exactly occurred in the Nan Chen system, it is this Executive’s opinion that the Ornithoid Consociation has not met the standard required for a guardian of galactic law. We therefore have no choice but to strip the Tau Cetins of their Observer status and relieve them of all Alliance Fleet command responsibilities. All rights of Access Treaty intervention and enforcement are revoked and their membership of this Executive is terminated. That concludes these asseveration proceedings.”

“That’s it,” I said with finality as the screen went blank, “the TCs are no longer the law in Orion.”

“Who is?” Izin asked.

“Not us,” I said, then we stepped onto the accelerator that carried us to a dark gallery with a curved stone ceiling hundreds of meters high.

A great arch, carved out of the barren mountain and open to the atmosphere, overlooked the transit tube. An immense pressure field had once sealed off the gallery from the planet’s atmosphere, but it had long since fallen into disrepair. Now fine dust blown in from the barren plains covered the faded marble floor and piled against the walls while the planet’s cold, dry air filled the gallery. It smelt of lilac, the fragrance of the organism that saturated the planet’s soil and produced its oxygen, leaving the air both fragrant and breathable.

Along the shadowy sides of the Great Gallery were towering ancient statues of the first alien races who’d met here eons ago. The statues were cracked and worn and, in the shadows, had a haunting appearance. Many were bipedal, the most utilitarian of evolutionary forms, while others possessed multiple limbs or tentacle-like appendages. Some would have walked like men while others slithered, swam or flew. They were smooth skinned or covered in hair, fur, feathers or scales. Collectively, they revealed the varied ancestries of those intelligences that had emerged at the dawn of recorded time, the first examples of evolutionary paths that so many had since followed.

All of the great stone monuments had been eroded by the planet’s dust storms. Some were headless or missing arms that had broken off and shattered on the marble floor while those closest to the open air had fallen completely apart, survived only by the weathered bases upon which they’d once stood.

“I don’t recognize any of them,” Jase said in a hushed tone as if we were entering an ancient graveyard.

“You wouldn’t,” I said. “They were meeting here long before life on Earth even started.”

We skirted the fragments of a statue that had toppled onto the gallery floor and shattered, then passed another that was surrounded by scaffolding and elevated platforms. At the end of the gallery, feeble lights in the stone walls illuminated a grand stairway flanked by shadowy side passages. We started up the stairs toward the palace, then a telepathic memory flashed into my mind of Lena being dragged by the Xil along a dark, narrow corridor.

“Not this way,” I said, returning to the gallery floor, recalling the implanted memories and pointing to a gloomy passage that led into the heart of the mountain. “That way.”

“I assume this is the same Commander Lena Voss we encountered in the Duranis System last year,” Izin said as we started along the passageway.

“That’s her,” I said, uncomfortably aware I’d never fully explained my links with Lena.

“A strange coincidence,” he said suspiciously.

“Lena and I go way back,” I said vaguely, not wanting to lie to him but unable to tell him the truth.

“Why is she here, Captain?” Izin persisted.

“Same reason we are, the Tau Cetins invited her.”

“So she’s navy?” Jase asked.

“Lena’s a civilian, with connections.”

Izin gave me a long, unsatisfied look, then we reached a well worn, spiral stairway leading up into the mountain. I was about to move on when another vision flashed into my mind of Lena being carried up those stairs, looked down upon by her Xil captors. Her head flopped back, revealing more Xil behind her carrying a motionless Meta-Two.

I drew my URA pistol. “The Xil are up there.”

Izin pulled the K7 out from under his cloak and aimed it up the stone stairway. “I gather we’re not here to talk, Captain.”

“We’re here for Lena. If the Xil get in the way, shoot them.”

“Very well,” Izin said with a calmness I always found unsettling, partly due to the controlled tone of his vocalizer, but mostly because of his sociopathic indifference to killing.

Jase produced his knife. “And I’ll scratch them with this,” he said skeptically.

We moved quietly up the stairs, then as we neared the top, we heard distant footsteps and the soft buzz of Xil thrumming.

“Izin,” I whispered, nodding for him to take a look.

He slipped past me with his rifle angled up, then edged his head far enough into the open doorway that he could bounce biosonar pulses into the darkness. Izin’s sonic vision was more accurate than the K7’s multi-spectral targeter and, considering its frequency, less likely to be detected.

After scanning the passage, he crept back down and whispered, “They’re in a room at the end of a long corridor.”

“How many?”

“I cannot tell.” He pointed to the doorway, “but there’s someone up there on the floor, barely breathing.”

I slipped past him and climbed to the dark corridor at the top of the stairs. Dim light spilled through a doorway at the end of the corridor as thrumming echoed from within. A Xil walked past the doorway, then when he didn’t reappear, I crept forward to a human form lying on the stone floor close to the wall.

It was Lena.

I felt her neck for a pulse, finding it slow, but steady. My fingertips touched wetness at the base of her throat, then as I leaned closer, I realized it was blood oozing from a Xil puncture wound. Guessing she’d used her threading to remain conscious long enough to summon me, I slapped her face lightly, trying to rouse her. She murmured in response, but didn’t open her eyes.

“Let’s get her out of here,” I whispered, pocketing my gun and reaching to lift her, but her hand caught my wrist.

“No,” she whispered weakly, half opening her eyes, turning her face down the passage. “Meta.”

“She’s not our concern,” I whispered, not wanting to start a fight with the Xil if I could avoid it, certainly not over a Tau Cetin android.

“Stop … Meta,” Lena said, fighting to keep her eyes open.

“From doing what?”

Her face contorted. “Killing … leaders.”

I shook her, trying to help her remain conscious. “She’s going to assassinate the Forum Executive?” They were immediately above us in the palace, preparing to return to their ships.

Lena nodded weakly, fighting the Xil paralytic.

When she started to drift away, I shook her. “Why?”

“Blame … Tau …” she murmured and passed out again.

This time I couldn’t rouse her, but she’d said enough. It was Meta-Two the Xil had been after, not Lena. They were going to use her to assassinate the galaxy’s leaders and make it look like Tau Cetin revenge for losing the asseveration vote, turning all the great powers against them.

“Let’s go, Skipper,” Jase whispered. “This place gives me the creeps.”

“We can’t,” I said, the decision now out of my hands. Lena had given me an order I couldn’t refuse.

“This is not our concern, Captain,” Izin said.

“It is now,” I said, standing. “The Xil are going to blow this place up and us with it.” That’s why they needed Meta-Two. She was made of flexion-carbon, the strongest substance known to the Tau Cetins. Whatever was coming, her frame would survive as evidence against them.

“Stay with her,” I said to Jase, then turned to Izin. “You coming?”

“Of course, Captain.”

Together, we crept through the darkness toward the buzzing Xil chatter. At the doorway, I stole a look into a long rectangular chamber filled with rows of stone sarcophagi, each crowned by a different alien likeness. It was an ancient tomb containing the galaxy’s earliest leaders who’d been laid to rest together in commemoration of their new found unity.

In the center of the room was a group of armed Xil. Several aimed hand held devices at Meta-Two, who stood in a vertical beam of light emanating from a dark machine floating several meters above her. A black metallic band had been placed around her head that glowed dark red each time she tried to break free and faded when she submitted.

Her shirt had been cut away from her lower abdomen and her stomach’s dermal layer had been sliced open to reveal her flexion-carbon frame. A dark blue blood-like substance dripped from her severed outer skin and trickled slowly down her legs while a Xil engineer wearing a dark blast visor was cutting a fist sized hole in her metal stomach with a fusion torch.

Meta-Two’s eyes watched the Xil slicing her open, showing she was conscious, while her body was helplessly immobile. When the engineer completed the incision, he used a magnetic clamp to remove the circular segment, then a thick, gelatinous fluid woven with metal strands seeped out. Nearby, the other engineers kept their attention focused upon her, thrumming status reports to each other.

Nydis appeared from a dark passage at the back of the tomb carrying a small cylindrical object. He slid the device into Meta-Two’s abdomen, causing more fluid to ooze out, then the engineer welded the circular piece back in place. Another Xil handed Nydis a silver metal half-circlet with a small hemisphere at one end which he attached to the technology strip at the side of his head, then he adjusted the hemisphere over his top right eye.

I turned back to Izin and whispered, “How many can you take down with that thing?”

He glanced at the K7, considering the odds. “All of them.”

I liked his optimism, but would settle for a diversion. “Go right. Kill the guards first. I’ll take Nydis.”

“And the android?”

“Don’t shoot her unless she attacks.”

“Yes Captain.”

I raised my URA pistol and ran into the tomb, past a row of sarcophagi to the far side of the chamber. Izin followed me in, taking cover near the entrance, and began firing two round bursts at any Xil holding a weapon. Each shot drilled a tiny entry wound into their hard shell-like exteriors while the exit wounds exploded from the force of internal shock waves passing through their bodies. Dark blood and shell fragments showered behind them, then they toppled rigidly back. Izin eliminated three in coldly systematic fashion before I had time to fire once.

Initially taken by surprise, the remaining Xil recovered fast, dropping their scanning devices and aiming small energy weapons attached to their forearms. Each time they fired, their guns emitted brilliant orange pulses that smashed through the sarcophagi like supersonic cannonballs, spraying stone fragments across the room.

I killed one Xil with a shot that blew the back of his head off, then dived away as another fired at me. A stone tomb exploded behind me, blasting a cloud of white powder across the chamber, the remains of a galactic founding father whom time had turned to dust.

The crypt now flashed with Xil energy blasts and thundered with the rapid tat-tat sounds of Izin’s K7. He fired and darted with tamph speed to another position, then fired again, killing Xil with calm calculation.

I fired over a sculpted stone face into the chest of the Xil engineer who’d cut open Meta-Two’s abdomen, shattering his back like an eggshell. Meta-Two watched him fall at her feet, then her eyes turned toward me in surprise while her body remained frozen in place.

The remaining Xil took cover, firing over the tops of the sarcophagi and working together with discipline and timing. Their hand held energy weapons were superior to our guns, but the Xil had been shocked by Izin’s merciless accuracy and the gruesome effects of our kinetic projectiles on their rigid shells.

Rather than join the fight, Nydis retreated toward the passage at the back of the crypt without firing his weapon. At the entrance he turned to Meta-Two, still standing like a statue in the column of light, and touched his headset band. She lurched forward and marched stiffly toward him, shattering the illusion of a beautiful human woman with the visage of an awkward automaton under Xil control.

Before I could shoot Nydis, a Xil guard pointed his weapon at me, forcing me to dive for cover as my hiding place exploded behind me. I scrambled around the side of a sarcophagi, staying low, looking for a shot at Nydis, but he vanished into the darkness of the passageway. I caught a glimpse of Meta-Two following him, her arms hanging limply by her side, then she was gone.

An energy blast flashed past me from a Xil who’d worked his way around to the doorway we’d entered by. He bobbed up from behind cover and aimed at me as Jase leapt through the entrance and stabbed his gun arm with the knife, forcing the energy weapon’s blast into the floor. Jase’s knife wedged in the guard’s exoshell, then the Xil’s head swiveled toward Jase as he aimed his forearm at him. Before he could fire, I put two into his chest, tearing his back open and showering the wall with yellow goo. The Xil fell backwards, his body slamming heavily onto the stone floor and dislodging the weapon from his arm. Jase eagerly scooped it up and placed it on his forearm, finding it automatically took hold.

“Well, looky here!” he said with a broad grin, clenching his fist experimentally and firing a blast into the ceiling, shattering stonework and shower fragments over the sarcophagi. With an appreciative look, he held out his arm, fist clenched, and sprayed the room with a stream of pulses that devastated tombs, stone walls and Xil alike.

I jumped to my feet and yelled, “Cover me.”

