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PROLOGUES
Helenne ran all the way home.  Evening sunlight was finally burning through the fog at Seaside Towers, bathing the dirty white apartment blocks in a golden light.  She jogged across playgrounds slick with dew, cut across half-overgrown courtyards, and hurried through the misty long shadows of the towers.  She was out of breath when she reached Building 47, but she didn’t want to risk the elevators.

After a short pause to catch her breath and slow her heart, she started up the outside stairs.  Originally intended only for emergencies, the stairs were narrow and steep, crisscrossing the side of the tower.  She squeezed herself flat to let others past, eyes averted.  Twice she almost slipped on the black mold that infested the white plastcrete.  Nothing was supposed to grow on the plastcrete, and it still held its form without chipping or dulling, but after a hundred standard years in the sea air, molds, mosses and even tiny gizna shells had infiltrated smooth surfaces and tiny cracks.
Their apartment was on Level 12.  The door’s label said 1253 AJ VARTUN in block script.  That was her father’s name.  Her mother had left when she was little.  The door recognized her and let her in.  The place was its usual mess, and she stepped over discarded packages and a bag of garbage.  The cleaning machine was broken again.  It sat in a corner with a panel open.  She picked up the smelly garbage and tossed it in the shoot by the door.  It only took a few seconds, but her father couldn’t be bothered.

Alihan Juro Vartun sat in his big black recliner chair, PVR rig covering his head.  A dole-issue smartsuit covered his bloated body, and the belt indicator blinked orange, meaning it wasn’t able to keep up with waste production and would soon need to be emptied.  A feeding tube ran from the kitchen unit to his rig-covered mouth.  Helenne tried to wake him, to bring him out of the VR adventure.  He didn’t respond.  She wiped the mountain scene off the wall screen and checked statistics.  He’s been in there for sixty-four hours, but override wouldn’t bring him out until eighty.  He’d smell of shit by then.
She blinked back tears.  He wouldn’t care anyway.  He’d just say, “So what, so you got into college.  All you have to do is work harder to get barely more than a dole, ‘speci’lly with the Post-Material coming and all.”  Her father had never worked; neither had her mother, or her grandparents for that matter.  There was an uncle down in Belliniar that had a job, but he wouldn’t associate with the rest of the family.  Like mother, wherever she was.

Helenne ran from the apartment and took the stairs up to the roof, another thirteen flights.  Her heart was pounding when she finally reached the flat-topped expanse, covered with puddles from this morning’s rain and stained with patches black and gray mold.  She brought up the interface of her dole-grade guide implant, and her heart rate superimposed itself on her vision.  It was almost two hundred beats a minute, but it soon slowed.  She walked across the roof, controlling her breathing.  The fog had cleared now, and a pale jade sky hung high above her, almost clear of clouds.  She leaned over the rail of the seaward side.

On many worlds, the Seaside neighborhood would be high-priced real estate, for people with jobs and ambitions.  But on Erta, the tides ruled the shore, and down below Building 47 was a sea wall, now still thirty meters above the restless dark ocean.  Salt air filled her lungs, the sounds of waves pounding on plastcrete walls finally overcoming her heartbeat.  Somewhere on her climb, she’d bitten her lip, and her mouth tasted salty.  It didn’t matter; it would stop bleeding and her heart would calm down soon.  Across the seaward horizon, the sky faded to yellow, and above distant waves, the moon Nokara hung huge and nearly full in the sky.  She could see its yellow deserts, its red highlands and small dark seas.  Sandstorms ravaged its middle latitudes and a few tiny flickers of light near the terminator spoke of civilization.  Above and to the right of Nokara was the dim yellow speck of Osrani, the system’s larger gas giant, and her guide told that up above her head, invisible in the day and dim at night, hung the green-blue speck of Katumba, the outer giant a billion klicks away.
Soon she would be away.  Not a billion kilometers, but barely twenty to the North Campus of Apika Public University.  Her scholarship covered room and board, and the school had the old-fashioned belief that on-site live instruction was better than VR.  That’s why she picked it, and now it had picked her.  She spat over the edge, bloody spittle clearing the building to vanish from her view before it struck the sea wall.  She’d miss this view, but nothing else.  By the time her father crawled out of VR to empty his overflowing shit sack, she’d be packed and gone.

*





*




*

Twelve years later...

The western view from the fifty-eighth floor of the Frandis Hotel stretched from the outskirts of the spire city of Meldensen to the red sandy badlands beyond.  Towering buttes and ragged hoodoos dominated the northwest vistas.  To the southwest, lost in a pink afternoon haze, the rim of the rugged Jarheen Canyon was barely visible; the steam and dust of its famous rip tide was a swirling white cloud marking the rush of water from the distant Nandem Sea.  A huge crescent Erta, streaks of blue, white and olive, hung over the western horizon, the planet’s gravity distorting the very shape of Nokara, raising earth-tides as the moon swung closer to its more hospitable parent.

The stunning view was lost on Chrys Berk-Ovis.  She was still struggling with her name tag.  The little plastic rectangle displayed:

Academian Chrysanthemum Berk-Ovis
Associate Professor
Imperial History Department
Exeter Public University
Exeter, Erta

But Chrys had never shared her parent’s interest in flowers and her given name did more to cause people to stumble over their words than her carefully sculpted appearance.  She stomped her foot in frustration.  She might have been short, barely 1.55 meters even after a few centimeters of height enhancement, but she’d spent most her nearly eighty years and much of her excess funds meticulously developing her face and her body toward her own view of perfection.  “Why won’t you display my first name as ‘Chrys’?” she demanded, growling in irritation at the plastic card.

<Sorry, the parameters of established identification are not user editable,> the card replied back, its electronic signals transmitted to her implant guide cybernetics.

“But that’s not how people know me,” she griped.

<Identification information is not user editable.  This prevents attendees from impersonating others or embellishing credentials.>

“I just want to impersonate myself, you mindless piece of nanocrap,” she grumbled.  In her opinion, the entire idea of name tags was archaic.  At least on Erta, everyone could exchange personal information through guide identifiers, making this primitive external display, well, primitive – and unnecessary.  And annoying.  Here on Nokara, nearly half the conference attendees were from Erta or its moon, and most of the rest came from important worlds that were just as advanced.  But, accepting the futility of arguing with a poorly programmed piece of plastic, she went back to concentrating on perfecting her appearance.

Mirroring the window, she examined herself in detail.  Her gold and platinum streaked hair was pulled back in a complex braided tail.  Her eyes shone with an enhanced violet radiance.  Her face, clear of any superficial makeup, had a healthy rose finish, no blemishes or lines disturbing its nanomed-maintained smoothness.  It would be at least a couple of standard centuries before her internal mix of biological and mechanical nanomeds would allow enough aging for her to consider a full body regeneration.  She smiled, flashing perfect teeth.

Her black and gold mobius dress was a little extreme for a professor specializing in the relics of a two thousand year dead civilization, but she wore it well, its broad oblique bands covering, forming and exposing her shape with a careful mix of modesty and promise.  With her legs exposed below mid-thigh and with her ten centimeter heels, needle thin spindles ending in transparent motile pads - she could sprint in those shoes, if so inclined - enhancing her calves and increasing her height, she knew her looks would turn more heads and cause more stammer than her tongue-tangling given name.

