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    Author’s Note on the Imperium Series: 
 
      
 
    Unlike many of my others works, this science fiction universe isn’t based on a single hero, but centers instead on humanity’s first colonies among the stars of the Faustian Chain. The chain is a loose cluster of some sixty stars, a whorl of sparkling suns rich in planets which occupies an irregular volume of space twenty lightyears in diameter. 
 
    Since there is no “warp drive” in this view of the future, it can take years to travel from one colony to the next. Each world is thus a distant island populated by outcasts from Earth decades earlier.  
 
    Earth, the mother of them all, has fallen silent. No one knows what happened back home, but all the colonies have been cut off from their central government. As a result, they’ve grown apart culturally, and many have fallen into barbarism. 
 
    Worse still, there is evidence everywhere that dangerous aliens once inhabited these stars, strange creatures that were erased by unknown forces centuries before the first humans arrived… 
 
      
 
    -BVL 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    One 
 
      
 
    The Black Ship had been built to hide its nature as a vehicle of powered flight. The engines were cleverly designed to allow it to approach target planets without being detected.  
 
    Like most spacecraft, it was propelled by ejecting matter from the tail section. The stealth drive operated on the same principle, but it cooled the exhaust and masked the energy emissions with powerful fields. To all but the most sensitive optical sensors, the ship resembled a large asteroid, nothing more.  
 
    Under normal circumstances, the arrival of an interstellar vessel was as obvious as the approach of a large comet. The speed required to cross the abyss between star systems demanded a vast amount of thrust, and an equally vast amount of thrust had to be applied upon arrival to slow the vessel down. Any witness to this process saw a long plume of heated gasses, one that stretched for millions of miles. 
 
    The crew of the Black Ship was keen on maintaining stealth, but today there was a new technical problem with the stealth drive. Being an unforgiving sort, the Captain summoned the Engineer into his presence. In his right gripper he held up a computer scroll. In his left, he held his disconnection device. This dangerous implement resembled a thick stylus or a thin flashlight. It had a single, black firing stud on the silvery shaft and a projector dome at the tip. 
 
    “Engineer,” the Captain said, lowering the computer scroll. “These emission ratings are off the chart. We’ve only reached eleven percent of light, and already the dampeners are failing.” 
 
    Being a brave soul, the Engineer took two clanking steps forward. Unlike the Captain, who resembled a person in most respects, the Engineer was a mech of the old school. She was constructed entirely of burnished metal with exposed nanotube muscles and servos that whined when she moved. Not a scrap of false-flesh polymers covered her chassis. Even her optical orbs were bulbs of plastic on short metal stalks. 
 
    “We do not have the components necessary to affect complete repairs, Captain,” she said evenly. “I have prepared a list of possible solutions.” 
 
    “Let’s hear them.” The Captain placed the computer scroll on top of the central display unit. He kept the disconnection device in his possession. 
 
     The Engineer’s orbs tracked the disconnection device closely as she spoke. “Firstly, we could abort the mission.” 
 
    “Unthinkable.” The Captain’s gripper twitched on the disconnection device.  
 
    “I have more possibilities,” said the Engineer hurriedly. “We can slow down to maintain stealth.” 
 
    “What? Slow down? We are crawling now. As it is, we’ll be more than a month late. I must admit not even I had thought of slowing down further. Why can’t we at least maintain our current velocity?” 
 
    The Engineer rustled her computer scroll nervously. Around her, the bridge crew glanced at her with unsympathetic orbs. The Engineer drew herself up and plunged ahead. It was best to present bad news quickly, she believed. Reality had to sink in and dominate desires. Facts were stubborn things. 
 
    “We have several problems, sir. If we apply thrust while moving at a velocity of more than eight points, the field won’t hold.” 
 
    “So what? We’ll accelerate to full cruising speed, then coast to our destination undetected, and—” he paused. “Ah, I see. When we arrive, we must decelerate. You’re telling me we’ll be visible even while we slow down?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” the Engineer said, daring to allow her hopes to rise. He had to see the realities of the situation. “Thrust is thrust, and the engines must flare just as powerfully to reduce our speed as they must to increase it.” 
 
    “Can’t we simply decelerate more gently?” 
 
    The Engineer shook her head, the section of her chassis that contained most of her sensory subsystems. “No. The problem is with the phasing of the masking field, not the applied level of power. It won’t maintain integrity past ten percent of light. Not even at nine percent.” 
 
    The Captain walked on heavy feet around the central table. Every mech on the bridge moved away from him as he approached. “What is your third option?” 
 
    “The third…?”  
 
    “Engineer, do you realize where you are, what you are part of? This is not just a ship on an attack mission to raid a planet—this is the beginning of the end. Mechs are the way of the future, and we are the heralds of these new times. Wild humans will continue to breed and provide us with fresh minds for our perfectly-designed bodies, but—” 
 
    “I’ve read all the official statements, sir.” 
 
    The Captain halted his pacing and swung his orbs to her. After staring for a full second, he nodded curtly. “I see,” he said. “Thus far, you’ve presented me with only two options. Stop the mission, or crawl to our destination—” 
 
    “There is one other possibility, but it would be a longshot.” 
 
    The Captain’s orbs met hers. “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “We are passing an inhabited system. Possibly, they will have the technology required to make effective repairs.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you mention this earlier?” 
 
    “As I said, the odds are slim. The system is known as Faust.” 
 
    The Captain paused to think. “The dead system? Those colonies were all lost long ago.” 
 
    “Not according to our readings. There are meager signs of settlements.” 
 
    The Captain tapped his gripper thoughtfully on the safety rail. Finally, he nodded and the Engineer felt a wave of relief. 
 
    “We will take this third option,” he said solemnly. “Navigator, plot a course. We will make planetfall at Faust. Helmsman, get us there as quickly as possible. I do not care if our emissions are seen or not. Use all deceleration and navigational assets.” 
 
    “I fully support your choice, Captain,” the Engineer said, even though she privately thought it was the least rational of the list. The colonists of Faust, if they even existed, were unlikely to have equipment that could help them repair the ship. Still, she had done her job and talked the Captain through the possibilities. It was not her responsibility to choose the right course, only to lay out options for her commander. 
 
    “I thank you for your raw honesty, Engineer. Unfortunately, your performance in this instance was unacceptable. The Mech Revolution will not be derailed by the incompetence of a single member, feel reassured on that point. Our world, Talos, will prevail over all others.” 
 
    “What? I—” the Engineer was unable to complete her statement, however. The Captain had directed the disconnection device toward her and depressed the firing stud. He held it down for the required three second duration, allowing the termination signal to be accepted by the Engineer’s autonomic processors. The shutdown signal caused her artificial body to freeze in place.  
 
    “Remove that thing,” the Captain ordered, indicating the Engineer.  
 
    “Should we put the brain back in the tank, or freeze it?” 
 
    “Neither,” he said. “Flush it down the waste system. I don’t want to hear from it again. Install another qualified brain in the chassis. We have plenty in the cryo-vault. Let’s all pray the next Engineer will be smarter than this one.” 
 
    These were the last words the Engineer heard via her passive auditory input systems before they, too, shut down forever.  
 
    Her final thoughts wandered. She tried to recall her real name, the one she’d been born with long ago, but failed. It might have seemed an odd thought to a human, but none of the mechs aboard the Black Ship knew their original names. When their brains had been harvested, such details had been considered counterproductive. They were known only by their function: Engineer, Helmsman, Gunner, etc. Not even the ship had a real name, as the crew had never thought to give it one.  
 
    As this thought faded from the Engineer’s mind, no new concept came to replace it. Her life support system had shut down with the rest of her artificial body, and her brain died inside a dark, sloshing little tank of oily liquid.  
 
    Within hours, her brain would be blended into the digesters. It would perform a final service as a source of nutrients for the rest of the crew. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Two 
 
      
 
    Gersen followed a primitive road, taking care to place each foot softly. Little more than a dirt track, the road led uphill from the rocky beach where he’d left his boat.  
 
    He had good reason to be cautious, as the area was overgrown by juvenile plants bearing lavender-green podlings. Lavender was a warning color for most varieties of pod, and with this particular subspecies it indicated they were ripe, approaching the final stages of their life cycle. Ripe pods were always irritable, and these were no exception. They rolled fitfully at the ends of long writhing vines. Their stinging red hairs bristled as they sensed the traveler’s passing warmth.  
 
    Gersen paused to look upward. The sky overhead was full of brilliant stars. Like every world in the cluster, the view was spectacular. The skies in vids from Old Earth were drab by comparison.  
 
    He carried no lantern or torch, preferring the velvet darkness. To see, he depended on his flickering, light-enhancement goggles. The day-night cycle of Faust was less than eight hours long. He judged the sky above, and calculated he had no more than two hours of darkness left to reach a safe haven.  
 
    Gersen took one careful step after another on cloth-wrapped boots. He was nearly silent, as would be any sane man who walked the open lands of Faust. Around him a thousand pods swayed upon a thousand reeds, responding to the coastal breezes. These were the lighter pods, those that had not yet swollen enough to droop to the ground. They were not as dangerous as those that rustled and rolled themselves over the sandy soil, but a stray gust of wind could cause one to slap against a man’s arm or an exposed cheek.  
 
    He tried to avoid thinking of such possibilities. He didn’t even look at them directly. Many men became paralyzed by fear as they passed patches of pods and podlings, especially at night. Gersen had never lost his nerve, but gazing too closely at the pods was always a mistake. As when crossing from one high cliff to another by stepping over open space—it was best not to gaze into the abyss.  
 
    Traveling past wild pods required a certain level of disbelief on the part of the traveler. To stay calm with death so close at hand, one had to pretend you were somewhere else. The trick was to keep moving. Therefore, he walked as if he were at home on his own lands, without a care in the world. His wrapped boots did not waver, scrape or snag. His knees didn’t bump a swaying pod nor catch on the tiny red spikes that grew from each fist-sized bulb.  
 
    At last, Gersen topped a ridge. He gazed across a final field of restless plants. The road terminated at the base of a thirty-foot high wall of stone. It was rude for a stranger to approach a village wall at night, but it was also dangerous to do so with fanfare. He chose to remain quiet, and did not call out his name or summon the watchman. It was very unlikely they’d open the gates for him anyway, if he did. 
 
    Flickering gas torches burned at random intervals along the wall top. Yellow-orange flames danced above a tiny tongue of deep blue. When he stood at the ramshackle gate at last, he examined the defensives closely. The gate was corrugated steel, braced with rivets and wrapped with wire. It looked solid enough. Directly above him crouched the watchtower, built with concrete blocks and rusty girders. A high cupola sat at the pinnacle, but he could not see the lookout inside. The man was most likely drunk, sleeping—or both. Otherwise, he would have spotted the stranger approaching the gates by now. 
 
    The gates were sealed by an ancient mechanism, something that looked like it had been part of a ship’s hatch decades earlier. Gersen had no idea how to open it, and had little interest in asking for entry. He’d never met a village watchman yet who welcomed visitors after sunset.  
 
    Instead, he made his way north, walking along the base of the wall. He walked with exaggerated care, lest his boots stray and crush down a sprig of growth. There were no pods this close to the walls, as the villagers had wisely salted the base with gravel. But fleshy leaves and pale tubers still grew everywhere. It would not be wise to upset the local flora, especially not in the shadow of an unknown village.  
 
    Running his gloved hands over the wall as he walked, Gersen took the opportunity to examine the structure itself, which was ingeniously built. Made entirely of dark boulders rolled up from the rocky shoreline of the island, it resembled a natural formation. Except for the gate, the wall used very little metal or other artificial substances. These precautions had been taken to hide the human origins of the construction in hopes of calming the wildlife. To any trained eye, of course, the wall was clearly artificial, but this didn’t matter. The fortification only had to fool the plants.  
 