Jase immediately leapt onto a sarcophagi and raked the crypt with his new toy while the chatter of Izin’s K7 reverberated deafeningly around me as I ran between the monuments. I shot one Xil in the head, then sprinted past the column of light that had imprisoned Meta-Two to the passage Nydis had retreated into. Behind me, Jase began leaping from tomb to tomb, shooting down into Xil hiding places while Izin darted through the shadows, shooting them in the back when they aimed at Jase.

A Xil energy blast hit the stone wall beside me as I ran into the dark passage, then I left the crackle of gunfire and the whine of energy weapons behind. At the end of the passage, I climbed narrow stone stairs two at a time to an open doorway. A corroded metal security door had been blown open so the Xil could move their equipment into the crypt where they could work on Meta-Two in secret.

Outside the doorway, beneath a luminous green auroral sky, was a circular terrace carved out of the mountain. It was surrounded on one side by small statues overlooking sheer cliffs that dropped to the barren plain below, while on the other was a stone wall that rose several hundred meters to a palace courtyard. Beyond the courtyard were the white obelisks of Centralis Palace itself, faded and worn with time.

Sitting on the terrace was a small, black twin engined craft with a bubble cockpit window and a turret mounted, short barreled weapon beneath its nose. Nydis stood between the small gunship and the crypt entrance with a fingertip on the circlet above his eye, watching Meta-Two march robotically toward the stone wall beneath the palace.

Seeing he was distracted, I ran out onto the terrace and charged at him. When I was halfway there, his head swiveled toward me with mechanical smoothness. He made no attempt to run, but aimed his arm weapon at me while angling his other forearm across his chest defensively. It was fitted with a metallic vambrace that glowed, blurring his torso.

I loosed off a quick shot, but the bullet struck a curved force emanating from the vambrace and ricocheted away. The shield glowed momentarily from the impact, then Nydis returned fire. I dived sideways as his blast singed my hair, then put a shot wide of his shield as I rolled to my feet. It grazed his gun arm’s shoulder, spinning him around with such force that his energy weapon went spinning off his forearm. To a human, it would have been a flesh wound, but to the inflexible Xil, it gouged a piece out of his shoulder, freezing the joint.

With his arm now immobile, he turned to Meta-Two at the foot of the wall and touched the half-circlet at his head with his good hand. She immediately launched herself into the air, leaping a third of the way up the stone wall and driving her flexion-carbon fingers into the mortar between the stones, tearing away their dermal covering. She began climbing the weathered wall toward the palace garden, pulling herself up by hands that struck the ancient stones like robotic drills.

I ran forward, firing my URA pistol while Nydis deflected the shots with his vambrace shield, then my gun clicked empty. Seeing my weapon was useless, he strode toward his blaster. I raced after him, then just as he reached for his weapon, I hurled my useless pistol with ultra-reflexed accuracy at it, sending his gun skating away across the stones. Nydis straightened and walked after it without a look in my direction, then I leapt at him feet first, pounding his heavy exoshell back with my boots. The blow sent him flying face first onto the ground.

As he ponderously got to his feet, I charged again, then Nydis slammed his vambrace shield into my chest, hurling me across the terrace as if I’d been struck by ten electro-shock clubs. I hit the ground hard, momentarily stunned, then slowly stood as Nydis stomped toward me. Expecting him to sweep his vambrace shield at me again, I circled around his frozen arm, then when he was close, he lunged at me with his good hand. A deadly palm spine shot out, stabbing at me, but I threw myself back, saved by my ultra-reflexed speed.

He leapt after me, his heavy feet pounding on the stone floor as I scuttled back, narrowly avoiding having my legs broken. Nydis leapt again, his feet thundering down either side of me, then he stabbed at my face as his palm spine whipped in and out in a frenzied attack.

I twisted and dodged, crawling back as he followed, lunging at my head, sending his poison spine past one ear, then the other. I caught his wrist, trying to force his arm away, but the mechanical power of his shell was overwhelming. All I could do was hold his good arm as he turned from side to side, trying to throw me off, but for all the incredible strength of his exoshell, he was hopelessly inflexible while I flowed around him like water.

I kicked out with both feet, knocking one of his legs out from under him and sending him toppling backwards. His head struck the stonework like a hammer on an anvil, jarring the circlet free, sending it clattering onto the stones. The blow would have knocked a human out, but he simply got to his feet as I scrambled away. His massive head swiveled toward Meta-Two, then seeing she was almost to the top of the wall, he turned and ran toward the gunship.

Knowing it wasn’t me he was afraid of, but what Meta-Two carried, I raced after him. I was almost to him when he leapt up into the craft and slammed its open side door in my face. I ran my hands over the hull, searching for a way in, then the air filled with a high pitched whine as its engines powered up. The thruster above my head glowed to life and my skin prickled as a force pressed down on me.

“Oh-ho,” I muttered and ran, then the engine’s down blast hurled me into the air.

I crashed onto the stone terrace and was rolled end over end by the wash as the Xil craft lifted off. I watched it climb to a hover and turn toward me. Nydis was visible at the controls in the bubble cockpit watching me get to my feet, then the gunship nosed down, angling its short barreled weapon at me.

“Oh crap,” I said and leapt sideways as the Xil weapon thundered and the ground I’d been standing on exploded.

I ran clear, keeping my eyes on the gunship as it turned after me, then a gust of cold air from the plain below struck my face. I stopped sharply, teetering on the edge of the cliff, looking down at the blackened landing ground, then jumped back from the brink as the gunship fired again.

The blast gouged out a wedge of masonry that went tumbling down the cliff face while I retreated back across the terrace. A metallic glint caught my eye as I ran under the Xil craft. It was Meta-Two’s half-circlet control, lying where Nydis had left it. I scooped it off the ground as the gunship slewed above me, then dived to my left as Nydis fired again and banked away from the mountain side.

Scrambling to my feet and running again, I positioned the hemisphere over my eye, finding the band too large for my head. I could see the weathered stone wall up close through Meta-Two’s eyes. There were tiny Xil characters in the image that meant nothing to me, then I felt her presence in my mind.

“Meta, can you hear me?” I yelled, running alongside the wall beneath her as the Xil gunship came around for another shot.

“I hear you, Sirius Kade.” It was a strangely impersonal voice that held none of Meta-Two’s simulated humanity.

“Deactivate the bomb!” I shouted urgently, looking back at the gunship as it lurched sideways and fired, blasting a hole in the stone wall behind me.

“The detonator is timer activated,” she replied. “I cannot reach it.”

“How long?” I demanded as the gunship slid sideways.

“Twenty seconds.”

“Can you do anything?” I asked, running away from the wall, trying to get under the gunship’s cannon.

“You have command,” she said as Nydis fired again, forcing me to dive flat. I looked up at her high on the stone wall, not understanding what she was saying. “I am here, Sirius Kade,” she said calmly in the same flat robotic tone, telling me that trapped beneath her Xil mind-prison, Meta-Two was still alive. “You must give the order.”

“What order?” I said confused, then realized what she was asking. “No! … I can’t.”

“You are the only one who can. Fifteen seconds.”

The Xil gunship slowed to a hover, then angled its nose cannon down at me as I lay helpless on the ground.

“Meta-Two,” I said, knowing I had no choice.

“Yes Sirius Kade.”

“Jump!”

High on the wall, Meta-Two launched herself into the air. I lowered my gaze to Nydis who was watching me, thinking he’d won, lining his cannon up for the kill shot.

“Palms out, spines out,” I whispered, then looked up at Meta-Two, plummeting toward us with her arms and legs apart in controlled free fall.

Nydis followed my eyes, catching a glimpse of her just before she struck the gunship. She landed with a thud between its two engines, denting its hull and driving her flexion-carbon fingers through its plating, clamping herself in place.

Meta-Two looked down at me, expressionless, robotic, trapped in a Xil mind-prison. She nodded once to me, then the gunship rolled sideways and nosed up as its engines roared to full power. It shot vertically into the sky, corkscrewing at high-g, trying to throw her off, but she stayed locked to its hull.

When the Xil gunship had shrunk to a black dot, the bomb inside Meta-Two exploded. A brilliant orange white ball of light bloomed ten kilometers above Centralis Palace, forcing me to shield my eyes. The Oration Ring and the thousands ships docked there were starkly illuminated in the blast, then a screaming wind lashed the ground, kicking dust up across the barren wasteland.

As the shockwave passed, a tiny black cinder fell from the fireball in the sky. At first I thought it was the gunship, then as it neared the ground, I realized it was a torn, charred human form. It dropped past the terrace and crashed onto the abandoned landing ground.

I ran to the cliff’s edge to see wispy smoke waft from Meta-Two’s blackened flexion-carbon frame. Her outer dermal layer and viscid-fiber interior had been completely vaporized, while her indestructible body had survived. It would have been enough to condemn the Tau Cetins, if the bomb had gone off inside the palace.

In the early morning stillness, I stared at the android’s smoldering remains, saddened she’d sacrificed herself, yet relieved it was over. Before me lay the peaceful, desolate beauty of Centralis, its distant mountains silhouetted against a luminescent green sky. Soon Telkisah would rise, drowning the arid, windswept plains in a saturating redness while the galaxy’s leaders returned to their myriad worlds among the stars, blind to the dangers stalking them.

In the distance, a triangular ship floated up from the Oration Ring, the first of the assembled leaders to depart. Now that the Forum Executive had made its decision, the exodus of leaders to every corner of the galaxy was beginning. Somewhere high above the stone wall, the Executive members were themselves preparing to return to their ships, unaware how close they’d come to death.

I wondered where the triangular ship had come from, who they were and how they’d voted. Lights glowed along its side as its engines powered up and its nose tilted skyward, preparing to streak away into space. Suddenly, a brilliant white beam flashed down out of the sky and tore through the center of the ship, causing it to explode. The blast destroyed the nearest part of the Oration Ring and swept over the ships on either side, reducing them to flaming wrecks.

Unable to believe my eyes, I looked up at the sky, searching for the source of the attack. Beyond the snaking auroral lights were dozens of immense, black rectangular ships, silhouetted against the galactic core’s dense starlight. They glided down through the aurora like silent predators falling upon a weak and helpless prey.

They began firing at ships docked around the Oration Ring, obliterating them on the ground. Many of their victims tried to climb into the air to escape. Some were destroyed before they’d cleared the ring while others streaked up into the sky to be hunted down as they cleared the atmosphere. Other ships, seeing the danger, tried skimming low and fast over the planet’s surface, but they too were destroyed before they could escape. Amid the destruction, many other ships climbed away from Centralis free from attack, strangely ignored by the murderous armada.

All around the Oration Ring, a growing number of wrecked ships burned furiously, setting the ring on fire and sending pillars of smoke rising high into the sky. Some ships managed to activate their shields and became the target of concentrated attacks from above, glowing brightly under an irresistible onslaught that battered down their shields and tore them apart with massive explosions. A few attempted to return fire from the ground by launching glowing projectiles or firing pulse and beam weapons at the ships above, but such resistance was quickly crushed by vastly superior firepower.

My eyes followed the Oration Ring along the horizon, searching vainly for the Solar Constitution, wondering if she too had been destroyed. There were so many burning wrecks now, she could have been any one of them, for she would have stood no chance against such an enemy. I thought of Marie, trapped in the Constitution’s brig, wondering if she was dead in one of those flaming funeral pyres.

Behind me, Izin emerged from the passageway, followed by Jase carrying Lena in his arms. They hurried to my side, watching the sky as the black behemoths continued their systematic extermination of the galaxy’s leadership.

“What’s happening?” Jase asked, unable to believe his eyes.

“It’s started,” I said, surprised by the tremor in my voice. “The Second Intruder War.”

I glanced at Izin, wondering what he was thinking, knowing the race piloting the armada were his distant cousins. He watched in silence as sporadic explosions erupted from the burning wrecks and fires consuming the Oration Ring.

“I guess we aren’t leaving,” Jase said morosely, realizing we were marooned at the center of the galaxy with no way back.