Satisfied, she ordered her purse to follow her, strode confidently from her miniature suite, and headed down to the convention room floor.  Obscured behind the mirrored window, an afternoon windstorm took shape over the badlands of equatorial Nokara.

 

Chrys Berk-Ovis rode the elevator down alone and arrived into a crowded foyer, her purse hovering behind her at a respectful distance.  Her post-graduate assistant, Helenne Vartun, immediately worked her way through the crowd to join her.  Chrys eyed the younger woman, taller than her mentor by at least twenty centimeters, but whose flat shoes halved the difference.  Helenne wore her brown hair in a short conservative style and covered what Chrys thought was a worthy natural figure in a loose yellow dress suit.  Helenne had continually disregarded her mentor’s advice on matters of appearance, and still insisted she would develop a more serious and respectable reputation based on her accomplishments alone – the naiveté of youth.

Chrys noticed Helenne’s puzzled stare toward the nametag she‘d planted squarely over her half-exposed left breast.

“Couldn’t convince the damn thing to use my short name,” she said.  Eyeing Helenne’s lavender badge, she asked, “And how did you get yours off that putrid eggshell tint?” 

“There’s a color menu for it,” Helenne explained.  “Would you like me to fix your name for you?”

“It won’t let you edit the given name,” Chrys grumbled, turning to flash a smile and some leg toward a group of men from Lordabaelis.

Helenne sighed and said, “Here, pass me root control, and I’ll fix you up.”  Within seconds, the first line of the name tag switched to ‘Academian Chrys Berk-Ovis’ and the background took on a lavender hue identical to Helen’s tag.

“How did you do that?” Chrys demanded.

“I just told it to display nickname instead of given name,” the younger woman answered, grinning.

“Piece of low-grade nanocrap didn’t tell me I could do that,” Chrys complained, pretending to straighten the tag and then smoothing nonexistent wrinkles from her dress.  She gestured for them to leave the foyer and head toward the main hall.

Communicating subvocally between their implanted guides, Chrys continued, <Do you have all the data with you for the exchange?  Hard copy?>

<Of course,> Helenne signaled backed, offended.  She passed her mentor a small data block.

Chrys paused to greet a couple of dark-clad Garissan Academians, full professors from the prestigious Moi Institute of Knowledge, extending her chest to ensure that they got a good look at her nametag.  While flashing a smile and engaging in autonomous small-talk, she signaled back to Helenne, <I just wanted to make sure you have all the coordinate details you extracted from that shriveled-up old mountain man.  I want this to go as smoothly as possible.>

<It’s all there.  Do you still think this is a fair trade?> Helen asked while outwardly greeting one of the Garrisans, an ebony skinned man well over two meters tall.

<We’ve discussed this,> Chrys retorted, still flirting with the older and shorter of the two Garrisans, gracefully working her way past them to continue toward the cavernous open hall.  <Why would we want to dig up an eighty meter long hollowed-out skull of some foreign trophy animal?  It’s not even historical.  It’s barely archeological, just a giant morbid trinket.>

The convention’s exhibit hall was for show, mostly to cater to the public and to provide a forum for mixing and showing off flashy presentations.  The serious work of the conference took place in smaller lecture halls scattered through the Frandis Hotel’s convention complex.  But it was a fabulous show.  Holographic displays soared towards the high vaulted ceiling.  A reconstruction of the atrium of the original Imperial Spring Palace – circa 4000CE – dominated one quadrant, its intricately embellished pillars continually changing to display the glories of the Jenan Age.

Chrys and Helenne threaded their way through the crowd, rarely pausing to acknowledge the display booths.  Near the far wall, Helenne fell behind, captivated by a simple flat screen projection and a small display cabinet exhibiting sleek silvery miniature spacecraft.  It was a presentation of an event every Nokaran knew by heart, and one most Ertans had at least learned in passing.

The video projection was from salvaged data four centuries old: faded two-dimensional color images of a chemical rocket launch, a flared silver rocket leaving the Nokaran plain, trailing a pillar of fire and smoke.  The woman’s voiceover commentary sounded distorted, “Commander Brekman’s expedition left Karduk Spaceport aboard the Vigilance a Mark II Antos shuttle, docking with Hope Station after an eight hour journey…”

The scene cut to the chemical rocket, its tanks nearly depleted, rendezvousing with a primitive space station, a motley collection of cylinders, antennae and solar panels.  Chrys tugged at Helenne’s sleeve.  “I’m sure you know how the story turns out.  Come on, you can watch the show some other time.”

Helenne hesitated for few more seconds.  The picture cut to a jerky video from inside the station as the crew transferred to their pioneering interplanetary craft.  “But to think they made it all the way out to Katumba Station and back on just chemical rockets and a balky fission reactor.  It’s incredible.”

“Well, some of them made it back, anyway.  Not exactly a glowing success, if you pardon the pun, but their setbacks, disasters and pitfalls are what makes it such an epic story.  I’m sure the movie loops and you can watch it later.  Let’s go,” Chrys insisted, leading her reluctant assistant toward the hall’s far exit.  She couldn't really grasp Helenne's fascination Brekman's Expedition.  It was completely outside the scope of her thesis and current studies; wandering off into a subject just because it was interesting would never get her a full-time position. 

Passing a display of relics from the Second Federation War, they strolled under a high arched gate and into a busy hallway.  The evening’s lecture sessions were almost ready to get underway.  

Professor Partraen Jessik, was late.  His public comm was set to busy, so they were forced to stand along the ornate wall, scanning the crowd for a man they had never met.

<I feel like a wallflower,> Chrys signaled, pushing herself up on her toes to better scan the crowd.

<He probably figured we’d be fashionably late,> Helenne suggested.

Chrys bit her lip in concern.  <Do you think we look too eager?  I mean, the way I set this up, it was supposed to look like a great deal for him and a just sentimental benefit for me.>

<You mean the sob story about your brother?>

Chrys’s color rose, <It’s not a sob story.  It’s true.  It just happens to not be the whole story.> She placed her hand up to cover her bare throat.  <Birch was on the Hendrikson when it went down in ’33, and finding his resting place does still matter to me after all these years.>

Helenne nodded.  <I’m sorry.  I understand that.  But why are you holding your hand up there?>

Chrys smiled at a chance to show she wasn’t completely ignorant of cybernetics.  <Don’t you know that a good eavesdropper can detect the little movements in your throat from a mastoid subvocalization?  It’s like reading lips, only you need a lot of processing power and good camera work to get a clear read.  I’m just keeping our conversation private.  You should be doing the same.>

<Oh,> Helenne replied.  <That’s OK, I don’t need to.  My comm is all subcranial.  Direct nerve connections, so there’s nothing to detect unless someone’s scanning my brain, and that’s pretty intrusive.  And, um, you could just wear a scarf.>

<Doesn't go with the outfit.  And I’m a bit surprised, Helenne.  I never figured you for a bit head.  Isn’t that mostly for VR gamers and hard core Archivers?>

The younger woman smiled shyly,  then looked up at someone who almost looked like their man before answering, <It’s not for gaming, but it does speed up dictation and data access – maybe three times as fast as subvocalization – with training.  They’re not that expensive anymore, so you might want to consider it if you’re concerned about privacy.>

“Technology,” Chrys muttered audibly.  <I got my subvoc set right after the turn of the century when I was a kid.  I’m not sure I’m up to changing my habits.  Subcranial’s still not standard issue, though.>

<I had a friend set me up with it,> Helenne replied, averting her eyes shyly now.