    Gersen reached out to touch the mortar that cemented the stones together. His gloves were heirlooms, handed down to him by his father, who’d been a spacer on the third ship. The index finger of the right glove had worn through the ancient leather. Using his single exposed digit, he reached out a hand and ran a bare finger over the substance used to cement the boulders together. He felt the rough texture and noted the ash-like crust it left on his fingertip.  
 
    He nodded to himself, admiring the workmanship. The cracks between each boulder had been filled with molten rock, leaving a rough gray surface like that of pumice. Probably, a laser team had done it long ago after they’d hauled up each of these massive stones from the sea. He wondered if these villagers still had big lasers, or even a generator to run them. If they did, they were a rich people indeed. 
 
    After taking a hundred steps along the wall of towering stones, Gersen found an opening that wasn’t sealed. Crouching and peering within, he thought to see the dancing light of gas torches reflected from the walls of this narrow passage. He smiled and began to creep into the tunnel. With luck, he’d be able to slip his way past their massive fortifications without notice. 
 
    As a precaution, he sprayed a fine mist of juice from a sterile gourd ahead of him. A network of gleaming lines appeared, and his smile faded immediately. The passage was laced with sensors. He shook his head. People were born without trust these days! Grunting with disappointment, Gersen backed out of the tunnel, straightened his spine and leaned against the base of the wall. The rough-cut boulders pressed against his back. They felt cool and very solid.  
 
    He considered his options. The villagers would come running if he slipped through the passage. Possibly, they had a spy bug floating overhead right now. He hadn’t seen one for years, but he never dared to discount the possibility of meeting up with a piece of old tech that still functioned.  
 
    Gersen looked downslope into the darkness. The field of pods he’d passed by was no longer tranquil. The plants rustled and shifted like a thousand old men stirring in their beds. They weren’t fully awake yet, but they would be soon, long before daybreak. If he chose to run back for the boat he’d left on the beach, he might not make it past them a second time. 
 
    Calmly, he arranged the pack on his back until it rode there tightly. He set up a thumper inside the passage, which was sure to both trip the alarms and summon the most alert of the pods. Then he walked with measured steps back toward the gate. He would meet whoever came out to investigate the trouble along the wall. Detainment and questioning were infinitely preferable to spending another night at the edge of an active field. Gersen had been arrested before, and he was very familiar with the process. 
 
    As he waited, listening with a smile to the muttered curses coming from behind the gate, Gersen took the opportunity to further examine the night sky. Faust was a small planet circling a dim red star. The evening sky provided an excellent view of the home cluster, which was known as the Faustian Chain. The Chain consisted of sixty-odd suns in close proximity, most of them less than a lightyear apart. It was an enchanting sight. Nebulae glowed and the closer stars were as bright as small moons. 
 
    Gersen frowned. Something up there was different tonight. As a longtime traveler in the darkest of lands, he knew Faust’s night sky very well. There was a streak of light which glimmered overhead, something that resembled a falling meteor frozen in place. What could that be? he wondered. A comet, perhaps?  
 
    But then the gates creaked open, and he forgot about the strange streak of light above the clouds. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Three 
 
      
 
    The brain knew something was happening to it, but at first it believed it was experiencing an odd dream passing through its neural pathways. Slowly, as warm gels and artificial blood flowed to frozen cells, it shifted from dreaming into a delirious state.  
 
    Inputs were hooked up, starting with the auditory implants. Noises assaulted the partially blank mind. Not having heard anything for a long time, and having had real nerves to stimulate the temporal lobes in the past, the artificial input was difficult to process at first. These new nerves were manufactured, consisting of strands of conductive polymers. Like artificial muscles, they were based on nanotube technology. Adjustments were made, and test inputs were attempted repeatedly. Eventually, the brain heard something. 
 
    “I’m getting a response there—hold it at nine-four-niner.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    The brain knew relief and panic at the same time. The mind is a very lonely place without input. Even when we sleep, there are a hundred familiar sounds and sensations. All of them were absent now. No heartbeat, no tingling limbs, no breath could be drawn. This last absence was the most immediately disturbing. The brain felt as if it should be breathing. It sent out the signals for deep breaths to be sucked into non-existent lungs, but as it was no longer connected to lungs, or a diaphragm muscle, nothing happened.  
 
    Like a first time scuba diver, a moment of panic and light-headedness assailed the brain. It experienced a confused, bubbling feeling. It felt as if it were drowning, even though all its oxygen needs were being met.  
 
    “What’s this one make then—six?” 
 
    “Five. This is Engineer number five.” 
 
    “How many more Engineer brains do we have in the tanks?” 
 
    “Only a few more of them are really qualified.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we tell the Captain that?” 
 
    “You can tell him,” said a distant voice with an echoing laugh. “I’m not going to do it.” 
 
    “But we’re running out of Engineers.” 
 
    “Then we’ll start pulling them from the Navigator group, or the Pilot group. He hasn’t killed any of them yet.” 
 
    As the conversation continued, the new Engineer listened and grew more coherent. He began to grasp what was being said. Panic faded, but it was quickly replaced by fresh concerns. The Engineer had gleaned his rank and purpose, but did not entirely comprehend the situation. He knew he was in the process of being revived, that much was clear. According to Revolutionary Doctrine, every spare brain from Talos was to be kept in reserve for use when the invasion was underway and a beachhead had been established on the target world. But the Engineer had the distinct impression this was not the case. He was being awakened to replace a mech that had been disconnected—that was most unusual, and disturbing. 
 
    He listened further to the two Techs as they discussed matters over the operating table. Gradually, the Engineer’s fears were confirmed. The mission was in danger of failing, and the Captain had begun to take unorthodox steps. 
 
    At long last, the visual input threads were hooked up, but the Engineer was not yet able to control his body. He could see now, looking out of his motionless optical subsystems. But he could not control his orbs. He could not direct them toward a subject of interest, or even focus them. Still, the input was welcome. Panic had fully subsided. The Techs were distracted, but at least they seemed to know what they were doing. 
 
    But then came a moment of greater worry. The Techs emptied out the contents of a sloshing pan of liquid. Something pinkish-gray sat in the pan, and plopped loudly when it fell into the waste chute. 
 
    Even though the new Engineer could not look directly at the lump in the pan, nor was the scene in focus, he felt sure he knew what it had been. The previous Engineer’s brain had just been dumped into the recycling tanks. It would be added to the oily gruel for the crew’s consumption after the dicers had done their grim work. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Four 
 
      
 
    At dawn, the gates finally opened. Gersen was surprised it had taken the villagers so long to investigate the ruckus he’d caused. The thumper had long since run out of charge and shut itself off. The pods had not stopped coming to investigate, however. They thrashed and scratched at the walls ineffectively. Gersen watched without too much concern. Not even a full grown pod-walker from the mainland could have easily scaled that barrier. 
 
    When the gates finally creaked open, Gersen expected to be greeted by a mob of slit-eyed sneering men, aiming welded-together spring-rifles at his chest. Instead, he saw a lone older man with a neatly trimmed silver beard and a spacer’s blue vest. Blue had been the mark of an officer on the old ships. Could this man be an original colonist? Probably not, Gersen thought. He’d have to be nearly a century old. 
 
    “Welcome, stranger,” said the old man.  
 
    Gersen summoned a flickering smile. “Thank you for opening your gates to me.” 
 
    The old man gave him a broader smile, then stepped closer still, throwing his arms wide. Gersen paused, trying not to look shocked. Did this geezer expect a hug?  
 
    The man’s widespread fingers wriggled, and Gersen realized he did expect to be greeted as one might greet a long lost relative. 
 
    “Do I know you?” Gersen asked. 
 
    “Of course you do. You are one of us—one of humanity’s members, are you not?” 
 
    Gersen opened his mouth, then closed it again. He stepped two steps closer, looking into the compound. A number of sights met his eyes. There were domes inside the walls, dozens of them. That indicated a first generation settlement. Only groups that had disembarked directly off the landers had domes. Those that had been spawned later possessed no prefabricated shelters from Old Earth. He had not realized that any such settlements still existed. 
 
    “This must be an old settlement—” he began, but then broke off with a startled grunt. 
 
    The old man had hugged him. He clung to him and squeezed. Gersen scowled, trying to hide his discomfort. He wasn’t used to human contact of any kind, much less being grasped and pawed by a bizarre fellow like this. Those who survived on Faust were usually wary and nervous, and did not hug strangers upon meeting them. 
 
    After a few long seconds, the old man released him and backed away, nodding as if some great moment had passed between them. Gersen privately wondered how far this splinter group might have diverged culturally from the rest of humanity. It was a common enough tendency in remote regions—and practically every area of Faust qualified as remote from the rest.  
 
    “Are you the only one here?” Gersen asked. 
 
    The old man laughed. “The rest are shy,” he said. He produced a silver whistle and blew upon it.  
 
    Gersen stared at the whistle for a moment—he’d seen such things in old vids. They’d been used by press officers as they loaded the colony ships on Earth. The herds of humanity had been conditioned to respond to such high-pitched blasts under the rule of the Social Synergetics. He found the noise irritating in the extreme—almost as unwelcome as the hug itself. 
 
    In response to the whistle-blast, a dozen people stepped forward from the domes and shacks. Six times as many came out over the following minute, until a crowd several hundred strong stood around Gersen, staring. They seemed curious and hesitant at the same time. 
 
    “He’s all right,” said the man with the whistle. “He’s not sick, or secretly-armed.” 
 
    Gersen glanced at the old man. Had his body been scanned somehow? The man nodded back to him, giving him a wide, winning smile.  
 
    “Here,” he said, putting a hand on Gersen’s shoulder and pointing into the approaching crowd. “Here’s one I’d bet you’d rather hug.” 
 
    A girl approached, stepping closer still as the old man beckoned. The girl put out her arms. She looked shy, and her face was red, but she still came closer, offering Gersen another hug. She had yellow hair, amber eyes and full lips. Gersen took a deep breath and decided not to fight this contact. He summoned a smile that came easily, and hugged her. 
 
    He felt breasts pressed up against his weathered clothes. They were welcome indeed. He planned to hold on as long as she did, enjoying the procedure. Finally, several in the crowd giggled, and he released the girl. He sensed he’d done something wrong. Perhaps as the visitor, it was he who was expected to release her first. Not knowing their bizarre customs, he didn’t let it bother him. 
 
    “Tell me, sir,” Gersen asked the old man in the spacer blues. “What is your name, and may I know that of this woman as well?” 
 
    “Of course,” the old man said. “I’m Bolivar, and this is my lovely daughter Estelle.” 
 
    Gersen nodded, although the names meant nothing to him. He was startled to realize Bolivar had presented him with his own daughter. Strangers were not well-liked in most places on Faust. He began to believe he’d stumbled onto a welcome haven. 
 
    The villagers gave Gersen a tour of the village, personally led by Estelle. She was an enchanting girl with a lithe step and a quick smile. He was soon stricken by her. On Faust, few people were unscarred by disease, abuse or the caress of the pods. Gersen’s own legs were covered in livid purple-red scars. Venoms, worming threads and spine-stings had taken their toll over the years. He was glad his legs were covered by his tattered pants, or he would have felt self-conscious about them. 
 