“Looks like it,” I said, hoping we could survive until the Tau Cetins sent a rescue mission.

I glanced up at the stone wall, knowing the galaxy’s most senior leaders were up there watching. Now that the assassination attempt had failed, I wondered why the Intruder Fleet hadn’t simply destroyed them, but not a single shot came our way.

Tiny figures appeared near the burning wrecks and ran out onto the barren plain. They were the pitifully few survivors who’d managed to escape the carnage, although they must have known there was nowhere to run. Overhead, while some of the giant Intruder leviathans battered the handful of ships still sheltering under active shields, others began cutting the Oration Ring to pieces, destroying the symbol of galactic civilization itself.

“We should take cover, Captain,” Izin said, glancing warily up at the palace, expecting it to be destroyed next.

I nodded and started back toward the crypt, then the distinctive roar of hypersonic engines rolled in over the abandoned landing ground.

“They’re coming,” Jase said, searching the sky and hoisting Lena over his shoulder as he readied his Xil energy weapon.

“I will remain here, Captain,” Izin said. “You go.”

“We all go, or we all stay,” I declared.

“I won’t be taken prisoner by them,” he said, raising his URA combat rifle, having more to fear from his cousins than we did. They’d kill Jase and I, but him they’d enslave, take everything he knew about the tamphs of Earth and force him to work against them.

Suddenly, a blunt nosed, swept wing craft streaked silently past and vanished behind the mountain, then the thunder clap of a sonic boom rolled over us.

“That’s one of ours!” Jase exclaimed and ran forward, waving his arm. “Here we are,” he yelled, but it was already gone.

He stopped, looking at the sky, then the URA dropship came around the mountain again and banked sharply toward us in a high-g braking turn. It dropped its struts and came straight in, swinging its open tail ramp toward us and landing with a thud and clatter of loose metal.

A URA corporal in light body armor and a holstered sidearm jumped down from the ramp and said, “We’re looking for Commander Voss.” The trooper was muscular, all business and wore an insignia on his shoulder I’d never seen before: a clenched, armored fist inside a blood red triangle.

I pointed to Lena’s body slumped over Jase’s shoulder. “That’s her.”

“Is she alive?”

I nodded. “She’ll recover.”

When he realized Izin was a tamph, his hand slid to his sidearm.

“He’s with us,” I said, stepping in front of Izin in case the grunt got trigger happy.

The soldier gave Izin a suspicious look, then motioned to the dropship. “Get aboard.” We ran up the ramp, followed by the trooper who spoke into his communicator. “We’ve got her, Sarge. Haul ass.”

The dropship lurched into the air immediately, not giving us time to find our seats, then Jase lay Lena on the deck as the tail ramp lifted. The troop carrier’s engines roared, then we dived over the cliff and nosed toward the plain, going hypersonic so fast we had to grab the seats to prevent being thrown out the back.

The Corporal smiled at our discomfort. “Sarge don’t like wasting time.”

Under the circumstances, I didn’t object, but went forward to the cockpit to see where he was taking us. It was cramped, surrounded by armor with seats for two and thick rectangular windows in front and at the sides. The sergeant at the controls had the same hard muscular physique, chiseled jaw and armored fist insignia on his shoulder as the corporal, almost as if they’d been stamped out of the same machine. The name Rubek was imprinted in black on the left side of his chest and he wore a heavy caliber pistol on his hip, not URA standard issue.

“Mind if I sit in?” I asked.

“Don’t touch anything,” Sergeant Rubek replied without giving me a look.

I slipped into the copilot’s seat while we zigzagged alarmingly close to the ground, heading toward the burning Oration Ring.

“Autopilot not working?” I asked, not wanting to tell him his job, but manual piloting at hypersonic velocity two meters off the ground was insane and against URA regulations.

“It works,” he grunted, keeping his eyes focused on the terrain ahead.

“Just checking,” I said, wondering if he had a death wish or was just show boating.

“Worried I’m going to get you killed?”

“I’ve never flown mach five this close to the ground before.”

“AI is predictable. I’m not,” he said absently. “They’ll start shooting once we’re out of the no fire zone.”

I pulled the seat’s safety harness over my shoulders and strapped myself in to prevent being thrown out of my seat. “There’s a no fire zone?”

“They’re not hitting anything within two clicks of the mountain,” he said, weaving the stick left and right in a rhythmic pattern.

“You’re repeating.”

“Yep. Giving their AI something to predict.”

I glanced back at Centralis Palace, momentarily visible on the barren mountain as the dropship lurched from side to side. The Intruder Fleet had still not attacked it, showing they didn’t want the Executive leadership dead, unless the Tau Cetins could be blamed for it. Now that the Xil plot had failed, they were giving the other great powers a chance to stay out of the war.

A brilliant flash hit the ground to port, buffeting us as we banked away. Rubek instantly swerved toward the blast, throwing off the next shot which pounded the ground ahead of us, hurling dust in our path. He swerved blindly into the dust cloud, milking it for cover, throwing off his rhythmic pattern for erratic turns, evading whatever was targeting us from orbit.

“They can track us through dust clouds.”

“Yeah,” Rubek agreed, his strange intensity completely unruffled by the orbital bombardment falling all around us. He swerved to port as another blast struck to starboard, narrowly missing us again then he barrel rolled back the other way almost scraping the ground with a stubby wing.

I swallowed, trying to keep my stomach down. “We’re glad you showed up. I thought we were stuck here.”

“Didn’t come for you. Came for Voss.”

I nodded slowly. “She’s glad too, or she will be when she wakes up.”

He seemed to forget I was there, focusing all his attention on his evasive flying. He rolled sharply, missing the ground by a grain of sand, then he did it again. And again! Rubek was either crazy or improbably lucky, but his reckless flying was keeping us alive.

With orbital blasts pounding the ground around us, we raced toward the burning Oration Ring. Instead of flaming wrecks where the Constitution and the Rillesium had been, there were two empty landing bays.

“Where’s the ship?” I asked.

“Hiding.” Another blast struck in front of us, then the armored dropship punched through flying dirt and rock like it was hurtling through a hailstorm. “In the mountains,” he added, nodding to the horizon.

He jinked hard to port, narrowly avoiding another blast as the Oration Ring grew rapidly in size. The dirty white pillars suspending it above the ground were high enough to prevent soil organisms contaminating it, but left little room for the dropship. Energy beams were slicing the ring into pieces and pounding any ships on the ground still sheltering under white hot shields.

“How’d you know to move the ship?” I asked.

“The Tau Cetins told us to.” He glanced at his screens, seeing where the Intruder attacks were most intense, then made an intuitive guess and slid to starboard, barely avoiding another blast that should have destroyed us. “They’re up there now.”

“Fighting?”

He nodded. “Don’t like their chances.”

I peered up at the monstrous silhouettes floating high above us. Far to the south, tiny flashes in the sky marked where a space battle was underway, although I couldn’t tell if it was the Rillesium or not. Whoever it was, they were hopelessly outgunned.

Rubek fixed his eyes on the ring, picked his spot and leveled off so close to the ground I could have picked flowers – if desolate Centralis had flowers. I took a breath, thinking there wasn’t enough room, then we passed under the ring. There was a metallic bang as the dropship’s sensor array was torn off the top of its hull, then a red warning light began flashing.

“You broke something.”

“Nothing I need,” Rubek said, switching off the warning light.

I was about to tell him sensors were vital, especially when someone was shooting at you, then realized he’d hardly looked at his displays and had successfully eyeballed the distance between the ring and the ground. It was instinctual flying unlike anything I’d ever seen before.

“Got a scope?” I asked. “I can spot for you?”

“Never use it.”

“Don’t trust tech?”

“Sure, if you want straight and stupid.”

I looked back through the window at the ring falling rapidly behind us. A ship’s shield collapsed and it exploded in a huge flash that our tactical windows immediately filtered out.

“These dropships have evader-AI,” I said, knowing they were programmed to be unpredictable.

Rubek seemed to have forgotten the most basic lesson of combat: machines were always faster than men. When you’re being fired upon by machine intelligence, the only thing fast enough to counter it was another machine intelligence.

“I prefer my gut.”

His gut? He had a multi-million credit, super-AI that could think at the speed of light, the pinnacle of thousands of years of development – and he preferred his gut? I was about to spell it out for him when he avoided another blast no AI could have seen coming. He sent us lurching to port, cutback fast and rolled again as the ground exploded around us, yet miraculously, Sergeant Rubek found a way through.

“Nice trick,” I said, thinking his gut wasn’t so bad after all.

“They can’t predict where I’m going … when I don’t know myself.” As explosions erupted around us, he leaned on the stick, anticipating every threat, then we turned toward a six thousand meter high line of barren peaks and ragged ridges in the distance.

“So what’s the plan?”

“Get Commander Voss back to the ship. After that, you’re navy’s problem.”

He banked sharply to starboard and ran alongside the mountains as blasts struck the plain on one side and the mountains on the other, bracketing us. “Prepare for a high-g turn,” he announced over the intercom.

“How high,” I asked.

“Twenty two, if we’re lucky.”

He made no move to activate the autopilot. “The human body can’t pilot a twenty two-g turn.” I said. We could survive it for a few seconds, but no one could operate controls under such force.

“So they tell me.”

Convinced I was in the hands of a mad man, I pushed my head back into the rest and gulped down air, hoping to stay conscious. Suddenly, Rubek threw the stick hard over and vectored the engines, sending barren cliffs sweeping past the windscreen at dizzying speed. It felt like a bulk cargo lifter ran over me, then Rubek – his cord-like muscles straining – hurled us into a narrow gap in the mountains. The dropship’s engines roared and swiveled back to rearward thrust as we stood on one wing through a narrow crevice.

A blast hit the mountains, hurling an avalanche of rock at us. Rubek guessed the distance in a glance and kept his nerve, beating the falling boulders by a heartbeat, then more blasts saturated the nearby peaks, trying to bury us.

The crevice widened into a narrow pass, then as we leveled off I began to breathe again, but Rubek didn’t slow, staying hypersonic all through the ravine. The mountain top bombardment fell behind us as Intruder AI underestimated how reckless Rubek’s flying was.

“They’ll put a ship over us,” I wheezed, “and shoot down into the canyon.”

“One’s already on the way,” he said with certainty, even though his sensors were lying back in the ruins of the Oration Ring.

“Is your gut telling you that?”

Rubek nodded, then a small cave appeared in a bend in the gorge ahead. I waited for him to brake, but instead, we dropped to the canyon floor and nosed for the mouth.

“That’s too fast!”

“That’s what my instructor used to say,” he said, then we swept into the cave with only meters to spare on all sides.

Rubek pushed the throttles to full reverse, decelerating hard and switching on the floodlights. The armored dropship shuddered as its sides scraped the rock walls in a shower of sparks, then an overhang hammered us down onto the cave floor. We skidded on rock, then bounced back into the air and slowed to a sedate pace.

I exhaled slowly, struggling to believe we’d survived. “How’d you do that?”

“Extreme overconfidence.”

He had that, but there was more to it than a glib throwaway line. “They’ll be tracking us.”

“Not in here,” Rubek replied as he guided the dropship through the cave. “They can’t see through the mountains.”

I glanced at the strange armored fist patch on his shoulder, ran it through my bionetic memory and got nothing. I’d been told my bionetics had a record of every URA military unit in existence. Obviously, there was one exception. I shifted my gaze to his face. He was relaxed and showed no sign of fatigue, despite having flown through g-forces that should have torn his arms off.

“You’re spliced?” I asked. Gene modding for combat soldiers wasn’t unknown, although with robotics the way it was, it wasn’t all that useful these days.

“Modding’s for pussies.”

I didn’t mention that I was heavily modded myself, but studied him with a professional eye. His muscles were hard and slightly bulky, but not enormous the way body pumpers liked them, so he wasn’t a stimmer. His concentration had been flawless, unbreakable in spite of orbital blasts raining down around us and his tactical judgment and spatial awareness were almost super human.