Chrys grinned.  It looked like a special friend, perhaps.  Chrys had never heard her assistant mention anything about her personal life.  But now wasn’t the time to pry.

<Well, he’s late for sure, now> she griped.  The hallway crowd was beginning to thin as people headed to their sessions. A subchannel convention datastream projected a starting notice onto the bottom of their vision.  <I’m hoping he doesn’t get cold feet.  I mean it’s not like the data transfer is illegal or anything.>

<Well, technically…> Helenne began.

Chrys shook her head, <Not particularly.  It’s not our fault the EDN accidentally released an unedited nav dump log from the Euros Balan.  It’s been forty years and most of it should be open files by now, anyway.>

<But not the raw data.>

<Fine,> she placed her hand firmly over her throat.  <But the Euros Balan gets us the last two stops of the Hendrikson.  And my brother’s diary mentions them finding traces of the Saratoga.  You know the Saratoga wreck is the best chance of finding the coordinates where the Kali was ditched in interstellar space after Dhalman's Folly, and the Kali should still have a full Plague-free data set of Imperial knowledge.>

“A lot of maybes,” Helenne said out loud.

“But we’re trading it for a useless skull,” Chrys retorted, through gritted teeth.  “Now, where is he?”

<There.> Helenne pointed to a thin bald man in a shimmering blue overcoat who was rushing toward them, motioning with the wave of his bony hand.

“Sorry, I’m late,” Partraen Jessik began, smiling.  “It’s just that the city of Meldensen has so much more to offer than another convention of my peers.”

“I should be so jaded,” Chrys replied, bringing her hand down from her throat, offering it to the approaching man in greeting.  “You should try getting to go to conventions from a public posting.  They’re pretty free with travel onworld, but even Nokara needs department head approval.  And if I wanted to travel out system, it would take two years – standard – to get the paperwork through the system.”

Jessik vigorously shook Chrys’s hand and replied, “That’s one of the advantages of my position at the Kaini Institute.  I’ve been to conferences on Farris, Nachen and I’m scheduled to travel to the PUMA conference on Morris next year.”

“I’ve never left the system, except one trip to Garissa for a conference a quarter century ago,” Chrys replied, frowning.  “And this is my post-grad researcher, Helenne Bartum, who’s never been outsystem at all,” she continued.

Helenne shook Jessik’s hand firmly.  “It’s only my second trip to Nokara,” she admitted.

“Well, hope you’re enjoying it.” Jessik’s perfunctory reply and smile were forced.

“Do you have it?” he asked, turning back to Chrys.

“Actually, Helenne found the information and verified it,” Chrys replied.  <And I might ask you if you have your information, as well,> she continued subvocally on a channel directed at Jessik.

Academian Jessik scanned the nearly deserted hallway.  “I have it,” he replied, biting his lip.  <I understand the need for you to try to find your brother’s resting place,> he continued, <but you do understand that we’re talking about something that happens forty years ago, two hundred light-years way.  You just said you can’t even get funds to travel out-system.>

Chrys smiled.  “I’ve saved up some money over the last half century, and I’m working on some private sponsorship.  If nothing else, it will be an adventure.  What about you?  Digging an eighty meter long skull out of a mountain bog?  Hard to justify that to the Projects Committee.”

“The K’targ skull was converted into a flying palace by Baroness Eleya Kannaddel after she received it as a gift from Crown Prince Rogar Kamarov in 4580 when he decided to renovate the Spring Palace.  It has great cultural and historical significance,” Jessik insisted.

<You know, Rogar didn’t become Crown Prince until Cleon IV died in 4619,> Helenne noted privately to Chrys.  <He was still just a Sector Admiral in 4580.>

Chrys shot Helen an irritated glance, <So Jessik's a hack.  Not our problem>, then she put on a hopefully warm-looking smile, “I’m sure you’ll have great success with the excavation, but it’s not a project I’m interested in pursuing, nor one that Exeter Public University is likely to sponsor.  I just want to make sure my brother and his shipmates get the closure they deserve.”

Jessik nodded.  “Yes, a pity the Director’s attention had shifted to the Zhantlian frontier by that time.  Nobody ever did a proper cleanup through Sector 341.  I was in the Navy back then myself.  Staff analysis work, nothing exciting.” <But, probably why I was accidentally on the distribution list for this data in the first place.>

“We’re going to be late for our lecture,” Helenne offered.  
Chrys nodded and offered out her hand again, a small storage block in her palm.  “Hard copy exchange, as agreed?”

Jessik nodded, pulling out his own data store, but hesitating before the exchange. “I realize the data I have doesn’t have any wider interest, but how do I know you won’t trade your information on the K’targ skull to anyone else?”

Chrys smiled broadly, <Well, if someone else starts digging up a mountain bog, you can always turn us in for receiving improperly released data.>

Jessik nodded uncertainly, then consummated the exchange, his blank look probably a realization that it would be difficult to turn them in without implicating himself.

“And I stake my professional reputation on my word,” Chrys added.  Helenne’s raised eyebrow prompted her to continue to Helenne: <Not a word.  At least I still have tenure, something you won’t see for a couple of decades unless this thing leads to what we hope.>

Helenne nodded.  “It was nice to meet you Academian Jessik,” the younger woman offered in parting, reaching out to grab the older woman’s arm.  “But, we’re going to be late.”

Leaving the near empty hallway, their purses trailing behind, they did sit through one lecture, a panel discussion on T’zet influence on Age of Elegance design.  The inclusion of two T’zet scholars, fury purple beings Chrys found strangely cuddly, at least made the repetition of scholars’ rehashed theses seem somewhat novel.

Chrys spent most of the lecture and discussion sitting in the back, sifting though the raw data she had just received.  All the navigation data for the last two months of her brother’s final patrol mission were there, even the location of the Hendrikson’s final resting place, shattered into boggy ground in an uninhabited corner of a backwater world.  Everything seemed to match the last entries saved from her brother’s old journal transmission and she had long memorized every word of that last message home.

After the session ended, they mingled a bit more, then Chrys left Helenne to wander through the exhibition hall, the younger woman still drawn back to the epic saga of Brekman’s Expedition.

When Chrys returned to her room, the long afternoon had ended in dusk, and the storm clouds had passed, depositing fine dust across the spire city.  With the planet and sun below the horizon, bright stars and the blurred band of the galaxy peeked though high clouds.  She dimmed the lights and sat in silence, weeping for her long dead brother.
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Simultaneously, three hundred light-years away...

Garyn Ustreu stood by the lower open cargo door of the freighter Lasro’s Good Fortune.  Lake Unaro stretched before her, calm in the pre-dawn light, reflecting the snow-covered highlands and pink sky of Gwendolyn’s far northern reaches.  A faint aurora curtain was still visible, pale green against a sky that faded to gray at its zenith. 