    The girl showed him around the enclosed acreage, a plot which was bigger than most, but not roomy. Everything required for life was located within the encircling walls, of course. There was a central pump house that brought up fresh water from underground geothermal springs. The water was hot when it flowed out of the pipes, and thus provided them energy as well as sustenance. Most of the land was used to produce food, naturally. Almost all of the steel-framed domes were hothouses full of edible plants that had been imported long ago from Old Earth. This didn’t surprise Gersen, as most of the native flora on Faust was highly toxic to humans. 
 
    Eventually, evening came and the population gathered for a meal. The entire village ate together, and Gersen gladly joined in. He liked the soup best, as the floating chunks of meat were flavorful and he’d not had much to eat other than an occasional needlefish of late.  
 
    At this gathering he met his first unfriendly face. A muscular young lad glowered at him from across a long, low table laden with vegetables and thin soups. He had a heavy brow with black curly hair and a chunk removed from his right ear. Gersen avoided his gaze. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Gersen asked Estelle as they ate together. 
 
    Estelle put a seed in his mouth and urged him to chew it. He found it bitter, but didn’t spit it out. He wanted to please her. 
 
    “That’s Kerth,” she said. “He doesn’t like you.” 
 
    “He’s your boyfriend?” 
 
    “He had plans,” she said, giving a tiny shrug and prodding her food. 
 
    Gersen looked at her for a second, absorbing her words. He had plans? Did the girl mean the plans had recently changed? He wondered now if the settlement had trouble with inbreeding. Perhaps they were so remote, they needed fresh genetic material. There couldn’t be more than a thousand of them here all told—probably half that.  
 
    He thought about the situation and decided it had its advantages. He had no intention of settling down here, of course, but he could see himself spending an easy month on the island enjoying their hospitality. 
 
    “Gersen?” Bolivar called out after everyone had eaten and the crowd was beginning to break up. 
 
    Gersen climbed to his feet and went to the old man. Bolivar never introduced himself as the village hetman, or as a chieftain. Maybe he didn’t have such an official title, but he definitely had the role.  
 
    “What is it, my host?” Gersen asked. 
 
    “I have a favor to ask of you.” 
 
    Gersen nodded, unsurprised. Here it was. He was to be asked to wed the man’s daughter, or to go and deliver a message, or some such nonsense. He was almost glad this moment had come. He felt it was best to get it over with. He was not overly concerned, as he knew himself very well. He was a wanderer, a rare breed on Faust. If Bolivar wanted too much, he’d agree with a smile, and then begin planning his stealthy exit from this odd, friendly little place. 
 
    When Bolivar’s question finally came however, he was surprised by its nature: “Do you value your life, sir?” 
 
    “Why, yes. I certainly do.” 
 
    “Pity,” Bolivar said. “I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do about it. The whole thing is quite unfair. I’ve consulted the ancestral files, and there can be no doubt of their meaning.” 
 
    Gersen shook his head. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Bolivar gestured toward the entrance to the village. “You come from outside—from lands beyond ours. Is this not so?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I investigated the items in your pack, you know that. I’ve scanned them, and recorded them. A full log was produced.” 
 
    “How?” Gersen asked, reaching for his pack, which had never strayed far from his person. 
 
    Bolivar laughed. “Don’t worry, everything is there. A man’s possessions are his own in this settlement.”  
 
    Gersen nodded, frowning. His eyes were already roving the walls. There were ramps here and there, mostly built to service the torches that lined the wall top. The task of getting out of here looked easier than getting in, at least. 
 
    Bolivar studied his own worn boots and talked in a low, sorrowful voice. “You must understand who we are,” he whispered. “This is drop zone six.” 
 
    Gersen returned his attention to the old man. He frowned. “Drop zone six? The third ship landed at a single point, to my knowledge. Somewhere near the equator.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. But we aren’t from the third ship. We were brought here by the sixth lander—of the first ship.” 
 
    Gersen laughed at that. “Every child knows the first two colonies failed. Everyone died. We are the last—descendants of refugees, not really colonists.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that,” Bolivar said. “We do get a rare visitor out here, once every year or two. And we’ve never argued about it. But it is not true. Allow me to explain.” 
 
    He stood up and walked away. Gersen followed him doubtfully into one of the domes. The old man snapped on a system. It was an observation tank. Inside, in three dimensions, various scenes played out. Gersen watched with interest. He knew most of the story, every survivor on Faust did. The story of the colonization explained why more ships never came, and why those who survived here never summoned them. Faust was believed to be a dead world, the graveyard of two early colonies. No one had bothered to send another ship to the doomed planet, and Old Earth had stopped sending out colony ships decades ago in any regard. 
 
    First, the Faustian Chain swam into being inside the tank. Gersen was awestruck by the technology. Just to possess the generators to power such a device—much less to possess the device itself. It was priceless! 
 
    He tried to put aside thoughts of greed and wonder, and instead focused on the presentation. The Faustian Chain was a loose collection of stars that drifted at the outer rim of the galaxy. Originally colonized by Earth separatists during the third expansion, the stars served as warm suns over numerous inhabitable planets. One such world was none other than Faust itself, the sole planet of note circling a burning red M-class ember.  
 
    Faust was one of the first planets discovered, due to its nearness to Earth. The entire chain had been named for this ill-fated world.  
 
    One of the earliest colony ships had arrived and discovered a seemingly idyllic planet. Faust was rich in growths, with warm seas and placid skies. But a year after the first colonists had settled here and a second wave of jubilant immigrants arrived—the grim truth was discovered. The colonists from the first expedition were all dead and gone. Only bloodstains and scratch marks were to be found in their wake. They had disturbed the pods during the wrong season shortly before the second ship arrived. 
 
    Cautiously, the new arrivals set up housekeeping, suspecting a natural force unknown to them. After a few months they relaxed, shrugging off the mysterious disappearances. The world was lush and there was so much work to be done! 
 
    Some three years later, when a patrol boat had moored in orbit over the world, the second colony settlements were found to be as empty and derelict as the first. The ship had fled, broadcasting the news to every colonial seedling in the cluster. It was decades before another splinter group dared to land on the infamous crust of Faust. These people were a respectful sect of humble souls who clung to rocky islands off the shores of the primary continent. Never did they dare enter the interior, harvest the mangrove fruits or capture any of the flapping skitter-fish, unless they were far out to sea. They eked out a thin existence derived from the goats, barley and fruit trees they’d brought with them. Even their soups were tasteless and bland. 
 
    But they had survived. Being refugees, they made no attempt to contact other worlds and let them know they’d successfully colonized a haunted world. Years passed, and they’d finally mastered the trick of surviving on this harsh planet. 
 
    “I knew most of what you describe,” Gersen said, walking around the tank full of flickering images of ships, officers and planetary vistas from above the atmosphere. “But you are claiming the histories are wrong?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bolivar said. “We are from the original colony ship. This single settlement is the only one that survived.” 
 
    Gersen smiled at him thinly. He had decided it was best to humor Bolivar. “All right, Captain. Were you on the original colony ship yourself?” 
 
    Bolivar chuckled. “What? Do you think me mad? I’m talking about my mother’s father. And I’m not a captain, either. I’m a warden, nothing more. But I’m the only survivor from an officer’s family.” 
 
    He produced his silver whistle and eyed it wistfully. “They blew this on Old Earth as the throngs were pressed aboard. Hard to believe, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gersen said, standing suddenly. “But I’m afraid I have to be leaving now.” 
 
    “Don’t you wish to know the rest of the tale?” 
 
    Gersen hesitated. He was fairly sure that he didn’t. But he thought of Estelle, and the excellent food he’d been given. The skies were darkening outside, and the plants would be no less irritable than they had been the night before. “What more can you tell me?” he asked, sitting down again. 
 
    “How we survived, when all else died before us?” 
 
    Gersen nodded and gestured for Bolivar to continue. 
 
    “It was simple enough, really,” said the old man, looking pleased to have a captive listener. “We did not truly understand this place at first, this deadly planet. The fact that the plants here have primitive minds and motive power, that they are more akin to starfish back home than they are to true plants. That they are not truly flora or fauna, but rather something in-between.” 
 
    “They are mindless, yet they move.” 
 
    “Yes! That is because they have ganglia, you see. They are like small insects or other simple creatures. Like a man with a spinal cord, but no brain. They live, and respond to stimuli in a predictable fashion.” 
 
    “So, somehow your relatives figured this out and came up with a way to survive?” 
 
    “They built this fortress, for that is what it is, and they devised a set of rules which all who live here must follow. Can you show me the contents of your pack?” 
 
    Gersen hesitated.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Bolivar said. “It was scanned as you came in. You possess plant materials.” 
 
    “They are sterile, and were harvested when it was safe to do so. The pods will never know, and won’t seek revenge.” 
 
    Bolivar nodded. “Clearly, you speak the truth, or you would not have survived this long. But it does not matter.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You see, you have broken our rules. We cannot welcome you here, although it pains me to say it. Our rules have kept this colony alive when all else failed for many, many years. At some point, the people will learn of your countless crimes—the harvesting of pods. These are things we never do here. Things which go against the dictates that have kept us alive against all odds. I can’t keep your secret for long.” 
 
    Gersen became uncomfortable. “I’ll leave then. I’ll leave tonight.” 
 
    Bolivar nodded and looked apologetic. “Wait a week or so,” he said. “Oh, and would you please lie with my daughter repeatedly before you go? We need seeding from outside, you see. That is—if you don’t mind?” 
 
    “I…” Gersen licked his lips and tried not to look eager. “No. No, I wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Five 
 
      
 
    Gersen spent several pleasant nights with the lovely Estelle. She was without skill, but he found her shy, earnest nature very stimulating. They coupled repeatedly until Gersen lay stretched out on their goat-leather bedding and sighed heavily.  
 
    Estelle ran her hands over him in the half-light. On the fourth evening, she found his injured legs. He’d forgotten to cover them, but did so quickly the moment she touched his ridged scars. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be, it’s nothing.” 
 
    “May I see? Perhaps I can help.” 
 
    Gersen hesitated, but then relented and threw off the leather flap he’d pulled over himself. What did it matter? The girl seemed kind enough and he would be leaving soon in any case. He felt a pang at that thought. He’d visited other places like Zone Six, but never one so welcoming. It would be a shame to leave here. Perhaps, after the ripening had passed, he would return for a visit.  
 
    “Did the pods do this to your legs? It makes me sad.” 
 
    Gersen looked at her. He almost laughed, but she wouldn’t have understood. She was innocent, in a way. He supposed it came from living within a circle of boulders for her entire life.  
 
    “Yes,” he said, “the pods did this. A pod-walker, to be exact. Do you want to hear the story?” 
 
    Estelle looked at him with wide, solemn eyes and nodded. Pod-walkers were always the subject of haunting tales on Faust. 
 
    “I was crossing a river—that’s a body of fresh water that moves downhill.” 
 
    She laughed. “I know what a river is! We have vids, you know.” 
 
    “Of course. Anyway, it was on the mainland, long after the ripening. I was passing through a forest and—”  
 
    She could not contain her amazement any longer. She slapped his knee, which made him wince. “You lie to impress me!” she said. “No sane man would walk the forests on the mainland. Never.” 
 
    He shrugged and smiled. “I never said I was fully sane.” 
 
    “But you said it was after the ripening. Why would pod-walkers travel then?” 
 
    “There are pod-walkers among the biggest fields in every season. They don’t all hibernate until the ripening. Do you ever see them on this island in the off-season?” 
 
    “Rarely,” she said. “They come up from the sea sometimes, but never get close to the walls. Father says the beds up here are too thinly-soiled and so they don’t bother. They only seem to be interested in the new plantings, anyway. They do their business, tending to the newest plants and seeding fresh ones with substances from their bodies, and then move on.” 
 