“I don’t recognize your shoulder patch.”

“You wouldn’t.”

He wasn’t sweating, had none of the usual indicators of stress or relief. If he hadn’t been breathing, I’d have thought he was a bot, but we didn’t make androids the way the Tau Cetins did. If he was human, he wasn’t legal.

“You’re a construct?”

Zygote programming – engineering humans moments after conception – had been outlawed centuries ago, especially for military purposes. It was a far more powerful technique than gene modding fully formed adults, but it threatened the genetic stability of the race and risked splintering mankind into competing species.

He gave me a curious look. “What’s your clearance?”

“High enough to be here, rescued by you.”

He nodded, accepting that as proof enough.

“Are you human?” I asked.

“Close enough.”

Rubek was a super soldier, genetically engineered when he was no more than a single cell organism and raised from birth to fight. His existence was a clear breach of the Genome Stability Convention, yet he seemed almost normal.

“Can you reproduce?”

“I won’t be fathering a super race,” he said, confirming they’d at least honored that part of the convention.

“How many of you are there?”

“Not many.” He scowled. “After today, not nearly enough.”

“You think you’ll be fighting the Intruders?”

He gave me a fatalistic look. “You think I won’t be?”

I’d always assumed it would be up to the Tau Cetins to match the One Spawn, not us. I was surprised Rubek thought otherwise.

“What’d they give you, apart from over confidence and spatial awareness?”

“You think that’s what it is? Spatial awareness?”

I watched his face as he guided the dropship through the cave wondering what else it could be. His ability to judge time and distance was extraordinary, yet he was hinting at something more. I replayed our flight from the hub through my mind, saw him evade one attack after another, almost like he knew what was happening before–

“You’re mega-psi?”

He gave me a puzzled look. “Never heard of it.”

“You have a sixth sense.”

“I know when to duck, when to shoot, when to run. I’m a survivor.”

He wasn’t like Lena. She controlled her gift, used it, directed it, whereas Rubek responded to his ability, obeyed it, relied on it to survive without hesitation. They were different, yet, related.

“Can you beat the Intruders?”

“Not up there,” he said, nodding toward the sky, conceding their technology was too far ahead, their ships too powerful.

“But down here on the ground, you’re a chance, aren’t you?”

Rubek looked me up and down, wondering who I was to be here doing what I was doing, then he whispered his secret. “They’re the reason I exist.”

All along, someone on Earth had been preparing, risking life in prison, knowing if the Tau Cetins were overwhelmed, Earth Navy would be unable to save mankind. It would degenerate into a bloody fight for survival in the mud and weeds of the worlds we inhabited. Rubek was what Earth’s commanders had been searching for all along, a solution that didn’t rely on technology, but on something far more human. It was Rubek, and those like him – psionic super soldiers engineered to fight like no human in history – who would make the One Spawn pay a terrible price for every one of our worlds they took.

Seeing I understood, he faced into the dark cave and closed his eyes, keeping one hand on the controls. I tensed as the dropship glided blindly toward a rock wall, then Rubek eased the stick over and we slid around the bend into the next passage. He demonstrated several more turns, then opened his eyes.

“You see the cave?”

“I don’t see nothing. I just know. Go left, go right. It comes to me. I don’t know how.”

I realized now what he meant as we’d passed the ring. “You trust your gut.”

“It’s never wrong,” he said as light appeared in the cave ahead.

“That’s how you were so certain they were moving a ship over the canyon?”

“I knew we had to get under the mountain, fast.”

“Is that how you found us?”

“I didn’t know what was there, I just had a feeling.”

We flew out into a huge cavern that opened onto a barren valley flanked by desolate mountains. Sitting on landing struts in the center of the cavern was the Solar Constitution, operating on minimal power, hiding from the Intruder behemoths prowling above.

A landing bay door opened in her hull, revealing an unlit hangar bay. There was no guide beam for Rubek to follow. He simply flew straight in and landed manually, thankfully keeping his eyes open. When we touched down, the deck crew rushed out to secure the dropship.

“The admiral’s waiting for you,” Rubek said.

“Thanks for the ride. It was … gut wrenching.”

He allowed himself the merest hint of smile. “Sam Rubek,” he said, introducing himself.

“Sirius Kade,” I said, shaking hands.

“My gut tells me I’ll be seeing you again sometime,” he grinned, “assuming we get off this rock in one piece.”

“Next time,” I said, rubbing my still spinning stomach, “I do the flying.”

 

* * * *

 

A petty officer led me from the hangar, through passageways lit by red emergency lights to the Solar Constitution’s bridge. Its large wall displays were blank and only a few console screens glowed with ship status reports and passive sensor readings. With a total signals blackout in place and the ship all but shutdown, there was little for the bridge crew to do but wait.

Admiral Talis and Captain Nishida were watching the passive sensor feeds, trying to piece together what was occurring above the planet. When I stepped onto the bridge, Talis drilled me with a look. “Where’s Voss?”

“Alive, but unconscious.”

He nodded, more annoyed she was out of action than relieved she wasn’t dead. “What’s happening out there?”

“All hell’s breaking loose,” I said, then seeing that wasn’t enough, added, “Nydis tried to assassinate the Forum Executive, but I blew him out of the sky, then the Intruders started a galactic war by killing everyone on the planet, and I met your new super soldier. Good first impression, but he needs to fly with his eyes open.”

Talis scowled, but took in the information.

“How many spawnships?” Captain Nishida asked.

“Too many,” I replied.

“Why are they letting so many escape?” Talis asked.

From where I’d been standing, it had looked like a total massacre. “They are? Who?”

Captain Nishida picked up a data pane from her command console. “Comms chatter indicates Meropan, Zeta, Carolian, Diyati, Minkaran and Regoran ships all got away. There’s a lot more we can’t translate.”

“Makes me wonder if they’re as tough as they’re supposed to be,” Talis said.

The Intruder Fleet had achieved total surprise, except for the Tau Cetins and us. They could have destroyed every other ship on the ground, but Captain Nishida’s list told me the One Spawn had other ideas. 

“No one escaped, Admiral,” I said. “They let them go. They didn’t come here just to fight, they came to deliver a message, to tell the galaxy, if you sign the Neutrality Pact, you’re safe. If you don’t, you’re dead. They’re showing us they intend to keep their word.”

“They’re picking their enemies,” he said thoughtfully.

“Yeah, and Tau Ceti’s at the top of the list, which puts us in their sights.”

Admiral Talis’ expression darkened. “We have to warn Earth.”

“How are we going to do that, from here?” I asked.

“The conveyor is waiting for us two light years away,” Captain Nishida said, “but the longer it stays there, the more chance Intruder scouts will find it.” She turned to Talis. “We have to go now, Admiral, or we’ll be stuck here.”

Talis grunted, weighing the risk of revealing our presence.

“They’ll detect us as soon as we power up,” I warned.

“Not immediately,” Nishida said. “According to Siyarn, our emissions will be scattered by novarium in the mountains.” It was the element used in every human ship’s reactor, produced during the colossal energy release of a supernova core collapse.

“The planet’s full of the stuff,” Talis said. “Look around, this is supernova central.”

It was why the galactic core was almost uninhabitable. It was a sea of radiation and home to the highest supernova rates in the galaxy.

“We won’t be able to outrun them,” I said. “Our only hope is to get to minimum safe distance and bubble before they hit us.”

Talis nodded grimly and turned to Nishida. “Captain, conduct a fleet opposed withdrawal.”

“Yes sir,” she said, moving to her acceleration couch and touching one of the controls at the end of the armrest. “Engineering, reactor to maximum.”

“Reactor to one hundred percent, aye sir,” Lt. Commander Sumner, the chief engineer replied over the intercom as the other bridge officers took their positions in front of mostly blank screens. Only the couch to Nishida’s left remained unoccupied as Talis preferred to pace rather than sit.

The personal consoles and the large screens on all four bulkheads blinked on at once, then Nishida said, “Thrusters to hover.” 

The helmsman acknowledged her order, then as the battleship began to float, she turned to the Solar Constitution’s executive officer and astrogator. “Sound battle stations, Mr. Beck.”

“Battle stations, aye,” Commander Rhidian Beck replied crisply, then an alarm sounded briefly throughout the ship.

“Retract landing struts,” Nishida said. “Overcharge shield two hundred percent.”

The Constitution wouldn’t be able to keep her shield at triple strength for long, but frying the emitters might buy us enough time to clear the planet’s gravity well.

The forward screen flashed as a massive blast took the top off a mountain visible through the cavern entrance and audio sensors began relaying the booms of the orbital bombardment pounding the ground above.

“That didn’t take long,” Talis said bleakly as a chill ran through the bridge crew.

At the end of the valley, a brilliant white beam flashed down out of the sky and began carving a line of destruction through the mountains, triggering avalanches and earthquakes.

“Enemy fire is suppressive,” Lt. Commander Arana Perry announced calmly from the ship’s Tactical Warfare Center several decks below the bridge. The TWC was the fighting brain of the ship, encased in durillium armor to ensure it remained operational until the end. “They have not acquired target lock.”

“Charge turret weapons and set to auto fire,” Captain Nishida ordered. “Arm drones.”

A moment later, Perry responded, “Weapons armed and ready.”

“Take us to the mouth, Mr. Riley, dead slow,” Nishida said to the helmsman.

“Yes ma’am,” the young lieutenant replied, sliding one finger up the throttle control.

The battleship began moving slowly toward the cavern’s entrance several kilometers away as rock fragments dislodged from the cavern ceiling rained down onto the hull.

“Commander,” Nishida said, turning to the XO, “give us the shortest course to minimum safe distance and plot a bubble into deep space. We don’t want them knowing where the conveyor is.”

“Yes ma’am.” Beck replied, quickly working his console. “Plotted and locked. Transit time to MSD, seventeen minutes.”

Nishida and Talis exchanged troubled looks, thinking that was too long, then as we neared the cave mouth, she turned to the helmsman. “Take her up, Mr. Riley. Give her everything you’ve got, and try not to hit any mountains on the way out,” she said with a wry smile.

“Yes ma’am,” the lieutenant replied, feeling the pressure. He touched his console, then twin control sticks rose from panels in front of him, giving him a hands-on option for maneuvering and thrust.

“Going to impress us with your manual flying?” Captain Nishida asked.

“No ma’am, not if I can help it,” he said, studying the forward screen. It showed the cave mouth and the valley beyond, while the other screens showed the crumbling cavern around us.

The astrogator’s course to the bubble out point appeared on the forward screen as a long curve leading up into the sky. It would be a high-g climb, but being a combat vessel, the Solar Constitution’s inertial shielding exceeded anything her engines could throw at us, ensuring the crew could keep fighting through any maneuver.

The helmsman took a deep breath and declared, “Military power in three … two … one … mark!”

Lt. Riley activated the autonav, then the Solar Constitution’s six massive engines burst to life, blindingly bright, blasting the rock walls behind us as she streaked out of the cavern in a burst of high acceleration. The heavy battleship nosed up sharply past the big orbital beam carving destruction across the mountains and flew through a shower of smaller blasts streaking to the ground. One blast glanced off her shield, then we were climbing steeply away from the mountain range.

A dirty brown dust cloud hung over the mountains falling away below us, kicked up by the bombardment. Beyond the mountains, columns of black smoke rose from the burning wrecks of thousands of ships scattered around the Oration Ring. At the center of the shattered ring, Centralis Palace stood undamaged, spared by the Intruder Fleet.

“What a disaster,” Admiral Talis said bleakly, aware the Solar Constitution and her crew would have been among the dead if not for the Tau Cetin warning.

I pointed at the colored sky above the ring where monstrous black silhouettes glided through the auroral lights. “There they are.”

Talis studied the dark shapes without comment or emotion, then Perry in TWC announced over the intercom, “Incoming fire detected.”