She watched local men and women moving efficiently to help robotic arms unload pallets and containers of supplies, weapons, ammunition, even body armor.  She sighed, her breath forming clouds before her face.  Karl had been wrong not to help her.  He’d been wrong about a lot of things, but the fact that it still bothered and that she wanted to go back and talk to him about this, about what he should be doing, that told her something too.  She ignored it.  Captain Karman Rassiki was old, crude, had little interest in women, but he had a soft spot for lost causes and he had agreed to do this run.
They’d set down at this tiny fishing depot, far from civilization, far from Bismarki patrols, and for a whole thirty-two minutes every day, outside of satellite surveillance.  The locals knew the drill.  They worked almost silently, though guide comms probably passed their messages, jokes and gossip.  They never gave her their private frequencies and codes, and she didn’t ask.

<Five minutes,> Captain Rassiki announced from up on the bridge.

<I’ll remind them,> she replied.  She just held up her hand, fingers spread, to the man she only knew as Commander Snow.

He nodded.  “We’ll be ready,” he answered, his soft Gwendolyn accent made her want to jump out and join them, fighting the occupiers in a gallant, endless struggle from cold camps and dark holes, but that wasn’t where she could do the most good.  She was doing her part.

The last pallet went onto the last fishing boat, and with waves and a ragged salute, they were gone, boats heading in different directions to scattered dumps along the long lake’s shores.  With two minutes to spare, Lasro’s Good Fortune lifted silently from the shore, and Garyn reluctantly triggered the cargo doors to close.

Five kilometers away, in a narrow valley on the lake’s far shore, a Bismarki P-4 lancer sat silent under active camouflage, invisible against boulders and snowdrifts.  The instant the freighter cleared its makeshift pad, the ship’s gunner gave the order.  Two penetrator missiles shot out, sonic bow shocks revealing their position as the missiles quickly accelerated to five times the speed of sound.

The freighter’s systems detected the simultaneous launch within a second.  Defensive lasers turned and focused at inhuman speeds and flickered across the lake before the starship’s crew even registered the warning lights.  The missiles dodged, flying erratically, but one burned through, tumbling, vaporizing, sending a steam explosion rippling across the lake.  On half a dozen fishing boats, heads began to turn towards the flash, but the sound had not yet reached them.

The second missile began to arc upwards towards the ascending starship.  Just a hundred meters from its target, bathed under intense x-ray light, it too vaporized, its hull becoming a wedge of molten metal.  But that wedge of molten tungsten held its form and splashed against the hull at E deck, burning through, and flashing in from the ship’s hull to its core in a hundredth of a second.
The starship’s antimatter sat protected in twenty ignition chambers, confined by magnetic fields and fortified by macromolecular armor designed to absorb the flash of macrojump ignition.  Landing regulations would have limited onboard storage to a single gram, but in this northern waste, there were no Starport Authority inspectors, and Captain Rassiki was in a hurry to jump as soon as space flattened enough.  He had started the vacuum distillers early.  The igniters held less than a fiftieth of the antimatter need for a jump, but far more than allowed on a planetary surface.

 The molten wedge of the missile’s remains burned though the engineering chamber, instantly immolating the three engineers on duty.  It burned through the other casings, dislodged the vacuum distiller interfaces and flooded the ignition chambers.  Nineteen of twenty chambers held up against the metal plasma. One didn’t.  There were only ten grams of positrons suspended in that chamber; they held their place for a few nanoseconds, but then as the field raggedly shut down, particles repelled uncontrollably, striking the containment wall and ignited.  Two nanoseconds later, the entire chamber burned with gamma radiation and cracked.  The core irradiated.  Three nanoseconds later a second chamber failed and then a third chamber vaporized.  Ten nanoseconds later, the entire core was a lopsided fireball, expanding though the ship.  In sixty nanoseconds it reached the outer hull, and Garyn, her brain barely registering the collision alarm, turned to vapor.
The explosion burst outward, flashing the fishing boats, melting the crews before the shock that disintegrated everything could reach them.  Far across the lake, hidden depots ignited, snow turned to steam, and then the avalanches started.

Black rain fell for hours.  It took four days to dig out the lancer crew.
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A few months later...

The toilet had no moving parts.  It was always icy cold to the touch.  For Fritz, that wouldn’t have been too arduous, but the bowl always had a strong antiseptic smell.  In his tiny cell, his fully extruded cot lay parallel to the toilet and to the small sink and showerhead.  He had a choice of sleeping with his head next to the toilet or next to the door, where the faint sounds of patrolling guards and shouting prisoners reverberated though the solid wall.

He had been in this cell for nine months.  His frame was a half centimeter short of two meters and the cell was exactly two meters long, a meter and a half wide.  With his cot morphed back into the wall, he could stand or sit, or walk on the one meter square patch of exercise pad set in the floor.  Food and supplies came in through an iris in the door.  He never left his cell.  The guards were all robotic, never cruel, always punctual, no good for small talk and gossip.  His sentence was for life, with no parole for a hundred standard years and no access to life extending medicines.  The nanomeds in this blood could keep him going for that century and beyond, but he wasn’t sure that was any relief.  The walls never changed from their ecru hue, and an imbedded text reader was his only entertainment.

For a time he tried to strike up a shouting conversation with his nearest cellmates.  The guards firmly, politely discouraged this.  Their deliberately non-human angular faces never changed expression.  The threat of disabling shock from the electrified floor panels had been enough to silence him after the third attempt, when he awoke stunned after striking his head on the toilet.  The other prisoners had little interesting to say, anyway.  Most criminals were idiots.  He should have known better.  He shouldn’t have let himself get caught.

 His trial had been a civilized affair.  The authorities on Mercator – geezers ruling over self-indulgent masses – discouraged media coverage of crime, maintaining the illusion that their society was safe, prosperous and ruled by an enlightened elite.  The holding cell under the courtroom was not much different from his cell at the Vastilas Facility for Incorrigible Criminals here on Garkhas, but on Mercator his guards had been Human – sadistic, unimaginative civil servants.  He probably shouldn’t have broken the fat one’s nose.

But they cleaned him up after the beating.  His bruises healed remarkably quickly in any case, and his own broken nose was just a variance from the mug shots of his arrest.  They put him in a respectable suit of local fashion, though he found the v-neck and the ruffled coattails completely ridiculous.  His defenders were a team from a respectable legal house, performing their court-appointed duty quite well, he thought, given what they had to work with.

When he entered the court for judgment, the male attorney, Junior Advocate Alfon Suranova, dressed in a similar, though more elaborate, lavender and green local outfit, had greeted him politely and offered him a drink of water.  Senior Advocate Hena Brem, dressed as always in an austere blood-red suit, had refused to meet his eyes knowing she had accomplished very little for her client.

“At least there’s no death penalty or mind wipe on Mercator,” Fritz had offered.

Suranova looked appalled, “What sort of primitive savages do you think –” Fritz’s stare cut him off, the junior advocate remembering that his client was charged with multiple murders.

The three judges enter the court with appropriate ceremony.  The senior judge looked the youngest; he was just back from a full regeneration.

Fritz and his advocates rose to accept the judgment.

The youthful senior judge read out the statement:

“Fredrich Garron Blitz, this Court has reached unanimous decision on the matter of these charges.  We have determined that you did cause the deaths of four citizens and the serious injury of twelve in the commission of your crime, the robbery of the Karzilla Antiquities Gallery.