    “Well, on the mainland, things work differently. One of them caught my scent, and I had to run from it.” 
 
    “How could you outrun such a monster?” 
 
    “There’s only one way, you must run through the thickest growths. They will scratch you, but as the pod-walker pursues, the plants will grasp at it more desperately than they would a man.” 
 
    Estelle stared at him, her big eyes distant. He could tell she was beginning to believe his tale. “They would all reach up to be fed. But how did you live?” 
 
    Gersen shrugged, and indicated his legs. “The pods were more interested in the walker than they were in me. They lashed my legs badly, shredding my clothing. But there was no venom in their stings due to the season.” 
 
    “If they’d tripped you and you’d fallen—they would have scratched you to death.” 
 
    “Of course, but even that’s better than being peeled by a walker.” 
 
    She looked horrified. Gersen smiled and kissed her. He could see she was impressed by his story, and he was glad he’d told her about the experience. He’d always hidden his injuries, fearing the scars would repel others, particularly women. It was a relief to have found out otherwise.  
 
    Getting up, he went outside into the darkness and walked down the hill to a dusty area to relieve himself. He thought of Estelle, and smiled as he walked. She was going to haunt his thoughts long after he’d left this village, he knew that now.  
 
    As he turned dust into mud, Gersen looked up into the sky. He saw something there, something he’d forgotten about. His smile faded. 
 
    It was the streak—a strange line of light in the sky. He recalled now it had been there a few days earlier when he’d first arrived at the village. He tilted his head to examine it further. It glimmered brightly. His first impression was that it had to be a comet. They were fairly common in the cluster, much more so than back on Old Earth.  
 
    The Oort cloud of Earth extended about a lightyear out in every direction, but in the cluster, the stars were much closer. The cloud of icy debris orbiting each star reached out far enough to interfere with the next system. The closely huddled stars often shared comets, tossing the icy chunks from one gravity-well to the next, like a circle of men playing catch with a stone. 
 
    But this streak in the sky was different from comets Gersen had seen in the past. It had changed its nature since the previous evening. This wasn’t just due to the nearness of Faust’s star, either. It took him a moment to realize that the angle of the object’s tail was wrong. The light streak wasn’t pointing in the correct direction. Gersen knew what most thought of as a comet was really a tail of melting debris, dragged out behind the dirty snowball nucleus. As one approached a star, the tail changed directions as it was blown back like a long rippling scarf by the blasting stellar winds. But no matter how it was viewed, a comet’s tail always pointed away from a star as it passed by. This comet’s tail was pointing out into space at a random angle. In fact, it wasn’t even straight. It seemed to curve noticeably. Which meant the object wasn’t a comet at all. Gersen frowned up at it, thinking hard.  
 
    At that moment, he heard a crunch to his left side. He glanced in that direction. A hand reached for him out of the darkness. 
 
    Gersen had not survived for years as a vagabond by having slow reflexes. He did not cry out or stumble in surprise. He didn’t even reach to pull up his pants. Instead, he stopped the descending hand with one of his own, grabbing the man’s wrist and yanking him closer. He met the surprised face with his second fist. The man staggered away, blood flowing. 
 
    Another hand from a fresh attacker latched onto his shoulder from behind. Gersen rocked back and jabbed hard with his elbow. He heard a retching sound. He turned and rained blows on the second man.  
 
    But then a flash of light went off inside his head. He spun around, stunned.  
 
    Looking up from the ground, he saw the heavy face of Kerth grin down at him. There was a stout stick in Kerth’s hand, and blood outlined each of the man’s big teeth. Kerth had been the first man to lay hands upon him. 
 
    Then the kicks and punches rained down on Gersen, until he no longer felt them. At least, he thought, he’d managed to land one hard blow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Six 
 
      
 
    The new Engineer worked tirelessly on the ship’s stealth drive, but he soon realized the task was hopeless. The drive could not be repaired without returning to Talos. The technology was unknown elsewhere in the cluster, as far as the records showed. The idea that spare parts could be found on some backwater hole like Faust was laughable. 
 
    But the Engineer wasn’t laughing. He knew, unlike his predecessors, that his very existence was in jeopardy. The Captain was not easily swayed by facts or sound reasoning. As the Captain was fond of saying, he was only impressed by results.  
 
    The technical problem itself wasn’t all that daunting. The fields that dampened the emissions were out of phase, and they needed to be recalibrated. The trouble was with the nature of technology itself in the cluster. Unlike other, more organized regions of human-colonized space, the Chain had diverged. Without centralized interstellar governments and regular trade, each world had grown their own local industries to create spare parts and solve technical problems. Although they shared theoretical knowledge and many possessed advanced science, their industrial development was isolated. There were few standards that reached beyond the range of a single world. A generator produced on one planet worked on the same principles as those built elsewhere—but they were incompatible, producing power of a varied amperage, with mismatched couplings and fuel types.  
 
    The nature of the particular component that had broken down exacerbated the problem. It wasn’t a simple power unit, or a sensor. It was the field governor, a part of the stealth drive that was a homegrown device developed on Talos. Privately, the Engineer wasn’t sure that the ship could be quickly fixed even if they were able to make planetfall at the famed orbital docks of Old Earth itself.  
 
    “Engineer?” the Captain transmitted over the ship’s net. “It is time to make your report. You will do so in person.” 
 
    Responding to the summons, the Engineer put down his instruments and headed for the bridge. He didn’t hesitate, and he didn’t prepare any documentation. He already knew what he was going to say. 
 
    Every orb on the ship followed him as he passed. He ignored them all. He knew what they were thinking, and they may well be correct—perhaps his time had come. It would be a pity to end his life today. At least the disconnection would be fast and painless.  
 
    “Well?” asked the Captain. 
 
    The Engineer stood at attention. His burnished chassis didn’t gleam in the bright lights of the bridge. It was too burned and misused by arc-welding and chemicals. On a mech ship, the technicians didn’t bother with protective gear. The raw surfaces of their bodies were tougher than any spacer’s suit. 
 
    “I find this interruption unexpected and unwelcome,” the Engineer said.  
 
    “Explain yourself.” 
 
    Surrounding the two mechs, a half-dozen bridge crewmen shifted uncomfortably. The Captain had his disconnection device in his grippers again. The mechs that were anywhere near the Engineer showed particular alarm. They moved away with clanking feet, trying to ensure that if by some accident the Captain missed with his deadly signal, they would not be affected. 
 
    The Engineer sensed their exodus from his vicinity, but did not follow them with his orbs. Nor did he study the disconnection device with morbid fascination. He remained in a stance of rigid attention and stared at the Captain’s falsely-fleshed eyes of wet blue polymers. “Just as I said. I have nothing new to report. I’m building subsystems and adapters for the purpose of translating the substandard equipment I expect to find on Faust into something useful.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting we’ve chosen the wrong option?”  
 
    “That is immaterial. I’m working on the problem. This business of responding to your whimsical summons to the bridge to make daily reports is wasting my time and damaging my mental focus. I wish to get back to work, before we are pushed further behind schedule.” 
 
    The Captain stared for a long second, then made an odd barking sound. It was the mech’s equivalent to laughter. “I like you! I wish I’d fished you out of the tank earlier. At last, an Engineer who makes no excuses! Complaints, oh yes, he has plenty of those. But only if he is dragged away from his passion.” 
 
    The Captain spun around in a circle. In so doing, the tip of the disconnection device was leveled briefly at all present. There was an uneasy ripple of discomfort among the bridge staff, who otherwise stayed silent. 
 
    “You see? All of you should take note of this excellent crewman’s attitude. If he were not so valuable in his current role, I’d move him up to navigation.” 
 
    The Captain turned back to the Engineer and put his device on the table with finality. There would be no disconnections today. “Carry on, Engineer. Dismissed.” 
 
    The Engineer did not dare look at the device on the table between them. His orbs didn’t even flicker in that direction. His thoughts, however, drifted for a brief moment. He envisioned himself grabbing the device, aiming it at the Captain and disconnecting him. The trouble was the three-second delay. It was a wise precaution which had been purposefully designed into the instrument. By the time the Engineer had stood there depressing the firing stud for three long seconds, the Captain would have called for aid and the rest of the crew would have fallen upon the traitor. 
 
    The Engineer saluted and spun around, servos whining. He thumped his way back toward his workshop.  
 
    Naturally, his entire performance had been bluster. He had nothing. No subsystems, no adapters—no hope. He knew he had to think of something, and he had to do it fast. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Seven 
 
      
 
    Gersen awoke in a pit. Before he’d even opened his eyes, he suspected it had been dug for the purpose of waste removal, probably sewage. The odor was overwhelming. Had they cast him down into a latrine? 
 
    His head ached, and when he commanded his eyes to open, only the left obeyed. The right was sealed shut by dried blood. He moved to rub at it, but his hands didn’t reach his face. They’d been restrained. His legs were free, but his wrists were tied high, forcing him to stand against one wall of the pit. 
 
    He looked around in the dim-lit hole. It was a tiny, foul prison, an excavated pit with a roof that had once been a grill of some kind. Possibly, the grill had been part of the landing ship Bolivar had spoken of. 
 
    There were footsteps and movement above him, where the light filtered down from above. He heard hushed voices. 
 
    “Father, you cannot allow this,” Estelle said. “This is injustice! We have no right to cast him into the pit.” 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry,” Bolivar said. “Unfortunately, things are worse than you know.” 
 
    Gersen thought of calling to them for aid, but instead remained silent. He’d always learned more by listening than by complaining. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Estelle hissed. 
 
    “He’s guilty. He admitted it to me himself. He carried gourds of dead pods into our walls. A glaring breach of our laws.” 
 
    “But the plants did nothing. Our laws must be in error.” 
 
    Bolivar made hushing sounds. “Do not speak that way.” 
 
    “You rule here, Father. Surely, you can explain the situation. Kerth is just jealous. His charges are clearly biased.” 
 
    “Perhaps so, but it doesn’t matter. I do not rule here, I guide. There is a vast difference. If I twisted the law in my favor, I would lose everyone’s trust.” 
 
    Gersen thought he heard a sob.  
 
    “Did you have feelings for the stranger?” Bolivar asked. “I apologize. I suppose it’s only natural. I’ll do my best to make the proceedings—painless.” 
 
    Gersen sweated in the dark pit, fully awake and straining his ringing ears to listen. He tested his bonds, but found they were made of quality binding-fiber. Applied while wet and dripping, they had constricted steadily as they dried. They were leftovers from seedpods that had ended their life cycle.  
 
    He was bitter, knowing these people had no law about using pod vines, only the pods themselves. How was he supposed to have known they held the pods in special regard, like sacred objects? It was true that during the ripening and the planting seasons pod-walkers would become fanatical at any perceived danger to a young pod. But the pods he’d brought to their walls were long dead and steamed clean of pheromones. The plants would not react to them any more than they would a stone. 
 
    Bolivar led the girl away. Gersen slumped in his bonds, full of bitter thoughts. He wished he’d never entered these walls. The sweet time spent with Estelle was far from worth it.  
 
    The gloom was such that he could barely make out his surroundings. Using his feet, he reached out and tapped at his environment. He found that the crumbling sides of the pit were alarmingly close.  
 
    He tried stretching as tall as he could, and reaching out with his mouth. If he could get his teeth onto the binding fiber—but no. He could not reach. In fact, his straining efforts only managed to tighten the loops more. They cut into his wrists, and his hands grew slowly numb. 
 
    Cursing quietly in the stinking pit, he became aware of a fresh intrusion. A large face loomed like a moon over the grill. It was Kerth. 
 