“Launch decoys,” Captain Nishida said, then a dozen drones blasted away from the ship, each emitting identical energy signatures to the Constitution. From a distance, sensor readings would show thirteen Earth battleships, spreading out and climbing fast.

Brilliant white energy bursts flashed past us while the Constitution held her fire, hiding among the decoy swarm. Four were hit in quick succession and exploded as the planet’s curvature appeared on port and starboard screens and the sky ahead darkened as we reached the edge of the atmosphere.

More blasts flashed past, killing another decoy, then Perry announced, “Decoys to evasive.”

The helmsman immediately grabbed the twin joysticks and rolled the Constitution hard to port, throwing her off the astrogator’s course plot while the surviving decoys performed similar maneuvers. Energy bursts flashed either side of the Constitution, destroying more decoys as the lumbering battleship drifted further off course.

Lt. Riley kept his eyes on the forward screen as he corkscrewed the sixty thousand ton battleship through incoming fire. Her high mass made every roll and pitch maneuver sluggish, yet it was just enough to avoid a direct hit from the long range energy blasts. Several near misses grazed her shields, causing them to glow white hot, then the incoming fire suddenly ceased.

“Request new course,” Riley called urgently.

Cdr Beck ordered the autonav to compute a new trajectory to the nearest bubble point, then announced, “Plot two ready.”

Lt. Riley released his twin sticks with a sigh of relief as the Solar Constitution, sensing the helm was free, slid onto the new course.

“Enemy contact!” Lt. Cdr Perry warned over the intercom. “Spawnship. Twenty thousand kilometers. Relative aspect, two seven five by zero four nine degrees.” A blinking red marker appeared on the forward tactical overlay as a huge rectangular shape appeared ahead. It had a faceted armor hull, a squat superstructure and bristled with weapons. “Estimated mass … thirty million metric tonnes.”

Shocked gasps sounded from the bridge crew, then Beck said what they were all thinking, “Five hundred times our size.”

A single flash appeared from the alien dreadnought’s side then our lights dimmed and the big screens went blank. The sensor masts automatically snapped back into our armored hull for protection, leaving only the course simulation on the forward screen as the autonav continued to pilot the ship to our escape point.

After fifteen seconds, a small expendable snap-sensor popped out of the hull to determine if it was safe to deploy the main sensors. Detecting no incoming fire, the main masts extended and the bulkhead screens came back to life.

“Direct hit,” Perry announced crisply, her voice calm and controlled. “Shields are down. All decoys destroyed. Armor plating between frame sixty and sixty four is eighty percent ablated. Sensor mast three is not responding.”

“Get that shield back up!” Captain Nishida snapped.

“Seventeen emitters destroyed,” Perry reported. “Twenty eight seconds to shield regen.”

“Spin ship, Mr. Riley,” Nishida ordered, “one eight zero degrees.”

“Half spin, aye,” the helmsman said, grabbing the twin sticks and rotating the Solar Constitution along its centerline, turning her undamaged side toward the Intruder ship while staying on the astrogator’s course.

“They only fired one shot, Captain,” I said, certain the spawnship had many weapons that could have vaporized us by now. “They don’t want to destroy us, they want to know where the conveyor is.”

“Why would they think we know where it is?” Talis demanded.

“Because we’re human. They know we’re close to the Tau Cetins, and one scan of our ship would tell them we couldn’t have got here on our own.”

Talis considered my assessment, then turned to Nishida. “Make the little bastards work for it, Captain.”

“Yes sir. Open fire, all weapons, all drones.”

“Firing all weapons,” Lt. Cdr Perry acknowledged over the intercom.

The Solar Constitution’s sixteen heavy turrets turned toward the giant spawnship and began firing two second beam salvos while her smaller pulse cannons opened up with streams of rapid fire flashes. The heavy weapons fired as fast as their capacitors could charge while the secondaries fired continuously, then twenty brilliant stars shot from the Constitution’s bow and stern launchers and headed for the Intruder dreadnought.

“Drones away,” Perry announced. “Reloading.”

Captain Nishida turned to her helmsman. “Get us inside their firing arcs, Mr. Riley.”

“Ma’am?” he asked confused.

“Scrape the paint off their hull.”

“Yes ma’am,” he said uncertainly, angling the battleship’s bow directly at the Intruder ship’s belly.

Ahead of the Constitution, our beaming and pulse attacks vanished as they neared the spawnship’s hull. There were no tell tale shield flickers or any sign of localized damage.

“Weapons have no effect, Captain,” Perry reported.

“Their shield’s not registering on our sensors,” Lt. Corbett, the ship’s sensor officer, added.

“Keep firing,” Nishida ordered.

Skirting the main and secondary attacks, the drones raced in, charging their penetrators, then from one point on the Intruder ship’s hull, a solitary weapon flashed twenty times, incredibly fast, causing twenty explosions in space.

“All drones destroyed,” Perry declared. “Second wave ready.”

Nishida glanced at the admiral who, with the barest shake of his head, told her not to waste our remaining drones.

“Disarm and secure all drones,” Nishida said.

The spawnship was beginning to fill the Constitution’s forward screen as we closed the distance on her, then Admiral Talis turned to me. “Would ramming that son of a bitch do any good?”

As the ranking EIS officer, he considered me to be a technical expert, which was a stretch. I recalled Meta-Two’s warning that Intruder ships were protected by ultra-dense chromodynamic armor, and shook my head.

“Even if we got through its shield, Admiral, we’d just bounce off its armor.” 

He scowled, dismayed that he wouldn’t get to go out in a blaze of glory, then turned back to Nishida. “Save the ship, Captain, if you can.”

“Yes Admiral. Mr. Riley, skim their hull, don’t hit it ... We’ll scratch their paintwork another day.”

“Yes ma’am,” he replied with obvious relief.

He pitched the Solar Constitution’s bow down, aiming to run beneath the gigantic spawnship, then the Intruder dreadnought fired once. All our screens went blank as our sensors bunkered down and the lights winked out from a direct hit. There was no jarring impact, no roar of an explosion, only a moment of total darkness followed by red emergency lights blinking on.

Nishida listened for the hum of the ship, but the Constitution was eerily silent. “The engines have stopped.”

Lt. Riley tested his twin sticks. “I’ve lost helm control.”

“They didn’t hole us,” Talis said, puzzled.

The lights and console screens came back slowly while the main screens remained blank.

“Hatch detectors are preventing sensor masts from deploying, Captain,” Lt. Corbett reported.

“Give me something, Mr. Corbett,” Nishida said.

“Manually deploying underside snap-sensor,” he said, then a secondary optical popped out revealing the Constitution’s topside was submerged in a storm of sparks.

“Can you detect that, Mr. Corbett?” Nishida asked, nodding to the sea of static.

“That static electricity’s coming off our hull, ma’am,” he replied, although we must have been skating across their shield.

Beyond the sea of sparks, a massive slab armor hull flashed past with glimpses of huge weapons and enormous hangar doors.

“Mr. Sumner,” Nishida called urgently over the intercom, “where are my engines?”

“I don’t know what they hit us with, Captain,” the Chief Engineer replied, “but we lost helicon waves in all engines. We’re regenerating them now.”

There was a flash from the spawnship’s hull, then the Solar Constitution shuddered so hard, it knocked Talis and me off our feet. As we pulled ourselves up, a warning alarm began to warble.

“Now they’ve holed us,” I said to the admiral, who grunted angrily.

“Damage control reports hull penetration aft of main engineering,” Perry announced from TWC. “We have explosive decompression on twenty decks between frames eighty one and eighty two.”

“It went clean through us,” Talis muttered.

The Solar Constitution slid out from under the spawnship, then the hull sparks vanished as stars appeared above us again. The massive Intruder dreadnought began to fall astern, looming like a giant black mountain in space, sharply silhouetted by the dense stars of the galactic core.

“What are they waiting for?” Commander Beck muttered as our inertia carried us clear.

I turned to Captain Nishida. “They think we’re disabled. I suggest we play dead. No engines, no shields. Let her drift out.”

She gave me a surprised look, glanced at Talis who shrugged uncertainly, then she said, “Engineering, can we still bubble?”

“Yes ma’am, if you keep it under seventy percent,” Sumner replied.

Nishida turned anxiously to Beck. “How long to minimum safe distance?”

“At current velocity,” the XO replied, “we can bubble in four minutes.”

She gave me a dubious look, then said, “Engineering, abort engine restart.”

“Aye Captain,” Commander Sumner’s voice sounded from the intercom, “restart aborted.”

“TWC,” she added, “stand down all weapons, abort shield recharge.”

“Aye Captain,” Perry acknowledged

“A small craft is emerging from the spawnship,” Lt. Corbett announced.

“Show me,” Nishida said.

An image appeared on the aft screen of an armored slab emerging from a rectangular hangar. The craft was trapezoidal, with a wide bottom, narrow top and angled sides. Once outside the spawnship, it shot forward in a blur of speed that carried it to a point directly above us. It was approximately half our size with three large doors in a line along its belly.

“That’s not small,” Nishida said dryly.

“No ma’am,” Corbett replied. “It’s directly above where they holed us.”

“That’s how they’re getting in,” I said, then the black assault ship began gliding down toward us.

Captain Nishida touched her armrest control, activating ship wide communications. “This is the Captain speaking. All hands, prepare to repel boarders. Army combat teams to the upper decks.”

She’d barely finished speaking when a blue beam flashed across the screen, striking the Intruder assault ship. It exploded above us, engulfing our topsides in a brilliant fireball. Several pieces of the Intruder craft bounced off the Solar Constitution’s armored hull, sending jarring vibrations through the ship before spinning off into space, then a long, brilliant white object streaked past so fast, it was gone before we had time to focus upon it.

“Engines to full power!” Captain Nishida ordered, then the Constitution’s engine hum returned. The bridge screens filled with imagery and data as the surviving sensor masts extended from their armored bunkers. “Mr. Riley, get us the hell out of here.”

“Yes ma’am,” the helmsman replied enthusiastically, grabbing his twin sticks, finding he had helm control and rapidly growing engine thrust.

“Cancel repel boarders,” she announced to the ship. “Shields up.”

“There it is,” I said, pointing to a long sliver of light tearing through space at tremendous speed, glowing more brightly than any star.

It circled the spawnship, pouring streams of brilliant blue energy into it, punching giant purple fringed holes in what was clearly a shield. The beams blasted huge craters in the Intruder dreadnought’s heavy armor, while the spawnship returned fire with hundreds of pulsing weapons, but the dazzling sliver of light was too fast. It outran the Intruder barrage, evading every attack while constantly raking the spawnship with a merciless barrage. Several times, massive orange explosions erupted from the spawnship’s hull, but they were tiny compared to its overall size, hardly reducing its firepower at all.

“It’s the Rillesium,” I said. “Siyarn’s buying us time.”

Nishida turned to the astrogator. “Set sixty percent bubble, Mr. Beck. Go as soon as you can. Don’t wait for my order.”

“Yes ma’am,” Beck replied, computing yet another course for the helmsman to follow.

“Multiple contacts,” Lt. Corbett announced. “Three, no … four spawnships.”

All eyes turned to the Rillesium as she streaked in rolling circles between the five spawnships now hunting her. One Intruder blast caught her, then another, causing her annihilation shield to glow momentarily. They couldn’t slow her down, but their numbers prevented her from focusing on one enemy at a time. She fired at them all simultaneously, luring the spawnships away, giving us a chance to escape.

Intruder beams began crisscrossing space, forming overlapping fields of fire in front of the Rillesium, trying to trap her in a closing net. When she couldn’t escape, she punched through the trap, taking hits that made her shield flash as it radiated away the tremendous energies thrown at her. Each time she broke free, she sped into clear space, then turned and attacked again, relying on her incredible shield and blinding speed for survival.

“I hate running,” Talis growled through gritted teeth.

“We can’t help them,” I said, knowing if we stayed, we’d only get in their way.