“We accept the defense argument that these deaths were the auxiliary effects of your intended action, but we strongly reject your argument that the deaths are attributable to the failure of the two deceased guards, Ronan Brekma-Vos and Jubal Ismal, to heed your instructions.

“The fact that you voluntarily surrendered when surrounded by Fleman City constables and a full platoon of the Mercator Defense Force does little to mitigate your sentence.  This panel sees no redeeming or noble virtue in any of your actions since your arrival on our world.

“There being no extradition arrangements with your home world of Malth, and such transport being beyond the fiscal resources of this Court, we hereby sentence you to a term of life imprisonment at the Vastilas Facility for Incorrigible Criminals on the planet Garkhas, transport to commence on the next available shuttle.

“This Court is adjourned.”

 Garkhas was a barely habitable world orbiting the dimmer second sun of Mercator’s home system.  The transfer flight took nearly a month and the austere interplanetary shuttle had no artificial gravity.  Fritz didn’t mind the freefall, but a number of fellow transportees were more sensitive.  The holding cells reeked of vomit and feces.

Compared to the cell beneath the courthouse and the stinking shuttle, his cell at Vastilas, toilet smell or not, was luxurious.  The guards didn’t bother him; his advocates wrote, occasionally, promising a speedy appeal, but the monotony was maddening.  Three square meters.  Macrojump starship accommodations were bigger than this.  There was no sky, nothing to focus on but a text screen and yellow-white walls.  

He had been in the cell for less than a day before he began to contemplate his escape.  That no one had ever escaped from Vastilas was more encouragement than deterrent.  Days passed.  Soon they blurred one into another in a routine that rarely varied.  The guards delivered food and warnings.  They had no vices and suffered no distractions.  He was sealed in his cell.  The vents were smaller than his fist, the food iris smaller than his head.  The lights and electronics were integral to the walls.  He paced twenty kilometers a day on his floor pad.  He read histories and novels and technical manuals for hours each day.  That he needed only an hour or less of sleep a night did not work in his favor in this place.

His text reader had an annotation function.  In his many “endeavors” since leaving the Merchant Guild with a less than glowing recommendation, he had often used computing devices for unintended purposes.  With no access to external sources or parts, with his cranial guide computer shunted and disabled – removing the intricate circuitry woven through his cortex required brain surgery beyond the skill of Mercatorian medicine – he was left with little but natural intelligence to tackle the problem.  It took him a month to write his own compiler.

The text reader was a wholly separate system.  Fritz requested a title from the menu of approved texts, and then a guard arrived and inserted a chip into the reader’s external port.  He wrote his elaborate annotation script into a text on the founding of the Star Kingdoms Confederation and he told it to infect the text writer and report back with the next book.   A week passed.  Four books came and went with no response from his little worm.  Then he received a voice message from the Warden – the only free Human at Vastilas – who gloatingly told him that all books were wiped before their data chips reentered the writer.

In anger and frustration, he tried to disassemble the reader, but the guards stopped him within minutes.  He regained conscious on the floor.  His nose was broken again.  Damn toilet bowl.  After another week of deadening routine, made worse by revoked reading privileges, he attacked the electronics of his floor exercise pad.  After he regained consciousness, the guards transferred him to another cell while maintenance machines fixed his unit.  His brief trip down a featureless corridor with the same off-white color and no accessible paneling did little to aid his escape plans.  The semi-hopeful letters from his advocates became his best hope of reprieve, and that was a sad thought.

Nine months had passed.  He didn’t know why the smell from the toilet still bothered him.  He should have adapted by now.  He was deep in a handbook of cybernetic repair, hoping to glean something to use against the guards, when the call came in.  It was a voicemail from Alfon Suranova; no image, but the voice was upbeat.

“Fritz, we have secured a hearing with the Second Appellate Court.  They won’t reconsider the question of guilt, but they are willing to review the sentencing based on culpability and judicial bias.  We might be able to reduce the sentence to fifty years, review after thirty-three.  We’re trying to arrange for your transport to the hearing.”

Fritz shrugged.  Thirty-three to fifty was better than one hundred to infinity, but he was ready to beat his head against the toilet for entertainment, and it hadn’t even been a year.  Well at least a transport back to Mercator, even if in a stench-filled shuttle, would offer some variety.  Even in smell.  He also realized that transport was the best time to escape, or be rescued, if his cousins or former associates could find some reason to risk it.  Of course the Prison Authority also knew that.  The warnings against escape or hijacking were posted clearly on the transport.  Any loss of vehicle command and control would result in the air venting to space.  The robot crew didn’t care.

Two days later, without forewarning, a guard came to the door, irised it fully open and commanded Fritz to follow.

“Where are we going, Shiny?” Fritz asked.

The robot guard swiveled a silvered head.  “The Warden has asked to see you.”  

“About what?”

“No information,” the bulky guard replied.  The robot fitted Fritz with wrist restraints, thin metal cuffs capable of discharging a debilitating electric pulse, and led the prisoner down the featureless hall.

The elevator was equally featureless.  There was no command panel, no buttons, no indicators.  The robot controlled it electronically.  Acceleration was light.  Fritz had trouble judging the distance traveled, but he estimated that they were no more than a hundred meters higher when the door opened onto another featureless hall.

The hall ended in an iris door.  Beyond there was color.  Fritz smiled at the splash of blue and silver, yellow trimming and a carpet, some sort of geometrical pattern in red and black.  He stopped to examine it and the guard had to push him along.  There were real doors off the corridor, split sliding ones, not sharp edged irises.  This hall ended in a broad door, a stylish set of metal panels that aesthetically disguised their blast door rating.  Stenciled in intricate Mercator script was “Gordan Bashir, Warden”.

A second guard robot joined them, then the door opened.  Beyond was a stream of yellow sunlight.  Fritz just watched the beams of light, reflected off fine dust, swirling in recycled air.  It was long seconds before he noticed the Warden, sitting beyond a large red desk.  Behind him was a transparent wall.

The Vastilas Facility for Incorrigible Criminals was built into the side of a cliff, towering a thousand meters above a narrow fjord cut by the only sea on Garkhas.  The window, so large and flawless, was probably made of transparent metal, a solid shielded panel that gave a panoramic view of cloud-streaked turquoise sky, eroding red-brown cliffs speckled with snowy ledges and thin cascading falls, dropping into emerald waters.

“Mr. Blitz,” the Warden spoke, his reedy voice shattering Fritz’s euphoria.

Fritz’s focus shifted to the room itself, six meters long, four wide, the central desk dominating.  Pictures, still and moving, lined the walls.  Cabinets held objects of art or memorabilia.  The desk was orderly, set with multiple panels and trinkets: a few statues and a small blackened ridged orb set on a pedestal.

The Warden noticed Fritz’s gaze.  “It’s a ‘bazeball’, a token from an ancient Imperial Olympic sport, an inheritance from my grandfather.”

Fritz nodded.  His eyes were beginning a systematic survey of the room now, looking for anything he could use, commandeer or pilfer.

“Please be seated,” the Warden said.  A chair extruded from the floor, and Fritz complied, still silently examining the room.  There were dozens or hundreds of individual items, some out of sight in his periphery.  The sunlight felt warm on his face.  The room smelled fresh.

“You’re wondering why you’re here,” The Warden offered.