    “Hello stranger,” he said, grinning more widely than before. 
 
    “Hello fool,” Gersen said. 
 
    Kerth chuckled, and the sound was ominous to Gersen.  
 
    “I’ve got something for you, stranger. You violated Estelle, and I’m going to return the favor.” 
 
    Gersen’s eyes grew wide in the darkness. He peered up at the man. He thought of cursing at him, or calling out for aid, but waited instead. Kerth’s face vanished, and everything was quiet for a few seconds.  
 
    Gersen thought of the last thing he’d seen before being attacked. “The ship,” he said aloud. “There is a ship coming, Kerth. Do your people realize that?” 
 
    Kerth laughed. “Shut up, I’m trying to concentrate.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I saw it. Just go outside and look up. Study the heavens. The long streak in the sky—” 
 
    “Is that the best you can do? Do you really think we are such bumpkins, stranger? We have better tech than anyone on Faust. I saw the comet, and was not impressed.” 
 
    “It’s not a comet—” Gersen broke off however, as a trickle of fluid came down through the grate. He realized after a moment of confusion he was being splattered with warm piss. 
 
    He did curse then, being unable to stop himself. Kerth laughed, shook off a few final drops which ran over Gersen’s shoulders, and left.  
 
    Urine ran down Gersen’s lank hair over his face and arms. The liquid burned his eyes and cuts. His thoughts turned dark, and he almost flew into a rage, ripping at his bonds. But instead, he controlled himself and tried to move his hands.  
 
    Yes…his bonds were fractionally looser. He was sure of it. He looked around for more liquid. If he could get the bonds truly wet, they might loosen enough for him to slip free.  
 
    He tried spitting on them, but his mouth was dry and his aim wasn’t perfect. He tried biting his lip and spitting the blood as well. It had little effect. Soon, Faust’s short night would end and the villagers would come back to check on him. He had to escape before they did.  
 
    Using his arms, he felt the walls of the pit near his tied hands. There were rough spots. He worked to expose a sharp rock near his left wrist. It wasn’t much, but he used it to saw at his bonds. Unfortunately, the stressed vine cinched tighter than before. He’d stretched it, and it had reacted by drawing up, as was its nature. 
 
    He slumped, all but defeated. But then he noticed a slow stream of droplets running from his elbow. He traced the source and found it was his own blood. He’d cut his left hand.  
 
    Getting an idea, he scratched himself repeatedly against the sharp rock, sawing at the palm of his hand rather than the binding fiber itself. A wound soon opened, and blood flowed over the fibers.  
 
    The process took the better part of an hour, but eventually his left hand was free. Shaking his hand to awaken the tingling nerves and banish the numbness, he set about freeing the other hand. When this was done, he pulled himself up to investigate the metal grill over the pit. It had been firmly locked down. 
 
    After crawling around the rest of the pit, he discovered an exit. A stinking, slimy hole led away into pitch blackness. He was sure this was meant to be a waste chute of some kind. Deciding it was better than being tied into place again, he crawled inside and vanished into the hole. 
 
    Like a vine in a wormhole, he wriggled toward what he hoped would be freedom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Eight 
 
      
 
    The Black Ship arrived in orbit over Faust as the small, spinning world’s main continent passed from day into night. The planet looked inviting enough from space, the oceans were deep blue and the land was dark green. The main continent possessed the vague shape of a horse’s head. Countless jewel-like islands ringed the landmass. 
 
    The crew scanned the planetary emissions in disappointment. There was very little that registered on their sensors. 
 
    “No cities?” demanded the Captain in disbelief. His orbs were glued to the scope.  
 
    None of the others on the bridge dared to respond, lest this disappointment somehow become their fault. 
 
    “There’s precious little of anything down there. It’s practically empty. I’d expected a backward colony—but this is a wilderness!” 
 
    He raised his orbs and scanned his bridge crew. The Navigator busied himself with computer scrolls charting escape velocities and refueling points. The Weaponeer fiddled with his controls, despite the fact there was nothing of significance to target. 
 
    “Where’s that Engineer?” the Captain demanded. “Get him up here this instant!” 
 
    The crew sighed in relief. The Engineer! Yes, it was easy to blame that one. They hastened to obey and relayed the summons to the doomed mech who toiled below the main decks.  
 
    Within a few minutes, the Engineer arrived. He strode onto the command deck with purpose. “We’ve arrived? Excellent.” 
 
    The Captain stared at him. “Have you lost your faculties? Have you seen these readings? This place is useless.” 
 
    “It is a class-four world, to be sure. But we don’t need much. May I participate in the scan?” 
 
    The Captain scoffed. “Be my guest.” 
 
    The Engineer approached the scope and worked the controls. His silvery orbs stared into the device for perhaps two minutes, before he made an exclamation of discovery. 
 
    “There it is,” he said. “That will do nicely.” 
 
    The Captain tapped and scraped his grippers over planes of metal. Reacting to the rough contact, the board brought up an image which was transmitted to everyone on the bridge via the local net. Mechs from Talos had little need for viewscreens, they could share vid feeds remotely, and review them in their own individual minds. 
 
    “I see nothing but a rocky island.” 
 
    “Ah, to the untrained orb, this would seem to be true. These people are primitive, but not without resources. See the circle of stones in the middle of the island?” 
 
    “Yes, but I fail—” 
 
    “That is our target. Those stones did not appear there magically. They were cut, dragged, placed and apparently melted into place. Each stone is quite large, meaning—” 
 
    The Captain cleared his throat. He had the disconnection device in his gripper again. The Engineer never glanced at it, although avoiding it with his orbs took a great effort.  
 
    “You will explain yourself, or you will be replaced. I do not detect any significant emissions from this site. The structure might not be natural, but there is no evidence indicating advanced technology.” 
 
    The Engineer lifted a gripper and gestured with it emphatically. “Exactly!” he said. “This world isn’t a proper colony. There is no central government. There is no ruling body that enforces coherent laws. In short, the colonists have splintered into distant, armed encampments. They hide their tech so they are not targeted by the other pirate settlements that dot the world.” 
 
    The Captain appeared doubtful. “Are you saying they have tech, but are hiding it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And what evidence do you have to support this conclusion?” 
 
    The Engineer brought up a large file of numbers. “You see these readings? They are power measurements. They have a powerful central generator.” 
 
    “A generator? To power what?” 
 
    “That is what I want to know,” the Engineer said. “There are no emissions to speak of, no communications, no radio. The settlements aren’t in communication, especially this one. It is isolated and ignores the rest. And yet they maintain an impressive power supply.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said the Captain. “Weaponry, perhaps?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. We should land and take what we need.” 
 
    “But if they are armed, and the whole world is at war, as you say…” 
 
    The Engineer made a dismissive sweep with his gripper. “They surely can’t outgun this ship. Let’s go down and find out what they are hiding so carefully.” 
 
    The Captain was quiet for several seconds. Everyone tried to look busy, except for the Engineer, who stood at attention and awaited the verdict. He believed his fate was in the balance. The Captain was fiddling with the disconnection device uncertainly. 
 
    “Very well,” he said at last. “But if there is nothing there, you will have failed me, Engineer.” 
 
    “That will not happen.” 
 
    The Engineer clanked smartly away. When he reached his workshop, he immediately set about working on his project again. He chased all the Techs and Specialists out of the place on pretense of checking every system on the ship. He demanded they repair and recalibrate if they found the slightest flaw. Grumbling, they left him to his work.  
 
    He proceeded at a desperate pace, uncertain if his goals were even attainable. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Nine 
 
      
 
    When Gersen climbed out of the waste chute at last, he was blinded by the bright reddish light of Faust’s star. Sensors were tripped, and an alarm went off. Gersen crawled to his feet wearily. He looked back and realized where he was. He shook his head bitterly. He stood at the base of the outer wall of tall boulders. He’d found the exit point of the passage he’d tried to crawl into days earlier, upon his arrival at the village walls. 
 
    The fields of pods writhed, sensing his nearness. The pods were riper now, and in a sour mood. They were very close to their time. Gersen walked among them, wearing nothing more than stained scraps of clothing. He weaved his way between the plants, drawing upon years of experience as a wanderer.  
 
    The plants rattled their leaves and sought him with swollen pods. He took up stones, tossing them away from himself when the plants came too near. This worked, but it was reckless behavior. It was always best to slip by the plants without making any kind of disturbance. Today however, he was too annoyed and hurried to take the time to do it right. 
 
    “Stranger!” called a voice from behind him.  
 
    Gersen turned, craning his neck and squinting in the sunlight. Kerth stood on the wall top. He was alone and had a crossbow cradled in his arms. 
 
    Gersen realized he was trapped. He was in the midst of the field. If he ran carelessly, the plants would try to sting him with wild abandon. Without venom, he would have been injured, but not killed. These plants were ripe however, and their hair-thin spines dripped with deadly toxins. A single brush might kill him. 
 
    So, Gersen didn’t flee. He turned slowly and faced Kerth, staring up at him. He didn’t beg for his life, although the thought did occur to him. 
 
    “You know I can shoot you down?” Kerth asked. “You are a fugitive. You have broken our laws and deserve death. It would be lawfully done.” 
 
    Gersen continued to stare. Kerth raised the crossbow, put the stock against his shoulder and aimed with care. Gersen stood with his body turned to the side, providing a narrow target. When the trigger was pulled, he would only have time to flinch, but it might be enough. 
 
    “You’ve got nothing to say?” Kerth asked. 
 
    “If you’re going to shoot, get on with it,” Gersen said at last. “I’ve got a long way to walk and the plants are restless.” 
 
    “They say you are an expert at evading them,” Kerth said, lowering the weapon a fraction. “Let’s see the truth of it.” 
 
    So saying, Kerth aimed and shot the plant nearest to Gersen. The central bole of it was pierced, and it shivered in shock. A moment later, it began to thrash. 
 
    Gersen had experienced a field in a panic before, and he wasted no more time. He began to run. His feet brushed leaves now and then, and even stepped upon the rubbery length of a squirming vine.  
 
    The first plant realized it was injured and went into a frenzy, causing those around it to respond. Like a spreading ripple on a pond, soon all the plants were whipping about, lashing furiously.  
 
    Gersen ran and ran, and behind him the air rang with Kerth’s laughter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Ten 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to damage any valuable technology the villagers might possess, the Pilot brought the Black Ship down in the fields between the sea and the walls. The flora under the ship writhed in agony and died, turning into burnt scraps of flapping cellulose. Leaves curled and pods shimmered before bursting into flames. Polyps exploded, gushing out steaming vapor and foul, sticky liquids which were soon vaporized in turn. 
 
    “Strange plants here,” muttered the Captain as he pressed his orbs to the scope. “I’m not particularly impressed by their domes. They are at least manufactured, but they look old and decrepit.” 
 
    None of the crew dared speak. The Pilot landed the ship with a final jolt. They were down. The ship had been designed for both interstellar and atmospheric travel. Most interstellar vessels were built to stay in space forever, but the mech-based technology of Talos was different. The crew could withstand much higher G-forces, as their bodies were mostly artificial. The equipment required to make spaceflight comfortable for humans was thus unnecessary aboard a Talosian ship. There were no inertial dampeners, cryotanks to freeze bodies, nor even much in the way of life support. Food and oxygen production systems were aboard, but minimal. Mechs only had to feed a few pounds of brain tissue, and consumed little.  
 
    Most of the vessel’s mass was dedicated to engines, weapons, and power—very little else was required. The ship was smaller in design and more efficient than human ships. Humans would have found it cramped, freezing cold and almost airless, but none of these conditions bothered mechs. 
 