He grunted, unable to take his eyes off the battle astern of us, recalling how ineffective our weapons had been against just one spawnship. “God help us if those bastards ever go to Earth.”

The screens went blank as the Solar Constitution’s sensors retracted, then we bubbled away into interstellar space, leaving the Rillesium to fight on alone.

 

* * * *

 

When the Solar Constitution was half a light year from Telkisah, we stopped long enough to change course for the galactic conveyor. Eleven hours later, we unbubbled in a white dwarf system containing few planets. The elongated balloon shaped conveyor was orbiting out in the system’s ice zone, escorted by the much smaller sentinel that stood ready to cover her retreat should the spawn fleet appear.

“Nice of them to wait,” Lena said as we stood at the back of the bridge, out of earshot of the crew, watching the big screens. She’d only just recovered from the Xil paralytic and was still getting up to speed on what had happened. The Solar Constitution had lost thirty seven crew members and had been holed clean through, but had been saved by a combination of redundant systems and the strength of her micro-tessellated hull.

“No sign of the Rillesium,” I said, disappointed to see she wasn’t there waiting for us.

“Lay in a micro bubble to the conveyor,” Captain Nishida said to Commander Beck, then several minutes later, we appeared astern of the conveyor.

“They have us,” Lt. Riley said, taking his hands off the helm control panel.

A Tau Cetin officer appeared on one of the forward screens. “Deenergize weapons and engines,” he said, then his image vanished.

“Short and sweet,” Nishida remarked.

“They’re in a hurry,” Admiral Talis said.

“I don’t blame them,” I said, as eager to get moving as the Tau Cetins.

“Do as he says,” Nishida said, then we were pulled through a circular space door into the conveyor’s vast fleet hangar and pushed off to one side.

“There’s something outside the ship,” Lt. Corbett reported. “I can’t tell what it is.” He frowned in confusion. “It looks like … a cloud.”

“On screen,” Nishida said, then a glowing metallic fog appeared, drifting toward the ship.

“Recommend we activate shields, Captain,” Cdr. Beck suggested.

“They wouldn’t harm us,” I said.

Nishida exchanged an uncertain look with Talis, who shrugged. “No shields,” she said. “Stay as we are.”

The cloud split in two, passed either side of the Solar Constitution, then swarmed over the melted entry and exit wounds in the hull. Slowly, the fog drifted into the wrecked decks, glowing brightly as melted and twisted metal dissolved before our eyes.

“It’s eating the hull,” Lt. Riley said with growing alarm.

“Let’s see what they’re up to,” Admiral Talis said as the fog obscured the ship’s twisted hull plates.

The last blackened and torn metal shards vanished, then the fog glowed brightly where it contacted the clean metal edges of the damaged decks. Like a living thing, the edges began to grow, replacing destroyed decks, bulkheads, hull plates and armor.

“They did say it was a fleet support ship,” I said when it was obvious their nanotechnology was repairing the Solar Constitution’s structural damage.

“Bridge, TWC,” Lt. Cdr Perry called over the intercom. “Damage control reports we’re getting status indicators from destroyed hull sections.”

Nishida smiled. “It’s just the Tau Cetins giving us a tune up.”

“I thought they weren’t allowed to help us,” Talis said dryly.

“They help us,” Lena whispered, too softly for the admiral to hear, “when no one’s watching.”

“Snakehead killers,” I muttered as the holes in the Constitution’s hull shrank as if by magic.

Lena leaned toward me with a wry smile and whispered for my ears alone. “And intel on Separatist ship movements.”

My eyes widened in surprise. “You said we broke the Sep navy code.”

“We did, but it takes far too long to get the information from the code teams to the fleet. Only the Tau Cetins can get us information fast enough to act on.”

“So you made me lie to the leaders of the entire galaxy?” I said shocked.

“Well … I couldn’t tell you the truth in case they did some kind of alien mind scan on you.”

“So Ransford was right? The Tau Cetins are helping us against the Separatists.”

She shrugged. “Great powers do whatever’s in their interest and right now, the Tau Cetins need every ally they can get, even if it’s just us.”

“Suppose someone mind scanned you?” I asked, then Lena gave me a reproachful look, certain she could resist any such intrusion. “Right, stupid question.”

The sentinel streaked into the hangar at high speed and stopped instantly some way ahead of us, then the Rillesium flashed in after her, halting with equal suddenness behind the smaller ship.

“They made it,” Captain Nishida said with relief. Several of the bridge officers clapped and cheered with relief, then the huge hangar’s space door irised shut.

Admiral Talis studied the gleaming Rillesium, relieved to see she’d emerged from the Centralis Battle unscathed. “They’re going to need a lot of those ships,” he said ominously, his mind already turning to the future.

“We all are,” Lena said softly, linking our survival to theirs. “I wonder what’ll happen now?”

“We go home,” I said, “and the Tau Cetins go to war.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven : Hades City

 

 

Subterranean Habitat

Star HAT-P-5

Outer Lyra Region

0.91 Earth Normal Gravity

1,105 light years from Sol

1.2 million inhabitants

 

 

A week after the Intruder attack on Centralis, we were in Hades City, an underground metropolis buried deep in a scorched moon orbiting a hot Jupiter, a gas giant uncomfortably close to its star. The Tau Cetins had offered to take us all the way to Earth, but Admiral Talis declined as it would have taken nine months to get the Solar Constitution back out here, once her refit was complete. Considering Oh-Zero-Sixty stood between the Intruder empire and Earth, and Separatist activity in the region was on the rise, the admiral had the Tau Cetins drop us at Hades City where the largest maintenance dock for five hundred light years was located. He and Lena had sent dispatches to Earth with the Tau Cetins, warning the Council and requesting reinforcements which would take up to a year to reach us.

As soon as we landed, Talis ordered a long haul transport out of the big dock and moved the Solar Constitution in. The Tau Cetin’s repair of the battleship’s hull had made her space worthy, but hadn’t replaced her equipment. Fortunately, most of the losses could be made good from the naval stores stockpiled at Hades City. Now maintenance bots and engineers were crawling all over her, working around the clock to complete her repairs.

Talis had also dispatched two naval cutters, one to the Nan Chen System ordering the squadron there to come to Hades City, the other to Uralo IV advising the only other major fleet units in the region – Vigilant and Nassau – where his task force was assembling. They were to remain where they were for the time being, guarding the growing base there, but at least they knew how to contact him in an emergency.

That left me, Jase and Izin grounded with no ship and no way off Hades Moon. Jase had taken to drowning his sorrows in the local bars and spending time in the company of ladies of questionable virtue, while Izin stayed in our hotel room, sensitive to the growing panic that was building as word of the Intruder attack spread like a wildfire. Tamphs had never been fully trusted, but now that their mighty cousins had started shooting, old fears had multiplied a hundredfold.

For my part, my only real concern was Marie, still locked in the Solar Constitution’s brig. She was being held until a naval court could be convened, even though it was a foregone conclusion that she’d be sent to a remote prison planet from which she might never return.

It took me three days to get permission to see her, as both the admiral and Lena were tied up in secret talks, first with the Tau Cetins, then with the Earth ambassador and the city government. Unable to see either Talis or Lena, I tracked down her defense lawyer who got me permission for a brief visit. When I stepped into her cell Marie rushed forward and hugged me with palpable relief.

“My trial’s next week,” she said. “Lieutenant Rodriguez, my attorney, said they’re going to make an example out of me.”

“Yeah, I heard.” Her defense counsel was barely out of law school, and while qualified, wouldn’t pick a fight in a court presided over by his commanding admiral, especially when that admiral was Joran Talis. “You’ll have no friends in court, not after the Seps helped bring down the Tau Cetins.”

“Lousy timing, huh,” she said, having been briefed by her counsel on what had happened.

“It could be better,” I said gently.

“What about Ugo and the others?”

“They’ll be tried after you. They were offered deals, but refused to testify against you. Ugo even tried to take sole responsibility, said he tricked you into it.”

She smiled. “He would.”

“They didn’t believe him. They’ve been watching you too long.”

She rested her head against my chest. “I really screwed up, didn’t I? Now neither of us has a ship and I won’t see you again.”

“I won’t let them keep you here,” I said.

She lifted her head, looking into my eyes with a sense of hopelessness. “What are you going to do, bust me out of here? … I know Izin would shoot the guards, but not you.” She touched my cheek. “I sure hope Rana Six has conjugal visits.”

“They better, or I’ll get myself arrested.”

She pulled my face down to hers and kissed me for a long time, then the door slid open and the guard appeared.

“That’s it,” he said.

“I won’t give up,” I whispered.

“You never do,” she said and let me go.

The guard marched me out, then I made another attempt to meet the admiral, but he still refused to see me. In spite of everything that had happened, he was proving to be as hard as the volcanic rock surrounding Hades City.

My only hope was to park myself at EIS station headquarters. They tried to tell me I couldn’t stay, implied they’d use force to remove me, then thought better of it when I made it clear the P-50 strapped to my hip wasn’t for show. Eventually Lena relented, even though she knew what I wanted.

She’d been assigned an office with a polished desk fitted with multiple standing data panes and its own secure comm system. When I finally got to see her, she was standing in front of a simulscreen running the length of the wall behind her desk. It was filled with real time imagery of one of the spaceport caverns excavated out of the moon’s bedrock by miners centuries ago. At the far end of the cavern was the Solar Constitution, bathed in light, crawling with hullbots and partly covered in scaffolding. Between us and her were dozens of other ships linked by air bridges to the passenger terminal while cargobots moved containers in and out of a hundred holds.

Hades City was always a hive of activity, the most successful city state this side of the Core Systems. It was why each of the docking caverns were lined with EIS sensors eavesdropping on every ship and why undercover agents drifted among the crews and even signed on to suspicious ships, sifting for information.

“I warned you, Sirius,” she said without turning toward me as I entered. “It’s out of my hands. Admiral Talis is a good man, the right kind of man for what we’re facing, but he’s a hard ass.”

“You could try one of your mega-psi tricks on him,” I said. “Make him … more amenable.”

She scowled, swiveling toward me. “That’s not funny, Sirius.”

“I wasn’t joking.”

“He’s staying just the way he is.” She cast a long look toward the Solar Constitution at the end of the white walled cavern. “She’s one of our best, got our most powerful weapons and we couldn’t even scratch them.”

“I never thought we could. They’re millions of years ahead of us. Thankfully, so are the Tau Cetins.”

She sighed, deep in thought. “There’s got to be something we can do.”

“You have your super soldiers.”

She gave me a surprised look, but said nothing.

“I met one. A construct called Rubek,” I said, joining her beside the simulscreen. “At least Earth Council aren’t playing by the rules. That’s a start.”

She returned her attention to the assembled freighters, cargo haulers and transports below. “The Tau Cetins don’t believe they can win alone.”

“Siyarn told you that?”

“No, but he believes it.”

“You read his mind?” I asked, shocked. “Without him knowing?”

“Of course I read his mind. I read everyone. That’s why I’m here.”

I stared at her, stunned that she could read a Tau Cetin, convinced she really was one of the four mega-psi mind freaks I’d heard of, pushed so far they were hardly human any more. “What about the Xil. Can you read them?”

She shook her head slowly. “No. They’re too … alien.”

“Can you read Izin?” I asked. “What about me. How often do you read me? Once a week? Twice on Sundays?”

“I’m not doing this with you, Sirius.” She gave me a cold stare. “You don’t know … what it’s like, what I have to do. What I know.” Her practiced calm almost wavered, revealing the strain she was under, how worried she was, then she exhaled slowly, regaining her icy composure. It was the first time I’d ever glimpsed her feelings.

“The Tau Cetins will take care of it,” I said. “And we’ll help them, anyway we can.”