“It’s about my appeal, I guess,” Fritz answered.  So far, he didn’t see anything particularly useful.  He was sure the guards would stop him before he moved a few centimeters, in any case.  He decided to relax and enjoy the change of scenery.

“Yes,” the Warden looked sour at the very thought of the appeal.  “While the Court was prohibited from considering off-world charges, previous convictions and outstanding warrants in deciding your case, I’m under no such restriction.  I’ve registered my objection to your transport, considering it to be too great a risk, even if we hibernate you for the passage.”

Fritz grinned.  “Well, my reputation seems to have caught up with me.  But how exactly would I hijack a stinking junk transport from hibernation?”

“My records indicate you once escaped custody while officially deceased.  Plus, you have a list of several known associates, whereabouts unknown.  They may attempt to spring you, though I can’t imagine why.

“But you’re here, in my office today,” he continued.  “Not for the view, not because I crave the company of a sociopathic killer, but because the law requires a formal in-person hearing and notice of my objections to your transfer.”

“And you could have visited me in my luxurious accommodations,” Fritz countered.

“Even if – as you know – the regulations of this facility didn’t expressly forbid it, I would have no intention of going down into the catacombs,” the Warden replied.  He had relaxed in his chair and was handling his ancient baseball, gripping it in one hand absently as he spoke.  Fritz judged the distance between them, and decided the stun bands on his writs would disable him before he reached the Warden’s neck.  There was no death penalty in this system.  He already had about the worst sentence the Mercatorans could issue, so killing the Warden would make little difference, except he would never see this office, this view, again.  He relaxed in his chair, thoughts of murder fading from his mind.

“What happens now?” Fritz asked.

The Warden put his ball back on the pedestal.  “I transmit my objections to Mercator.  They have a hearing.”

A flash of infrared crossed Fritz’s genetically enhanced eyes.  It was coming from the far side of the fjord.  It was modulated.

“After the hearing,” the Warden continued, though Fritz was barely listening now, “we either transport you or not, conscious or not.  You’ll get another visit to my office to hear the final ruling.”

Fritz nodded absently.  The modulation followed a pattern of short and long bursts he had learned in childhood.  The message was simple: “Take the leap.”  Then it began a countdown: five short lights, then four, then three.

“Until, of course, your misguided advocates appeal again,” the Warden was continuing.  Fritz closed his eyes and leaned forward.

The blast was deafening.  The wall-length metal window, a full centimeter of transparent amorphous metal, exploded and shattered into ragged shards.  A hole nearly a meter wide, jagged, molten-edged, erupted beside the Warden.  One of the guard robots took the blast of molten metal squarely in its chest.  Fritz felt shards and droplets of metal touch his flesh, burning cheek and forearms.  Prickles of heat singed his chest, melting the thin prison garb.

He opened his eyes and lurched forward.  The Warden had slumped on his desk, still moving, just starting to scream as he felt the pain of shards and metal droplets.  Fritz kicked himself out of his chair, vaulted over the edge of the desk, and dove through the jagged opening.  Fire and pain brushed one knee as he passed, then he was out in thin open air, a thousand meters above the green fjord waters.

A brief shock tingled in his wrists, then faded; he must have been out of range for the restraints bonding his hands before him.  The cliff side was very steep, and Fritz had little doubt that he would clear the rock face and strike the craggy shore near the fjord’s edge.  He tried to do the math.  Garkhas had a thin atmosphere, deficient in oxygen, but he’d be able to breathe it for hours before passing out.  It limited his terminal velocity to about one hundred meters per second.  Little help.  The gravity was about six meters per second.  He would need sixteen seconds to reach that speed, but by then he would be three quarters of the way to the bottom.  He had eighteen – now twelve seconds – to live.

Now eight seconds.  He had stabilized his fall, though limited by his shacked hands.  The view was nice.  The air felt fresh.  He managed a grin.  Five seconds.  Out of his peripheral vision he caught the approaching flier, diving in parallel.  Two occupants, one white-haired as himself, the other bald, sporting a tidy white goatee, waved at him.  He smiled more broadly.

The air was rushing by.  Three seconds.  The flier swooped below him and he fell, roughly, into the open back compartment and he felt the acceleration pin him as the flier pulled out of its steep dive.  It was then that Fritz first noticed the ringing in his ears from his blown eardrums.  He could barely hear their shouting.  He saw spray from waves above the flier’s edge, smelled briny sea air, then felt the lateral tug as the flier turned, racing down the fjord at wave-top.

The two occupants of the front seat turned towards him, shouting still.  He strained to hear them.  “Hi, Fritz.” “Your crappy lawyers tipped us off.”  “Good timing, hey?” they shouted.  

“Cousins,” he grunted, greeting Karl and Kurt Blitz.  “I suppose I should thank you, but –”

“But you’re wondering why,” the bald one, Karl, yelled back.

He nodded.  “You want me to do something.”

They both nodded.  Karl yelled back, “We each have a bit of work where we could use your expertise; where the three of us have the various talents and resources we need.  First, we’ll do one for Kurt, then it’s my turn.”

“And what if I say no?” he yelled back.

“Can you swim with your arms tied?” Kurt asked.

Fritz grinned.  “Okay, deal.  Can you get these off?”

Kurt bent forward and cut off the bands.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing to the small blacked orb Fritz clutched in his joined palms.

“It’s the Warden’s ball.”

CHAPTER 1:  Namerin High Port
Helenne woke feeling warm.  Her head hurt and it shouldn’t.  It was just a dull ache, but it shouldn’t be there.  Eyes still closed, mind still groggy, she moved her closed eyes just so to bring up her internal guide systems and got nothing.  Adrenaline now dissipating her smoothing womb-like warm-wet feeling, she opened her eyes with a start.  She lay flat on her back, a gelsuit peeled back from her face, but otherwise enclosing her body.

Her surroundings came into focus.  She was in small cubic off-white room, light emanating for the walls and ceiling.  Maybe the floor too, but she couldn’t see it from the platform where she rested.  She moved her head slightly and saw movement.  It was a humanoid of the same off-white color, softly molded with long fingers and the barely featured face that indicated: I am a semi-sentient robot servant, I mean you no harm.

The bland white head turned to her and spoke, “What is your name?”

“Helenne Vartun,” she answered.  Her mouth was strangely dry given the moistness of her body, and it came out in a croak.

“Do you know where you are?” the Machine continued.

She opened her mouth again, and then she remembered.  She nodded.  “I should be on Namerin.”  She should be a hundred and fifty light-years from home.

“Yes.  You are in Recovery Bay 314B, Concourse A of Quatros City, the Namerin High Port,” the robot continued.  “What is your birth date?”

She frowned at the machine.  “My guide appears to be off-line.”

The robot nodded its head slightly.  “That is normal.  Your internal implants and nanomeds have been deactivated for interstellar travel.  They will be brought back on-line shortly.”

“Well, that explains the headache,” she said.  Her throat was working better now, and she almost sounded herself in her strangely quiet head.  “Why do you care about my birthday?”

“These are just standard tests of memory, Miss Vartun, to check for any metal deterioration from the hibernation or the macrojump travel.”