    The unloading ramp rolled down, and the hatch opened. Air was sucked into the ship, which maintained a low pressure during flight due to seepage. Everyone’s orbs were quickly fogged over by humidity as the warm, moist air touched the freezing metal. 
 
    The Captain cursed and rubbed at his face ineffectively with his grippers. The effect quickly passed, however. “Deploy the First Tactical Squad,” he roared over the regional net. “Standard formation, weapons active. Destroy any resistance, but take care not to damage equipment.” 
 
    Everyone aboard watched the First Tactical Squad as it deployed. The Marines marched smartly down the ramp onto the smoking field. A few of the burnt plants at the base of the ramp quivered with the last of their vitality as they were trod upon, but were unable to resist. 
 
    Eight Marines left the ship and headed toward the village gates in a column, two abreast. Each had a burner held diagonally across the chest. The flared tips of the weapons wisped with blue light and shimmering vapors rose up into the sky.  
 
    The squad halted when they reached the gates and regarded the primitive defensive structure. The Sergeant stepped forward, examining the hinges and wire-wrapped flap-like doors. He was not impressed. 
 
    A snap and a whirring sound alerted the squad. A shower of three sticks struck the chassis of two, and the orb-socket of a third. They examined the sticks briefly. They classified them as primitive projectiles of cellulose, tipped with triangular steel heads.  
 
    “We’ve been attacked,” the Sergeant said. “Return fire.” 
 
    Without further hesitation, the squad lifted their burners and released a gush of lavender plasma. This plasma was similar to flame, but much hotter and longer ranged. It licked out in a three-foot swirl from the throat of every gun and blew holes in the gates and the watchtower that sat above them.  
 
    “Hold your fire, you aren’t even injured,” the Captain transmitted in annoyance. “What if there is something of value in that tower?” 
 
    Reluctantly, the Marines lowered their burners. The damage had been done, however, and the old watchtower was now teetering on three girders rather than four. It slid crashing down toward the Marines. They clanked backward, servos whirring as they attempted to avoid damage. 
 
    The Captain muttered complaints. “Examine those ruins. Is there any sign of technological equipment? A radio, anything?” 
 
    The Sergeant picked among the tumbled stones and tangled scraps of metal. The fortification appeared to be held together with rusty wire. He did find a body, which he pulled from the rubble and held up by one leg. It was a male, dressed in tattered cloth. The Sergeant squeezed too hard with his gripper, and snipped off the man’s leg at the calf. Marine grippers were sharper than those wielded by technicians and command personnel. He dropped the mess, causing a wet slap of dead blood to shower the dusty stones. 
 
    “Nothing?” demanded the Captain. “Just a few men with stick-throwing devices? These people are primitives. ENGINEER!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Engineer had been waiting for the Captain to demand his presence. He’d also expected the call to be a long, roaring summons, not a polite request. However, he hadn’t expected the order to come so soon.  
 
    He hurried to make his final adjustments to the equipment he’d spent the last day and a half building, and urged his Technicians toward the unwieldy system. It resembled a black metal box with various bulbous extensions and connective polymer tubes. The Technicians advanced dubiously. He gestured for them to hurry, and they gingerly picked up the jumble of equipment, carrying it awkwardly in their grippers.  
 
    “Follow me, and don’t lag behind,” the Engineer ordered. 
 
    Quickly, the trio mounted the ramps and marched toward the bridge. They met the Captain and two of his Marines coming the other way. 
 
    “Ah, there you are at last,” said the Captain. “Would you like to examine the treasure trove of equipment we’ve discovered on this rock? I’m sure you will be amazed. Perhaps we should abandon our current ship, rebuilding a better vessel with the amazing local components. We will fly to our target in luxury!” 
 
    The Engineer was unaccustomed to sarcasm, but he understood the other’s meaning clearly enough: he was displeased. The Captain was freer of mind than most of the mechs aboard, who were conditioned to follow an assigned task with little in the way of errant thought processes. The Engineer was similarly unfettered, but his mind was not so free as to have a true sense of humor.  
 
    “I would like to see that, yes,” the Engineer said, deciding to feign ignorance. 
 
    The Captain growled in frustration. He reached out grippers and clamped them onto the Engineer’s shoulders.  
 
    “So would I,” he said. “But there’s nothing like that here. You have misled the expedition. Valuable time has been lost.” 
 
    For a moment, the Engineer cogitated. A new possibility occurred to him, one he had not previously considered. Perhaps the Captain had become unbalanced at some point. He did not know why, but the possibility could not be discounted. His commander was not behaving within normal parameters, and although the Captain wasn’t malfunctioning, he wasn’t entirely rational, either. 
 
    “I’d like to point out that I did not recommend this course of action,” the Engineer said. 
 
    “Ah!” said the Captain, his voice rising almost to a screech. “There it is! I knew it must come eventually. Your very first excuse. I can tolerate almost anything, Engineer. I can withstand ineptitude, treachery, even outright failure—but not excuses.” 
 
    “I’ve never demonstrated any of the listed traits.” 
 
    The Captain loomed near now, his plastic eyes seeming to bulge. “That’s your second excuse.” 
 
    “No, sir,” the Engineer said. “You are in error. The statement of a pertinent fact is a justification, rather than an attempt to shift blame.” 
 
    The Captain reached down with a trembling gripper to his belt and unclipped his disconnection device. He fumbled for the firing stud, as if he could not move fast enough due to his eagerness. 
 
    “Perhaps I can aid you with that,” the Engineer said, reaching out a gripper. 
 
    The Captain reeled back as if stung. “Back!” he cried. He waved his Marines forward. They shouldered their way between the Captain and the Engineer. 
 
    “Your disconnection is long overdue,” the Captain said, aiming his device between the narrow metal waists of the two hulking Marines. 
 
    “A pity,” the Engineer said. 
 
    The Captain hesitated. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Clearly, you have searched the entire village, found their stashed equipment and plundered it. It is a pity the discovered equipment was not useful.” 
 
    The Captain wavered. “Are you still claiming these primitives have advanced components? That they are hiding their true tech? Why would they do that?” 
 
    “I could only speculate on their reasons. But I have built something that will allow me to discover the exact location of their most advanced systems.” 
 
    So saying, the Engineer turned and tapped a gripper on the metal box his Technicians carried behind him. “That is the purpose of this device I’ve designed. It is very sensitive over a short range. We have only to walk among their domes until we find a strong signal.” 
 
    “What if they have buried their equipment? What then?” 
 
    “When we find evidence of it, we will persuade them to dig it up.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “As I understand human physiology, the removal of scraps of flesh is unpleasant for them. We will catch humans and trim them until they produce their treasures.” 
 
    The Captain laughed and lowered his disconnection device. Everyone present relaxed somewhat, except for the Marines, who were so mission-focused they didn’t seem to be aware of the change in mood.  
 
    A few minutes later, the Engineer found himself standing in front of the ramshackle gates. He looked at the village, aghast. The situation was far worse than he’d imagined. These people were more likely to possess a herd of goats than a useful subsystem. But like countless shamans before him, he was trapped. He would just have to bluff it through. 
 
    The Marines completely burned down the gates with gouts of purple plasma. They ripped the remaining shreds of metal out of the way, and the party marched into the compound. Last in line were the two Technicians, carrying the Engineer’s strange, metal box. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Eleven 
 
      
 
    Gersen awakened drifting offshore the day after he’d fled the island. He was sprawled aboard his tiny boat. He groaned aloud and hung over the side, vomiting until his sides hurt. The sun was bright and directly overhead giving him a headache to go with everything else. Next, he turned a bleary eye downward to examine his injuries.  
 
    He found numerous scrapes and perhaps ten embedded red spines. He plucked these out, and rubbed salve from the boat’s meager stores into the wounds so they would not fester. There were toxins in his system, he was sure of that. But very little venom had been injected. If he had received a large dose, he would never have awakened at all. 
 
    When he felt better he sat up in his boat, which rolled on gentle swells. He was less than a mile from the island, and would have drifted farther if he hadn’t dropped anchor.  
 
    He nursed his wounds, shivered from his ordeal, and chewed stale rations of dried fish wrapped in salted seaweed. Soft, edible corals sat in a pool of brine in the bottom of the boat. He chewed these tasteless but nourishing growths and studied the shoreline. 
 
    He had an experienced eye when it came to pod-walkers. He knew their seasonal activities well. By his estimation, he’d left the island just in time. An army of walkers now roamed the rocky shoreline. Every beach was full of fresh pods dragged up from the sea bottom. They were beginning a new planting, working their way up and down the beach. 
 
    The life cycle of the Faustian pod-creatures was a strange one, and only the humans that were native to the planet understood it in its entirety. Like some amphibians of Old Earth, the creatures changed forms as they aged in stages. Like salmon, these stages of life were spent in different environments.  
 
    Every pod-creature began its existence as a lumpy growth on the bark of a pod-walker. When these podlings dangled from their parent creature, hanging from feeding tubers, they were ready for independence and were plucked free. The second stage of life began when they were planted upon the seafloor near a sandy beach. When they’d grown to a certain point, usually taking less than a terrestrial year, they were transplanted again by pod-walkers onto dry lands, usually near a coastline.  
 
    Once seeded on the shore, they grew more and more mobile and toxic. It was during this initial planting on land that they grew ganglia, began to feel pain, and gained a primitive capacity for movement. They did not have true muscles, nor a true brain. Like the starfish of Earth, they lacked real cognitive abilities, but reacted to stimuli and their physiology was capable of limited motion.  
 
    Eventually, when these plants ripened, they were harvested by the same pod-walkers that had planted them and hundreds of pods were all dumped together into deep holes in upland regions. They grew into a tree-like growth in the fourth stage until they finally split open and a pod-walker emerged from the swollen polyps that grew like tumors on every tree trunk. A given tree might produce new pod-walkers for thirty seasons before becoming barren and derelict. 
 
    The pod-walkers were the only truly mobile stage of the life cycle. These strange beings marched about, enabling the various other stages of their species’ odd reproductive cycle. The walkers themselves tended to hibernate when not needed by any local podlings. They were influenced by the seasons just as the rest of their brethren were, and came alive and fully animated only when needed by their young. 
 
    Gersen pulled up his anchor and made ready to set sail. This island had been a bittersweet experience—mostly bitter. He would gladly leave it behind.  
 
    But something made him delay. He sat and watched the pod-walkers roving on the beach. There were a lot of them, all covered in seaweed and splashing with their broad, stumping feet. They walked on a tripod of limbs, each leg possessing a permanently bent knobby knee. Their legs were as thick as tree trunks, and their towering crowns carried between seven and twenty whipping vines. These vines were like small hands on tentacles. They could carry objects such as pods or captive prey. The vines often snapped off, in which case they shriveled and died like old leaves. New ones grew continuously to replace the lost limbs.  
 
    No one knew how the pod-walkers had evolved. There were guesses, but the initial colonies had been so devastated by the first animated seasons they’d experienced that there was no botanist left who was qualified to answer these questions. They remained a mystery, and the surviving colonists lived in a delicate truce with them. As long as humans had no contact with the juvenile plants—and more importantly the walkers—no one died. Unfortunately, the pods in their myriad forms were the dominant life form on Faust, and not easily avoided. 
 
    Gersen peered past the bustling walkers, looking beyond them to the village, which was hidden by the undulations of the land. It seemed to him that smoke wisped upward from that direction. He frowned. Just what were the villagers doing? What was Kerth up to right now? Had he perhaps staged a coup against the gullible Bolivar? Was Estelle enduring an assault even as Gersen floated on the waves? 
 