“I hope you’re right,” she said, glancing at a data pane standing on her desk, filled with text. “They sent me a report. The attack on Centralis scared a lot of Forum members who hadn’t joined the Xil Neutrality Pact, killed a lot of leaders opposed to neutrality. Their replacements know those who signed weren’t attacked. Now a lot of civilizations are asking Xil envoys across the galaxy to let them join. Not just small powers, big ones too. That’s why the Intruders let the Executive live.” 

“What about the D’kol?”

“They won’t sign the Xil Pact, but they won’t fight either.” She sighed. “It’s barely started, Sirius, and the Intruders are already winning.”

We’d always been a minnow among giants. Now we were a minnow among giants intent on destroying each other. That’s what worried her most.

“Are we thinking of joining the Neutrality Pact?” I asked, dreading the answer.

“We can’t. The Matarons have seen to that. Whatever their deal is with the Xil, with the One Spawn, excluding us from the Neutrality Pact is part of it. If the Tau Cetins are defeated, the Matarons will come for us.”

“Do the Tau Cetins have any allies left?”

“A few, but none of the other great powers. They got the message on Centralis, loud and clear.”

“What about the Access Treaty? It requires members to stop aggression between civilizations.”

“It does, but the civilizations that enforced it once aren’t strong enough to keep it in place. Or maybe they no longer believe in it any more, maybe they’ve just lost the will to fight. It’s a paradigm shift, Sirius. Everything is changing. No one knows what will happen.”

The civilizations signing the Neutrality Treaty were like rats deserting a sinking ship, only once the ship was gone, the One Spawn would break the pact whenever it suited them. All the rats were doing was buying a temporary reprieve. Only the peer-level civilizations that could meet the Intruders on equal terms could shape events now, and of those, only the Tau Cetins were making a stand.

“So what’s the plan?” I asked.

“I’m not sure we have one, other than helping the Tau Cetins.” She turned to me. “Which is why you need to get back out there.”

“And do what?”

“Keep your eyes and ears open. There’ll be plenty of work to do.”

“One problem. No ship.”

“We have plenty of those,” she said. “Was the Silver Lining insured?”

I laughed. “Insurance is for Core System corporates, not freelancers like me.”

“That’s what I thought,” she said, retrieving an Earth Bank vault key from her desk and handing it to me.

“What’s this?”

“If anyone asks, it’s your insurance payout.”

“The EIS is bankrolling me now?”

“I can’t afford to have my top agent cooling his heels on a backwater planet while the galaxy tears itself apart, now can I?”

“Guess not. How much?”

“More than you can spend. There’s a lot of ships out there,” she said, nodding toward the simulscreen image of Hades City’s spaceport. “Pick a good one, something Admiral Talis and I can equip for you.”

“How about a Tau Cetin energy siphon powering a transgalactic drive?”

“I wish,” she said ruefully, “but the Tau Cetins don’t share stuff like that, at least not with us.”

“But they’re desperate.”

“Not that desperate, but they will help us in little ways.”

“How little?”

“Like not having to worry about hyper relativistic electrons causing our ships to explode.”

“It’s better than nothing,” I said, disappointed.

“They’re going to help us develop a diffusion field. Apparently, we’re close enough that we might have got there on our own. Your new ship will be one of the first to get one. Talis wants the entire fleet equipped within a year.”

“Doesn’t mean we can fight spawnships.”

“Far from it,” she agreed. “According to the Tau Cetins, there are Intruder incursions all along the Spiral Verge from the Cygnus Rim to the Auriga Breach.”

“What are the TCs doing about it?”

“They won’t say. Can’t blame them, considering the Matarons and the Xil have penetrated our security. Fortunately, we don’t need to know. We just need them to win.”

“And what do they want from us?”

“They want us to win our civil war. It’s a smaller aspect of the larger conflict.”

“That’s going to take a while.”

“It will,” she said soberly “We lost this round, Sirius, but the Tau Cetins like you. You warned them about the Neutrality Pact, stopped the Xil framing them for the assassination of the Forum Executive, proved the Xil and Matarons are helping the Intruders and most importantly of all, you swung the D’kol vote from against to abstain. Hell, you even made the Irzaens look bad. They owe you and they know it.”

I looked thoughtfully at the vault key in my hand, shook my head regretfully and placed it on her desk. “Tell the Tau Cetins to get themselves another human.”

Surprise flashed across her face. “You’re leaving, now?”

“I’m busy.”

“Doing what?”

“Taking protein packs and thermal suits to Rana Six.”

Understanding appeared on her face. “Oh I see. You’re walking out because of her?”

I reached into my pocket for the small cube shaped case Ameen Zadim had delivered to me on Eden, flipped open the lid and showed her the ring. “You bet your psionic ass I am.”

Lena’s eyes settled on the ring. “When are you planning on asking her?”

“Never. She’s a blockade runner, a Separatist sympathizer – hell, she might even be a traitor – but I love her and if she’s going to freeze her butt off on Rana Six, so am I.”

Lena lifted her gaze to me. “So why are you keeping the ring?”

“In case I decide to become a blockade runner too.” I looked into her eyes, inviting her to use her mega-psi spookiness on me to confirm I meant every word.

She peered at me intently, then sighed. “Blackmail?”

“Absolutely.”

“Suppose it’s not Rana Six. What about a detention center on–”

“Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “Full pardon, record expunged, her and her crew. They walk away clean, even Ugo.”

“Is that all?”

“And she needs a ship.”

Lena’s eyes widened incredulously. “You want me to pay for her ship?”

“Well she sure doesn’t have the credits for one.”

“I told you, Sirius, Admiral Talis is a–”

“I know, he’s head of the navy out here, and you’re head of the EIS. You’re equals. Considering what you are, you might even outrank him. More than that, he needs you … and you need me … and I need her.” I flipped the ring case shut and slid it into my pocket. “And you both need the Tau Cetins.” I grinned. “And like you said, they like me.”

She sighed, shaking her head in defeat. “All right, Sirius. I’ll talk to the admiral. I’m going to have to sell my soul to have him drop those charges. It’ll take a week or two to–”

“No. I want her out of that cell today … I have dinner plans.”

“Dinner plans?”

“And night plans,” I said suggestively. “Hot, steamy night plans.”

“Well, just so long as we don’t let the galactic war interfere with your love life,” she said as an ironic smile appeared on her lips.

“Thanks Lena,” I said, scooping the vault key off her desk. “I knew we’d figure it out.” I gave her a wink and headed for the door. “Now I have to go find myself a new ship. A fast, shiny, sexy new ship, maybe with a red speed stripe down the side and a very large king sized bunk.”

Lena grinned. “And what are you going call this shiny new, interstellar sex machine?”

I stopped at the door, thinking that no matter how bad the situation, there was always some good to be found, some opportunity to be exploited. Mankind had been at the bottom of the galactic order for thousands of years and would remain there for a very long time to come. We’d done all right, because galactic law and the Tau Cetins had protected us, given us a chance. Now that same galactic civilization was falling apart, perhaps to be replaced by something far worse, but we’d find a way through, a ray of hope. We always did.

“She could only have one name,” I said brightly. “I’ll call her the Silver Lining II.”
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        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(buttonElement, true);
    }

    onButtonLostFocus(buttonElement) {
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(buttonElement, false);
    }
}

class GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        
    }
}

class GalleryImageRollManager {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
        this.rollElement = galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-roll")[0];
    }
    
    removeTransition() {
        this.rollElement.classList.remove("gallery-image-roll-transition")
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.removeTransition();
        if (animate) {
            this.rollElement.classList.add("gallery-image-roll-transition");
            this.rollElement.addEventListener("transitionend", this.removeTransition.bind(this));
        }
        this.rollElement.style.left = -(newItemIndex * 100) + "%";
    }
}

class GalleryCaptionRollManager extends GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        super(galleryObject);
        this.rollElement = galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll")[0];
        this.initializeCaptionIDs();
    }

    getFirstParagraphElementOfCaption(caption) {
        var paragraphTagNameArray = ["p", "li" ];
        for (var index = 0; index < paragraphTagNameArray.length; index++) {
            var paragraphTagName = paragraphTagNameArray[index];
            var paragraphElementList = caption.getElementsByTagName(paragraphTagName);
            if (paragraphElementList.length > 0) {
                return paragraphElementList[0];
            }
        }
        // no paragraphs/list items
        return null;
    }
    
    initializeCaptionIDs() {
        var captions = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.rollElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption"));
        var galleryObject = this.galleryObject;
        captions.forEach(function(caption, index) {
                         var captionTextElement = this.getFirstParagraphElementOfCaption(caption);
                         if (captionTextElement) {
                         captionTextElement.id = galleryObject.getCaptionElementIDForIndex(index);
                         }
                         }, this);
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.rollElement.style.left = -(newItemIndex * 100) + "%";
        var captions = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.rollElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption"));
        captions.forEach(function(caption, index) {
                         var captionTextElement = this.getFirstParagraphElementOfCaption(caption);
                         if (captionTextElement) {
                         captionTextElement.setAttribute("aria-hidden", newItemIndex == index ? "false" : "true");
                         }
                         }, this);
    }
}

class GalleryDotManager extends GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        super(galleryObject);
        this.dotContainerElement = galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-container")[0];
        this.setupDotElementKeyupHandlers();
    }

    setupDotElementKeyupHandlers() {
        var dotElements = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-selectable"));
        dotElements.concat(Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current")));
        var handler = this.handleDotElementKeyUpEvent.bind(this);
        dotElements.forEach(function(dotElement) {
                            dotElement.onkeyup = handler;
                            });
    }

    handleDotElementKeyUpEvent(e) {
        var element = e.target;
        var currentIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
        var itemCount = this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        if (e.keyCode == 37) /* Left Arrow */ {
            if (currentIndex > 0) {
                this.galleryObject.goToPrevFrame();
                var selectedDotElement = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current"))[0];
                selectedDotElement.focus();
            }
        }
        else if (e.keyCode == 39) /* Right Arrow */ {
            if (currentIndex < itemCount - 1) {
                this.galleryObject.goToNextFrame();
                var selectedDotElement = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current"))[0];
                selectedDotElement.focus();
            }
        }
    }
    
    deselectCurrentDot() {
        var currentDotGroupCollection = this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current");
        if (currentDotGroupCollection.length > 0) {
            currentDotGroupCollection[0].setAttribute("aria-checked", "false");
            currentDotGroupCollection[0].tabIndex = -1;
            currentDotGroupCollection[0].className = "gallery-dot-selectable";
        }
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.deselectCurrentDot();
        var selectableDotGroupCollection = this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-selectable");
        selectableDotGroupCollection[newItemIndex].setAttribute("aria-checked", "true");
        selectableDotGroupCollection[newItemIndex].tabIndex = 0;
        selectableDotGroupCollection[newItemIndex].className = "gallery-dot-current";
    }
}

class GalleryMouselessButtonsManager extends GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        super(galleryObject);
        var viewfinderElement = galleryObject.viewfinderElement;
        this.goToPrevButtonElement = viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToPrev")[0];
        this.goToPrevButtonElement.onclick = galleryObject.goToPrevFrame.bind(galleryObject);
        this.goToPrevButtonElement.onkeyup = this.handleNextPreviousButtonKeyUpEvent;
        this.goToNextButtonElement = viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToNext")[0];
        this.goToNextButtonElement.onclick = galleryObject.goToNextFrame.bind(galleryObject);
        this.goToNextButtonElement.onkeyup = this.handleNextPreviousButtonKeyUpEvent;
        this.maximizeButtonElement = viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-maximize")[0];
        if (this.maximizeButtonElement) {
            this.maximizeButtonElement.onclick = galleryObject.maximizeFrame.bind(galleryObject);
        }
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        var itemCount = this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        var showNext = newItemIndex + 1 < this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        var showPrev = newItemIndex > 0;
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.goToPrevButtonElement, showPrev);
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.goToNextButtonElement, showNext);
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.maximizeButtonElement, true);
    }
}