“March Third – that would be 063 in the Orion Calendar in – um, 6743 Common Era.”  Maybe she was just groggy from the hibernation, or maybe she found it hard to remember facts without the constant companion of internal memory stores and instant communication.  The quiet in her skull overwhelmed her.  No constant background hum of music, no flicker of data and images in her visual field.  And clearly, no control over a simple little headache.

“Thank you,” the robot continued, its fingers manipulating something out side her view on the low bed.  “Where were you born?”

She almost let out a flippant answer about her mother’s loins, but instead answered factually.  “In Akpia City, Akipa Provence on Erta.”

“Thank you,” the Machine responded.  “This is the final question: On what date and from what location did you depart on your voyage.”

She ignored that this was two questions and answered, “It was, um, 042-6774 from North Exeter Starport on Erta.  At least that’s where I was put into hibernation.  What day is it now?”

“It is 090-6774.  You may sit up now, Miss Vartun.  The tests are complete.”

She swung her gel-suited legs over the edge of the bed and touched the floor.  It didn’t glow like the room’s wall and ceiling and was colored dull gray and looked rough, probably for the traction of unsteady legs.  It was the last day of March, forty-eight days since their departure from Erta, so they had made good time.  The itinerary had only promised a fifty-one day journey.  And she had slept through it all.  Technically, she had slept though her thirty-first birthday, but since this low form of hibernation – not the cold type that could story you for decades or centuries – but since this low form for cheap travel and medical necessity, had aged her at about one three-hundredth of her regular metabolism, then had she really missed her birthday.  She would have aged – now she wished she at least could bring up a calculator, but it didn’t matter.  Biological age was fairly meaningless when nanomeds could keep a body running for three centuries even without supplements, and when regenerations could stretch the life of the rich to millennia if nothing killed them first.

She steadied herself to her feet and asked the Machine, “Where are my traveling companions?  Are they alright?”

“They are fine, Miss Vartum.  After you clean off the hibernation gel and get dressed, you can meet them in the recovery room.”

“And my guide and nanomeds?”

“If you step into the shower, I will reactivate them there,” the Machine answered, a thin arm pointing at the open booth to her left.

Her body was covered in a transparent gel.  She felt a little odd stripping off the suit in front of the Machine.  Nudity taboos where still strong in her dole-class Apika upbringing, and her years at three increasingly prestigious universities couldn’t completely erase the grim culture of Seaside Towers.  She dropped the gelsuit on the floor and stepped into the booth.  Its open door morphed closed and she was surrounded by the same white glow and rough gray floor as the room.

“Please close your eyes,” spoke the voice of the Machine.

She complied, but still sensed a blue glow though her eyelids.  And then a tiny flicker of green appeared in the lower right of her visual field.  She smiled.  Her guide was coming on-line and she no longer felt alone inside her skull.

Her guide provided controls for her shower, and she repeatedly rinsed to slosh off the gel.  Her hair was the worst; it took five rinses for it loose the greasy feel.  She decided she probably should have accepted the recommend dilapidation before the hibernation, but she had tried the bald look once, and it didn’t suit her.  Her shoulder-length black hair eventually came clean, but its waves were defeated by gel and water and wet hair lay flat against her neck and back.  As she activated the shower’s blow-dry function, she felt the tingle of nanomeds awakening within her body, traveling through blood vessels, fixing little problems, regulating hormones.  Her headache quickly vanished and her guide rebuilt her internal bio- diagnostic screens.  Her core temperature was still a half degree low, even after the hot shower, but otherwise she was fine.

After she was dry, the shower booth opened its other side, revealing a small room with a bench and Helenne’s personal travel allotment: those possessions she could squeeze into a half cubic meter.  She pulled out her smartsuit and dressed in the skin-tight body-suit that was not to different from the gelsuit she had just discarded.  The smartsuit adhered to her skin, leaving hands, neck and head free, and she set it to a pale yellow mono-color hue.  Accessorized with a belt, flat-soled boots and a short peach cape, she brought up a mirror to inspect herself.

Her hair was dry now, natural waves returning.  The hair framed her gray eyes.  Her pale face was only subtlety sculpted – she retained an abhorrence of ostentatious augmentation, and still lacked the funds for it in any case, but though she wouldn’t stand out in a high society Ertan party, she felt the subtle modifications of chin and cheeks that she had allowed gave her a simple elegance.  The smartsuit was puffed out from skin tightness to slightly conceal the curve of her body, slightly augmented at chest and hip, not enough to be fully fashionable, but enough to earn her father’s disapproval.  But he was a hundred and fifty light-years away and twelve years gone.  And she had a job – real work.  She thought the image in the mirrored wall gave her the appearance of subdued, confident professionalism, and she stepped from the dressing chamber to meet her colleagues. 

Jonamaus Traversi was already in the recover room.  He had followed the dilapitory travel advisory and sport a bald brown head.  He greeted her with a shake of his bony hand and started in with, “That guide shutdown sure was creepy, don’t you think?”

She nodded.  She didn’t care for Traversi much, but he was her peer – Chrys Berk-Ovis’s other post-grad, and a genius with remote drones and excavator techniques.

“It was the first time since I was five that I didn’t have theme music in the background,” Traversi continued.  He grinned down at her.  Thin, almost two meter’s tall, he had no taboo against augmentation, though he had gone for a distinct almost skeletal look.  And he had no body modesty either, as evidenced by the large bulge visible though his skin-tight smartsuit.  She looked away quickly, but it there was no irony in his nickname of ‘Trunkman’.

“Chrys – the Professor – isn’t out yet,” he stated.

Obviously, she noted.  But she said, “She’s probably still doing her hair.  The gel is hard to get out.”

While she had shifted her gaze to meet his deep-set eyes, his focus seemed to be near the middle of her chest.  He nodded.  “Well, I never had much use for hair anyway.  I was meaning to get rid of that white tuft.”

Before their conversation could become more awkward, at least for Helenne, Chrysanthemum Berk-Ovis – Chrys to anyone who wanted to avoid tripping over her first name – Associate Professor of Antiquities in Imperial History, stepped into the room.  She was still braiding her hair.

“Cheap-ass administrators,” She groused.  “I’m never going to travel sleep-class again, I can tell you that.”  She looked up at her two assistants.  She was only one-sixty-five even in spindle heels and had   forgone a smartsuit for a crisscrossing mesh of mauve and crimson bands of tight fabric strips that held her exaggerated hourglass figure in place.  She finished braiding white-gold hair and flashed a sparkling but ironic grin at the others.

“Well, we’re here,” Chrys announced.  “If you two are rested and feeling perky, we can get ourselves organized.  Our personal items should be transferred down to the tiny lodgings the University provided in the upper ring, and we are, what, three days ahead of schedule?  But that’s no excuse not to get going.

“Helenne, why don’t you come with me, and we’ll see if we can find that journalist gal.  And Jonamaus,” her eyes shift downward for a second.  Helenne suppressed a grin.  It was a poorly held secret that her boss and the Trunkman were having – well, she wouldn’t call it a relationship, exactly, but certainly an affair.  “Jony, why don’t you go check on our cargo?” Chrys finished.