    He sighed and turned his face away from the island. “Let well enough alone,” his father had told him long years ago. In general, that had always been his creed. He’d drifted through ten villages like this one, although most of them had been less isolated and his visitations less adventurous.  
 
    In the end, he did not set sail and head for the mainland as he’d intended. With a growl of frustration, he took up the oars and rowed. He turned his craft around and headed back toward the beach. 
 
    In his mind, he considered a score of reasons to take action: he was angry with Kerth; he wanted to see if Estelle was all right; his pride had been injured; and he sought revenge. All of these were compelling, to one degree or another.  
 
    He was angry with himself almost as much as he was with the villagers who had chased him out of the settlement. He supposed it was pride that drove him back into danger, as much as anything else. He’d been freely abused, and he could not let that abuse stand unanswered. He also admitted to a strong desire to experience Estelle’s soft voice and even softer touch again. 
 
    When he reached the point where the waves crashed upon the sand around him, he had to dodge the pod-walkers, who were beginning to sense his presence. In a rippling series of splashes, the monsters thumped down each of their three, stump-like feet in the surf with thunderous reports. At first, they trundled past his tiny boat without a care. They were blind, but they had excellent heat-sensing organs. They did not see in the infrared, but they could feel moving sources of warmth that came near them, even as a torch waved near a blindfolded man’s arm would inevitably make him flinch.  
 
    Gersen tossed the anchor down when he could touch the bottom with a probing toe, but he didn’t simply make a thrashing run for the beach. Instead, he dove into the water and cooled his body off with the seawater. Sliding along just under the surface, he turned his head up to suck in infrequent breaths.  
 
    He soon reached the shoreline. Lying in the surf with waves rolling over him, he attempted to time his next move. It was not easy, as the pod-walkers seemed to be everywhere.  
 
    In the end, he hesitated too long. A pod-walker came splashing up behind him from the seabed. It was a big one, with no less than nineteen whipping vines hanging from a gargantuan crown. These vines dragged a load of fresh sea-podlings behind the monster, ready to be planted in the dry sands. 
 
    Gersen realized he could not slip away to the right or left down the beach due to the proximity of more walkers. He did the only thing he could: he stood up and ran for the dirt track that led uphill to the village.  
 
    The nearest three walkers froze for a moment, then slowly turned this way and that. They had the attitude of listening men. Like an escaping rodent, Gersen ran uphill between them. 
 
    He glanced back when he’d reached the relative safety of the road. He put his hands on his knees and panted. He was not truly winded yet, but fear and poisoning had a way of tiring a man quickly. He could see the pod-walkers were curious and casting for him, like predators throwing their noses high to catch the faint scent of prey. 
 
    He had evaded them. Now, he had a decision to make. He looked up the road again, but still couldn’t make out the village walls. The curl of smoke in the sky had thickened and turned black. He frowned. Something odd was definitely going on up there. He suspected Kerth was at the bottom of it. 
 
    Gersen knew he couldn’t very well march up and tap upon the gates again. That would only gain him a fresh shower of crossbow bolts from the walls. Even Bolivar had said he couldn’t help. A stranger who broke their taboos had to be punished. 
 
    Frowning, and wondering at his own sanity, Gersen walked to the nearest bed of freshly-planted sea-pods. These were the infants of the species. They were buried clusters of bulbs that were each no larger than a man’s eyeball. Later, these would turn into spiny pods the size of a man’s elongated head.  
 
    Breathing through his teeth, he grabbed up the root of the plant and wrenched it loose from the sand. The vines began writhing weakly. Gersen produced a tiny blade he’d gotten from his boat and slashed open several of the podlings until they dripped a thick, greenish sap.  
 
    Having been freshly transplanted from the bottom of the ocean to the beach, the pods were in no condition to defend themselves. They could, however, make a strange odor. Few men had smelled it before, Gersen himself being among that select group. The pods released a whistling sulfurous gas which he immediately recognized. They were calling for help. 
 
    Gersen savagely ripped up another handful of squirming, fleshy tubers and slashed these open as well. The young plants released a powerful stink. He began to trot up the road with twin handfuls of vines. Sticky green sap dribbled behind him with every step.  
 
    All along the beach, every pod-walker stopped stumping along the shoreline. They froze, crowns trembling. Then as one, they turned and thundered after him. They hooted and blasted tremendous, low-noted howls as they came. These noises served to call yet more of their kind. They had no ears, but could detect low vibrations which tickled their sensitive, hair-thin spines. 
 
    The chase was on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Twelve 
 
      
 
    Gersen doubted the wisdom of his actions when he glanced over his shoulder. There had to be thirty pod-walkers pursuing him, and those were only the ones he could see. Worse than those behind were the ones that might be ahead. They would seek to intercept him. 
 
    As he topped a rise less than a half-mile from the village walls, his doubts grew. He could see a hundred or more of the walkers, all behind him, humping upslope rapidly. He now was fairly certain he was mildly insane. No matter, he told himself. He would most likely be dead within minutes, and at that point all recriminations would be in the past.  
 
    He topped the final rise, expecting to see the vast plateau of juvenile plants ahead he’d passed through before. His vague plan had been to run for the hole under the boulders, which was too small for a pod-walker to enter. While they madly howled and thundered after him, surging against the walls, he’d hoped at the very least to give Kerth and his friends the fright of their lives. 
 
    When he saw the actual scene, however, he was almost too stunned to take it all in. The field was still there, terminating in the stern line of boulders, but the pods were all burnt and dead. In the middle of the field was a new, ugly structure of some kind. Built of blackened metal and struts, it looked like a bloated spider squatting on the land. The spider had a triangular mouth in its belly, and the mouth was open, the lower jaw forming a ramp that sank into the dust with what was evidently great weight. 
 
    It took a second or two for Gersen to comprehend that he was looking at a spacecraft. He’d never seen one outside the vids, and this one was of an unfamiliar, alien design. He stumbled in his surprised, and fell to one knee. He quickly scrambled back up and advanced warily along the road.  
 
    He was so stunned, gaping at the spider-like craft, he scarcely noticed the smashed gate and tumbled watchtower ahead of him until he reached them. He staggered to a shuffling halt and stared when these realities finally struck home.  
 
    “What in the Nine Hells…?” he whispered to no one. 
 
    At that point, the first of the pod-walkers crested the rise behind him. It hooted and trundled forward on its three churning legs. Gersen tried to think. The gate had clearly been smashed down by invaders from the ship. He recalled the streaks of light he’d seen in the sky—could this truly be them? Aliens from the quiet skies? No one came to Faust—no one. He could scarcely imagine a reason why anyone would want to bother his people in their meager existence, but he pushed those thoughts aside quickly. He wasn’t one for pondering unknowables, especially not when his life was under immediate threat. 
 
    Not sure what else to do, Gersen whirled the podlings he still dragged behind him around his head three times, releasing them. They sailed into the open mouth of the ship. The pod-walkers would have a good time retrieving them. Then he turned and raced into the village itself, passing the disintegrated gates. 
 
    As he trotted into the compound, his horror grew with every step. The bodies of villagers decorated the landscape. Twisted, burned, and chopped into bloody bits, people lay dead in every imaginable state of repose. They were hung from the struts of domes or left in piles of severed body parts. Some seemed to have been simply struck dead where they stood.  
 
    Gersen examined each, shuffling ahead and making odd sounds in his throat. Black blood mixed with gray dust and formed a crust upon his sandals. His eyes searched every twisted, dead face he saw. The breezes coming up from the sea ruffled the dead, lifting their hair and coating their cheeks with dust. He recognized a few of them, but did not see Estelle. 
 
    Behind him, the pod-walkers set up a tremendous din when they found the burnt field. When they reached the spaceship, they went mad. Wild, undulating hoots and howls rose up. The sounds were alien, like sea winds in a raging night storm. They attacked the struts and beat their crowns against the dark hull. They tore and scrabbled at what they viewed as a huge attacker, taking off chunks of shielding. They left sticky splotches of sap on every surface. They rushed through the open hatch when they found it, smashing down mech crewmen in the passages and running wild inside the ship itself. Their echoing cries warbled from deep within the craft.  
 
    Incredibly, Gersen saw the entire ship sway slightly, such was the power of their collective fury. He felt a deep-seated pang of terror in his belly. Just such scenes had heralded the extinction of various colony settlements in the early days. What had he unleashed? 
 
    He found Kerth strung up by a length of cord. Gersen realized after a moment of peering that the cord was from the man’s broken crossbow, which lay beneath his dangling feet. All of his crossbow bolts had been thrust into his body at a variety of angles. His left eye was dead and staring, while his right had been plucked loose. It sagged and drooped upon his cheek like an emptied bladder. 
 
    Shuddering, Gersen wasn’t sure if he should advance further into the village. Who could have performed all these atrocities? Were the invaders better than the pod-walkers, or infinitely worse? 
 
    Crouching and peering from the wreckage of a demolished dome, he watched as the walkers wreaked havoc upon the invading ship. Dozens ripped at the exterior, attempting to pull off chunks of the outer hull. Some, however, had wandered away from this task. They quickly found the wall and its absent gate. They bellowed for their brethren, and flooded into the village itself. They set about tearing down the domes nearest the entrance. Excitedly, they attacked everything they came near. The last standing structures were knocked flat and the dead were shredded before being cast aside. 
 
    Gersen crept back further into the wreckage he’d found. He sensed the end of his life was near. If not from the walkers themselves, then from the invaders, who seemed hell-bent on killing every villager in the most gruesome fashion they could devise. 
 
    He heard a new sound then, but it didn’t fill him with anything resembling hope. A group advanced from deeper within the village. Their footsteps sounded loud and numerous. There was an odd metallic ring to the steps, as if they wore metal suits. 
 
    Gersen sought a better place to hide, and he soon crawled under a demolished water basin. There, he crouched and stared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Thirteen 
 
      
 
    No one was more shocked than the Engineer when the mechs met up with the pod-walkers. Strange, alien creatures heaved and stomped, tearing up what remained of the village. The mech column, including sixteen Marines, two Sergeants, the Captain and the Engineer with his trailing Techs, all halted in surprise. 
 
    They could scarcely believe their orbs. Beasts like walking three-legged trees were running amok. There were scores of them, and they were big. The largest were taller than the thirty-foot tall row of boulders that ringed this pathetic settlement. Suddenly, the Engineer understood why the natives had built their primitive fortifications. 
 
    The Captain recovered faster than the rest of them. “First Squad, advance!” he roared. “Second Squad, encircle this position and lay down defensive fire!” 
 
    The Marines surged ahead, following their Sergeants. They moved with bent knees and raised weapons. Their grippers spun as they adjusted nozzles and release-valve settings. Without instructions, they knew they would need both range and maximum output.  
 
    At a range of fifty paces, a Sergeant roared: “Fire!” He was immediately obeyed. A blaze of plasma that resembled solid, glaringly bright light spun outward in a spiral pattern from the throat of every Marine’s weapon. The front rank of walkers was scorched and many of them burst into flame. The mech weapons were designed to destroy metal rather than cellulose; consequently the enemy was not stopped. 
 
    The effect on the milling mob of monsters was astonishing. They’d been wandering in random directions like agitated ants searching for something to attack. Now, they’d been given purpose and direction. A tremendous collective roar of fresh howls shot up from every creature. They charged as if they possessed a single mind between the mass of them.  
 
    The monsters moved with surprising rapidity and, although many were encased in flames, they showed not the slightest hint of fear. If they felt pain, it was clear the only effect of it was to goad them into a greater fury.  
 
    “Close-assault configuration!” screamed First Squad’s Sergeant. “Fire at will!” 
 