class GalleryViewfinderManager {
    addViewfinderHandlers() {
        this.viewfinderElement.onclick = this.onClickInViewfinder.bind(this);
        this.viewfinderElement.onmouseenter = this.onMouseEnterViewfinder.bind(this);
        this.viewfinderElement.onmouseleave = this.onMouseLeaveViewfinder.bind(this);
        this.viewfinderElement.onmousemove = this.onMouseMoveInViewfinder.bind(this);
    }
    
    addObservers() {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray = [];
        if (!useMouselessButtons()) {
            this.viewfinderObserverArray.push(new GalleryButtonsViewfinderManager(this));
        }
    }
    
    constructor (galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
        this.galleryElement = galleryObject.galleryElement;
        this.viewfinderElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-viewfinder")[0];
        
        this.addViewfinderHandlers();
        this.addObservers();
    }
    
    viewfinderMouseEventCoordinates(event) {
        var viewfinderBounds = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect();
        var point = { "x" : event.clientX - viewfinderBounds.left, "y" : event.clientY - viewfinderBounds.top };
        return point;
    }
    
    onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, handlerName) {
        try {
            //dumpMouseEvent(event);
            var point = this.viewfinderMouseEventCoordinates(event);
            this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function (observer) {
                                                 observer[handlerName](point);
                                                 });
            stopEventPropagation(event);
        }
        catch (error) {
            debugLogError(error);
        }
    }
    
    onMouseMoveInViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onMouseMoveInViewfinder");
    }
    
    onMouseEnterViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onMouseEnterViewfinder");
    }
    
    onMouseLeaveViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onMouseLeaveViewfinder");
    }
    
    onClickInViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onClickInViewfinder");
    }
    
    onPageShow() {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function (observer) {
                                             observer.onPageShow();
                                             });
    }
    
    onPageHide() {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function (observer) {
                                             observer.onPageHide();
                                             });
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex) {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function(observer) {
                                             observer.onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex);
                                             });
    }
    
}

class TouchManager {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
        this.viewfinderElement = galleryObject.viewfinderElement;
        //debugLog("Create TouchManager");
        var element = this.viewfinderElement;
        //debugLog("viewfinderElement = " + element);
        element.addEventListener("touchstart", this.onTouchStart.bind(this), true);
        element.addEventListener("touchmove", this.onTouchMove.bind(this), true);
        element.addEventListener("touchend", this.onTouchEnd.bind(this), true);
        element.addEventListener("touchcancel", this.onTouchCancel.bind(this), true);
    }
    
    viewfinderTouchEventCoordinates(event) {
        var viewfinderBounds = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect();
        var point = { "x" : event.pageX - viewfinderBounds.left, "y" : event.pageY - viewfinderBounds.top };
        //debugLog("touch point x:"+point.x+", y:"+point.y+"");
        return point;
    }
    
    onTouchEvent(event) {
        //dumpTouchEvent(event);
        stopEventPropagation(event);
        event.preventDefault();
    }
    
    onTouchStart(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event);
            this.frameWidth = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect().width;
            this.dragStartPoint = this.viewfinderTouchEventCoordinates(event);
            this.dragStartTime = new Date().getTime();
            this.dragStartX = this.dragStartPoint.x;
            this.dragStartItemIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
            debugLog("onTouchStart: frameWidth:"+this.frameWidth+";dragStartItemIndex:"+this.dragStartItemIndex+";dragStartX:"+this.dragStartX);
        }
        catch (error) {
            debugLogError(error);
        }
    }
    
    onTouchMove(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event);
            var dragCurrX = this.viewfinderTouchEventCoordinates(event).x;
            var deltaX = dragCurrX - this.dragStartX;
            var relativeDeltaX = deltaX / this.frameWidth;
            var newItemIndex = this.dragStartItemIndex - relativeDeltaX;
            debugLog("onTouchMove: frameWidth:"+this.frameWidth+";dragStartItemIndex:"+this.dragStartItemIndex+";dragStartX:"+this.dragStartX+";dragCurrX:"+dragCurrX+";deltaX:"+deltaX+";relativeDeltaX:"+relativeDeltaX+";newItemIndex:"+newItemIndex+"this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex:" + this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex);
            if (newItemIndex >= 0 && newItemIndex <= this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                this.galleryObject.changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, false);
            }
        }
        catch (error) {
            debugLogError(error);
        }
    }
    
    onTouchEnd(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event);
            var dragEndPoint = this.viewfinderTouchEventCoordinates(event);
            var dragEndTime = new Date().getTime();
            var endItemIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
            var intEndItemIndex = Math.round(endItemIndex);
            var deltaT = dragEndTime - this.dragStartTime;
            // If duration short enough.
            if (deltaT < 250) {
                // If it hasn't resulted in a current item change.
                if (intEndItemIndex == this.dragStartItemIndex) {
                    var absDeltaX = Math.abs(dragEndPoint.x-this.dragStartPoint.x);
                    var absDeltaY = Math.abs(dragEndPoint.y-this.dragStartPoint.y);
                    // If absDeltaX is not trivially small
                    // and absDeltaY is no larger than a fraction of absDeltaX.
                    if (absDeltaX >= 50 && absDeltaY <= 0.4 * absDeltaX) {
                        if (endItemIndex > intEndItemIndex) {
                            if (intEndItemIndex < this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                                intEndItemIndex++;
                            }
                        } else if (endItemIndex < intEndItemIndex) {
                            if (intEndItemIndex > 0) {
                                intEndItemIndex--;
                            }
                        }
                    }
                }
            }
            debugLog("onTouchEnd: deltaT:"+deltaT+";deltaX="+(dragEndPoint.x-this.dragStartPoint.x)+";deltaY="+(dragEndPoint.y-this.dragStartPoint.y)+";endItemIndex="+endItemIndex+";intEndItemIndex="+intEndItemIndex);
            
            this.galleryObject.changeCurrentItemIndex(intEndItemIndex, true);
            this.dragStartPoint = undefined;
            this.dragStartTime = undefined;
            this.dragStartX = undefined;
            this.dragStartItemIndex = undefined;
        }
        catch (error) {
            debugLogError(error);
        }
    }
    
    onTouchCancel(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event);
        }
        catch (error) {
            debugLogError(error);
        }
    }
}

class Gallery {
    createImageRollElement() {
        this.viewfinderElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-viewfinder")[0];
        this.imageRollElement = this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-roll")[0];
        
        var imageFrameElementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-cropper"));
        this.itemCount = imageFrameElementArray.length;
    }
    
    completeItemCaptionElements() {
        //this.itemCaptionRolodexElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-item-caption-rolodex")[0];
        //this.itemCaptionRolodexElement.onclick = stopEventPropagation;
    }
    
    addSelectionDots() {
        this.dotContainerElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-container")[0];
        this.innerDotContainerElement = this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-inner-container")[0];
        if (this.innerDotContainerElement.getBoundingClientRect().width < this.dotContainerElement.getBoundingClientRect().width) {
            var dotExtenderElementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.innerDotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-extender"));
            for (var itemIndex = 0; itemIndex < this.itemCount; itemIndex++) {
                var dotExtenderElement = dotExtenderElementArray[itemIndex];
                dotExtenderElement.onclick = this.selectFrame.bind(this, itemIndex);
                var captionID = this.getCaptionElementIDForIndex(itemIndex);
                var dotElement = dotExtenderElement.getElementsByTagName("span")[0];
                dotElement.setAttribute("aria-describedby", captionID);
            }
        } else {
            this.innerDotContainerElement.style.display = 'none';
        }
    }

    completeTree() {
        this.createImageRollElement();
        this.completeItemCaptionElements();
        if (!this.isFullscreen()) {
            this.addSelectionDots();
        }
    }
    
    addWindowEventListeners() {
        window.addEventListener("pageshow", this.onPageShow.bind(this));
        window.addEventListener("pagehide", this.onPageHide.bind(this));
    }
    
    createObservers() {
        this.currentItemObserverArray = [];
        if (this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption").length > 1) {
            this.currentItemObserverArray.push(new GalleryCaptionRollManager(this));
        }
        if (!this.isFullscreen()) {
            this.currentItemObserverArray.push(new GalleryDotManager(this));
            if (useMouselessButtons()) {
                this.currentItemObserverArray.push(new GalleryMouselessButtonsManager(this));
            }
        }
    }
    
    startUp() {
        this.currentItemIndex = -1;
        var newItemIndex = parseInt(this.galleryElement.getAttribute("data-current-item-index"));
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, false);
        
    }
    
    constructor (galleryElement) {
        this.galleryElement = galleryElement;
        
        this.completeTree();
        
        this.viewfinderManager = new GalleryViewfinderManager(this);
        
        this.addWindowEventListeners();
        
        this.createObservers();
        this.imageRollManager = new GalleryImageRollManager(this);
        
        if (!useMouselessButtons()) {
            this.touchManager = new TouchManager(this);
        }
        
        debugLog("Creating gallery " + galleryElement.id);
        
        this.startUp();
    }
    
    isFullscreen() {
        return false;
    }
    
    changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, animate) {
        if (this.currentItemIndex != newItemIndex) {
            if (Math.abs(newItemIndex - this.currentItemIndex) > 1.0) {
                // Animation is supported only between neighbouring frames.
                animate = false;
            }
            this.imageRollManager.onCurrentItemChange(this.currentItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate);
            var intCurrentItemIndex = Math.round(this.currentItemIndex);
            var intNewItemIndex = Math.round(newItemIndex);
            if (intNewItemIndex != intCurrentItemIndex) {
                this.onCurrentItemChange(intCurrentItemIndex, intNewItemIndex, animate);
                this.galleryElement.setAttribute("data-current-item-index", intNewItemIndex);
            }
            this.currentItemIndex = newItemIndex;
            this.updateImagesAXVisibility();
        }
    }

    updateImagesAXVisibility() {
        var currentIndex = this.currentItemIndex;
        var images = Array.prototype.slice.call(document.getElementsByClassName("gallery-full-image"));
        images.forEach(function(image, index) {
                       image.setAttribute("aria-hidden", index == currentIndex ? "false" : "true");
                       });
    }
    
    goToPrevFrame() {
        var currentItemIndex = this.currentItemIndex;
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(currentItemIndex-1, true);
    }
    
    goToNextFrame() {
        var currentItemIndex = this.currentItemIndex;
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(currentItemIndex+1, true);
    }
    
    selectFrame(newItemIndex) {
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, true);
    }
    
    maximizeFrame() {
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.currentItemObserverArray.forEach(function(observer) {
                                              observer.onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate);
                                              });
        
        this.viewfinderManager.onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex);
    }
    
    onPageShow() {
        this.viewfinderManager.onPageShow();
    }
    
    onPageHide() {
        this.viewfinderManager.onPageHide();
    }

    getCaptionElementIDForIndex(index) {
        var captionIndex = index+1;
        return this.galleryElement.id + "-caption-" + captionIndex;
    }

    static setButtonVisibility(buttonElement, visible) {
        if (buttonElement) {
            buttonElement.style.opacity = visible ? 1.0 : 0.0;
        }
    }
}

class RegularGallery extends Gallery {
    static setDisplayToNoneForElementsOfClass(className) {
        var elementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(document.getElementsByClassName(className));
        elementArray.forEach(
                             function(element) {
                             element.style.display = 'none';
                             });
    }
    
    static loadGalleries() {
        this.setDisplayToNoneForElementsOfClass("gallery-fallback");
        this.setDisplayToNoneForElementsOfClass("gallery-fallback-separator");
        
        var galleryElementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(document.getElementsByClassName("gallery"));
        galleryElementArray.forEach(function(galleryElement) {
                                    galleryElement.style.display = '';
                                    new RegularGallery(galleryElement);
                                    });
    }
}


function Body_onLoad() {
    RegularGallery.loadGalleries();
}