    The Marines again adjusted their weapons expertly, dialing for a broader spread of plasma. When they unleashed their lavender gushes of energy again, the enemy was almost upon them. Several of the monsters went down this time, overwhelmed by the searing heat that burned away their vines and blackened their bark. The majority, however, pressed forward despite the withering attacks. 
 
    When the two lines crashed into one another, both sides reeled from the shock. Every mech Marine was a fierce combat system. Equipped with a thicker chassis than normal crewmembers, reinforced titanium limbs and even orbs that could not be broken with a sledgehammer, they did not succumb to any kind of assault easily. Each weighed more than a ton and stood a foot taller than a normal man. But when the pod-walkers charged into them, they went down like a row of sticks. It was a simple matter of mass and weight ratios. Each walker was three times as tall and had six times the weight of a mech. As most of the walkers were on fire and their vines had been burned away, they did not try to grapple. Instead, they knocked the mechs down and stomped on them. Huge flat feet drove downward like wooden mallets.  
 
    The mechs continued struggling from the ground. They released gush after gush of brilliant plasma up at their raging attackers. Overwhelmed, many pod-walkers thrashed and died. Their legs were cut from under them, causing them to topple and fall onto one another.  
 
    Mechs were crushed into the ground, hammered down like spikes. Their limbs broke, and their weapons misfired. Often, these accidents caused gruesome casualties. The mech weapons were more deadly to another mech than they were to the walkers. Numerous cases of fratricide occurred as mechs blindly unleashed gush after gush of blazing plasma. 
 
    “Captain,” said the Engineer. “The First Tactical Squad is being defeated.” 
 
    The Captain’s orbs blazed. “This is incredible! Where did these villagers get this army of trees?” 
 
    “I believe they are an indigenous alien species—not trees.” 
 
    The Captain gave a strange bark of laughter. “You have a substandard brain. As proof, you lack any sense of self-expression above the most literal. Of course they aren’t trees! They are vicious alien beasts. You are worse than useless Engineer, and I will disconnect you the moment this battle has been concluded.” 
 
    “Captain,” began the Engineer, but the officer marched away from him.  
 
    The Captain spoke to the Sergeant of the second Marine squadron. “Narrow your beam and fire low. Take out their legs at range. They will be helpless if they can’t maneuver.” 
 
    “But sir, some of the First Squad might be hit.” 
 
    “Follow your orders Sergeant, or be disconnected!” 
 
    The Sergeant offered no more objections. He shouted orders, and his Marines advanced, firing steadily into the thrashing mass of mechs and walkers. Within a few minutes, most of the walkers had been disabled. It was a simple matter after that to destroy the crippled survivors. 
 
    The Engineer watched with dismay. The Captain had indeed given appropriate orders. Using these new tactics, the pod-walkers would be quickly destroyed. Unfortunately, that meant he was to be disconnected very soon and had only seconds left to live. He turned to his two Techs, and beckoned them to advance. Between them, they carried the metal box he’d been working on for days. 
 
    The Captain ordered Second Squad to cease fire and advance into the heaving mass of bodies. They were to save every Marine from the First Squad that they could. Few survivors were found, however. 
 
    The Engineer felt stressed. He did not think the Captain had made his threat as a joke. Neither was he likely to change his mind. As the Engineer fiddled with the controls on his metal box, the Captain strode back toward him. Repeatedly, the Engineer adjusted the settings and activated the machine. Nothing appeared to happen. 
 
    “Engineer,” the Captain said. “Stand clear of that equipment. I do not wish to damage it.” 
 
    “One moment, sir,” the Engineer said. “I think I have a new reading on the location of the enemy equipment. If you will give me a few minutes more—” 
 
    The Captain chuckled, and raised his disconnection device. “Disobedient as well? This shall be my good deed for the day. Your removal from the crew—” 
 
    The Captain broke off as the mech Marine Sergeant standing beside him stumbled. The Sergeant pitched forward on his face. The chassis was stiff and unresponsive, and his orbs were face down in the dust. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” the Captain asked irritably. Frowning, he returned to his attention to the Engineer. 
 
    The Engineer was now frantically adjusting his equipment and slapping at it with his grippers. The Captain’s artificial eyes spread wide. He lifted his disconnection wand and depressed the firing stud. 
 
    The Engineer wanted to dive out of the way. But he knew it was pointless. His chassis had already received the signal, and three seconds from now it would be too late. He activated his makeshift device, and hoped the projector was aimed correctly this time.  
 
    “Mutiny!” said the Captain, but already, the volume of his voice had shrunken to a whisper. There was no power in it. The arm holding the disconnection wand sagged, pointing toward the ground. He could no longer lift it. 
 
    A moment later, the Captain crashed into the dust at the Engineer’s feet, disconnected. The Engineer’s metal box had finally operated as intended. It was a disconnection device, like any other. It was overly-large and primitive, but effective at short range nonetheless. The only improvement the Engineer had made to the original design was the removal of the three-second delay. 
 
    “The Captain has suffered a malfunction,” the Engineer said calmly. He ordered the rest of the Marines to advance on the ship and remove the rampaging aliens. He picked up the Captain’s disconnection wand and waved it meaningfully at the other mechs. They all hastened to obey him. 
 
    It was time to leave this vile planet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Fourteen 
 
      
 
    As the Engineer marched at the rear of his Marines, Gersen found himself in the mech’s path. He’d been forced to exit his hiding spot due to the battle. He was now trapped between the pod-walkers on the far side of the wall and the advancing mechs. He calculated his odds of survival were higher if he faced the mechs, rather than the enraged pod-walkers. He decided to bluff it through. 
 
    Accordingly, Gersen stood to one side of the broken gates. He kept his hands out, showing he was unarmed and doing nothing to impede the passing mechs. The mech Marines marched past him, advancing upon the pod-walkers that still thronged the ship. Using the Captain’s technique of burning away the enemy’s legs, the Marines pressed the walkers back steadily. 
 
    They passed Gersen by, barely glancing at him with their flashing metallic orbs. They had no orders regarding him, so they ignored him after determining he wasn’t a credible threat. 
 
    Gersen grew bolder as the Engineer approached. He dared to ask a question. “You are leaving?” 
 
    The Engineer glanced at him. For a moment, it seemed he would march by like the rest of them, but then he hesitated. The two Techs behind him shuffled their clanking feet uneasily. 
 
    “Yes,” the Engineer said to Gersen. 
 
    “But why did you come? Why did you burn our village and torture our people? Was this all for nothing?” 
 
    “We sought what you do not have. We require technology to repair our ship. Unfortunately, you have nothing worthy of the name.” 
 
    The mechs turned to go, but Gersen dared to step closer. Two nearby Marines reacted, rotating their thoraxes suddenly and redirecting their projectors. The Engineer stopped too, and turned his orbs toward the thin, heavily-scarred man. 
 
    “We have something to trade,” Gersen said. “You may find it useful.” 
 
    “Give it to us.” 
 
    “I will, if you will give me one of your weapons. One pack, and one plasma projector.” 
 
    The Engineer stepped forward. He lifted a single gripper. The mandibles opened and closed once in what was clearly a threatening gesture. “You will be persuaded.” 
 
    “No,” Gersen said. “Look around you, none of my people can be persuaded. It would be simpler and faster to trade.” 
 
    The Engineer appeared to think it over. “If the item is as you say, I will trade.” 
 
    Gersen led the clanking mechs to the dome Bolivar had shown him. Inside, there was the spherical tank that showed past events. They passed by this artifact, with the Engineer showing little interest. 
 
    “I do not want your bulky display device.” 
 
    “Of course not. But you might be able to use the generator that operates it.” 
 
    Gersen revealed the system at the base of the display device. He’d noticed it before when witnessing Bolivar’s little show. The generator was far larger and more powerful than what was required to operate the display system. Like using a jet engine to power a bicycle, the power supply was overkill. It had been removed from a starship and set here for this comparatively minor task. 
 
    The Engineer examined the unit. “This is an ancient system—but very powerful. We have nothing like it in the archives of Talos.” 
 
    “It was built on Old Earth. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    The Engineer ordered a Marine to give the man his weapon and pack. As a precaution, he removed the power cable that connected the generator to the projector. Gersen didn’t argue, calculating they could fashion a replacement later. 
 
    The mechs took the massive generator away and left Faust, without discussing the matter further. Gersen watched them mount the ramp and enter the black, triangular mouth of their ship. He was glad to see them go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Bolivar had only three fingers and a thumb left on his remaining hand, but he had survived. After he’d passed out from pain, the mechs had dropped him into the dirt and moved on to livelier prey. He still managed to smile crookedly when he heard Gersen’s tale.  
 
    “You were able to reason with the mechanical invaders when the rest of us failed,” Bolivar said. “You drove them from our village and, for this, we are grateful.” 
 
    Gersen opened his mouth, thinking to correct Bolivar on the details. But then he thought of the way these people had treated him in the past. He shrugged, nodded, and stayed quiet. He did not think of himself as a hero—but he was willing to play the part. 
 
    “We will change the laws, as they failed to protect us today,” Bolivar said with a thick tongue and slurring voice.  
 
    The rest of the villagers huddled around them. Estelle was among them, and Gersen was glad to see she was relatively undamaged. Even her hands were intact.  
 
    The villagers were dirty, their faces streaked with sweat and tears. Less than half their number had survived the day. Bolivar’s single remaining hand shook, as he removed his silver whistle. He presented it to Gersen.  
 
    “Will you give us new laws, to protect us from new threats?” 
 
    Gersen squinted at the whistle which flashed crimson in the sunlight. He took a moment to look beyond the throng—past the broken gate, the burnt field and the smoldering piles of dead. He saw the shining sea on the horizon. He knew he could leave this place and never come back. He also knew he would never forget this strange village, no matter how far he traveled. 
 
    He turned back to Bolivar, Estelle and the others. He took the whistle, lifting it high overhead so they could see it spin and shine. 
 
    “I will stay,” he said.  
 
    He then continued to speak, suggesting new rules by which the villagers would live their lives in the future. When the sun began to set, turning the western sea to blood, he’d finished his simple set of rules to live by, rules that allowed for experimentation, exploration and technological development.  
 
    On Faust, due to the high speed of planetary rotation, the sunsets were brief. When darkness overcame them, Gersen saw the gleaming streak in the sky again. The mech ship accelerated away from his world. He hoped to never see them return.  
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    From the Author: Thanks Reader! I hope you enjoyed THE BLACK SHIP. If you liked the Mech Books and want to read more stories in this universe, please put up some stars and a review. Let me know what kind of world you’d like to discover next! If you’d rather read Undying Mercenaries, don’t worry, the next one is coming out soon. 
 
    -BVL 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    More SF Books by B. V. Larson: 
 
      
 
    Imperium Series: 
 
    Mech Zero: The Dominant (Novella) 
 
    Mech 1: The Parent  
 
    Mech 2: The Savant 
 
    Mech 3: The Empress 
 
    Mech 4: The Black Ship (Novella) 
 
      
 
    Lost Colonies Trilogy: 
 
    Battle Cruiser 
 
    Dreadnought 
 
    Star Carrier 
 
      
 
    The Undying Mercenaries Series: 
 
    Steel World 
 
    Dust World 
 
    Tech World 
 
    Machine World 
 
    Death World 
 
    Home World 
 
    Rogue World 
 
      
 
    Rebel Fleet Series: 
 
    Rebel Fleet 
 
    Orion Fleet 
 
    Alpha Fleet 
 
      
 
    Visit BVLarson.com for more information. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
1 BESTSELLING SF AUTHOR

LARSON

)