They left the recovery room, traveled though the corridors of Sleep-Class Receiving, and entered the main hall of Concourse A.  It was a huge chamber, a cylindrical room with dozens of high-ceilinged levels encircling an open core cluttered by transparent elevator tubes of various sizes.  The floor had a shiny brown and white marbled finish, interspersed with flashing advertisements and announcements, the ceiling was carved in an elaborate style Helenne couldn’t identified, but it moved, or seemed to, as they stepped onto the floor and into the crowd.  It was the crowd that fascinated her more than the motile architecture.  This was her first trip anywhere but Nokara.  And though she had seen, and even schooled with, Human genetic Variants, and freed geneered Servant Races – Goblins mostly, this crowd was diverse far beyond her experience.  There were Human Variants of all kinds: spindly Belters, dark Ions, powerful Mesomorphs, pale Mermen, even the winged form of a Majestic Flyer.  And Servant Races: the three familiar forms of Goblin: gracile, robust and hybrid; Casaps as varied as their dog ancestors, small and huge, dressed in formal robes or decked in barbarous piercings and dark leather; a couple of Leonid males, slit eyes alert below golden manes.  And Aliens – she had seen a few on Erta, but never so many at and various at once.  There was a group of purple B’dr’ak suited against dry air and wearing wide-brimmed hats above their tusked faces; dun-colored Kith’turi, thin, insectile and silent; a bulky Gulkan sullenly crossing in front of them; flower-headed Turgil, lean-limbed and pungent like rotting meat; two colorfully furred Tze’t, the purple one with the standard six limbs, the bright orange one with an extra pair of arms.  And Machine Races – artificial forms of various Zhretra and Risen Machines – walking, floating and rolling across the floor.

Chrys had taken a few steps before she realized Helenne had stopped, overwhelmed by it all.

“Come on,” the older woman insisted.  “I’ve got a comm from Tatyana Brann, she’ll meet us at some lounge on the Upper Ring’s main promenade.  And that merchant-scholar Blitz is here too.”

Helenne nodded and continued, her head continuing to pivot as they crossed the floor, weaving though the throng.  There was a pair of tall hard-shelled beings she didn’t recognize gesturing at a Turgil.  Her guide brought up a match: Talda, urbanized burrowers, a Secondary Race from the Grand Federation of Races.  She grinned at the novelty, reveled in the return of her guide’s fully functionality, and hurried to catch her boss at an elevator shaft overhanging the Concourse’s open core.

Quatros City sat atop an orbital tower reaching thirty thousand kilometers above Namerin’s surface.  The High Port consisted of the three main Concourses set over two habitation rings, each six kilometers across.  Concourse A, handled traffic internal between the systems of the Ertan Directorate and so their and elevator ride from the Concourse to the upper ring was a short one, barely a kilometer down the tower’s surface.  Helenne cleared all clutter from her visual field to get an unobstructed view of their descent, traveling quickly in bright sunlight down the tower’s outer surface toward two large spinning wheels, adorned in lights, set above a half-lit globe of white, blue, green and brown.  Her eyes blinked at the dimmer light of the upper ring’s terminal, and then they departed their private car back into another throng that was barely half standard Human.  Chrys was complaining about gel residue in her hair, but Helenne listened just enough to provide the occasional affirmative sound as they passed though automated checkpoints and up a ramp that shifted gravity as their orientation changed from planet-down to ring-down.  At the end of the ramp a holographic warning indicated the end of pseudo gravity and the start of the faint rotational gravity at the ring’s hub.  She grabbed a handrail and the nanomeds settled her stomach as the gravity shifted to a small fraction of standard.

“Do you think we’ll have time to travel down to the surface?” she asked her boss.

Chrys looked up at her, violet eyes blinking puzzlement.  “Why would you want to do that?  We’ll be leaving a Guild ship – awake this time – as soon as Kurt Blitz can arrange transport.  This is just a transfer stop.  Besides, I think it takes about five days to ride the elevator down.  Or up.”

Helenne nodded.  A quick guide check told her that trips down were usually done with drop shuttle, and took a half day, but it did take about five standard days to ride the elevator back up.  That seemed like a long time to travel just thirty thousand klicks, but disappointed, she didn’t bother to inquire further.

The ride down – or ‘out’ Helenne wondered – the upper ring’s spoke took only a few minutes, and they were crowded into a larger opaque elevator.  Helenne grinned as the shorter Chrys struggled to get out of the way of the smooth wing of a Majestic in the cramped car.  Gravity increased to standard on the as they traveled outward and they stepped out into a wide promenade that looked and felt like an enclosed mall anywhere on Erta.  Except for the variant of denizens.  But the crowd was more Human here; many were residents of the High City, and dressed in the styles of Namerin: more bright colors and unadorned smartsuits than at home.

The Main Promenade of Upper Quatros was thirty meters broad and twenty high.  It encircled the circumference of the upper ring, at a level midway through the five hundred meters of the ring’s thickness and was pierced only by the eight spoke elevators from the hub.  Shops and restaurants lined the Promenade, with narrower passages leading to residential and commercial areas near the ring’s rim.

They met Tatyana Brann on the veranda of Logorno’s, a restaurant bedecked with pools and abstract metallic statuary.  The tall white-haired woman rose to greet them.  Tatyana was a freelance journalist for the Ertan Exploratory Network – partial sponsor of Chrys’s expedition.  Helenne noted the woman’s pale gray, obviously artificial eyes, and the dozens of gold rings piercing her ears.

“Tatyana, are you Sassinasi?” Helenne asked, after the perfunctory introductions.

The journalist nodded, acknowledging her heritage from the once nomadic tribes that had roamed the subartic steppes of Erta’s pre-stellar past.  “The rings?” Tatyana guessed.  “Yes, but I’m not traditional.  I just like the look.”

Helenne noted that Tatyana had no other traditional adornments.  Instead of a loose blouse and pantaloons stained blue, the journalist wore a very functional green-pink pastel smartsuit, covered by a vest whose dozens of small pockets undoubtedly carried tools of her journalist trade.

“I thought we could do some preliminary establishing interviews while we ate,” Tatyana suggested.  “Are you hungry?”

“We haven’t eaten in months,” Chrys replied, tapping their table to bring up a menu.

“Just so you know, I’m recording now,” Tatyana announced.

“Eye cameras?” Helenne asked.

“Yes, and recorders in my ears, plus I have enough internal storage in these earrings to keep a year or two of real-time.  I have remotes, too, but I can reconstruct various viewpoints from the eye lenses; remote cameras tend to distract people when I’m talking to them.”

Helenne nodded and brought up her own menu.  Much of it was unfamiliar, but she selected a safe-looking pasta dish and something non-mood affecting to drink.

“Professor Berk-Ovis, if you could please summarize your expedition, Tatyana began once they had all ordered.

“Please, call me Chrys.”

“It’s for the record, Chrys, and don’t feel too self conscious.  I’ll be editing out any stutters, misstatements or other distractions.”

“I retain full editorial rights, though?”

The journalist nodded.  “For content, of course you do.  But the network will need to format it for style and run-time.  Normally, we’d reduce the content to a one hour primary slot and about six hours of supplementary.”

Chrys nodded.  Drinks arrived, rising though once-concealed irises in their table.  “Well, where to start?  The background I guess.”

Tatyana nodded.

Chrys assumed the posture and tone of a lecturer.  “Just over two thousand years ago, in the last days of the Empire of Humanity, during the early years of the Wars of Disintegration...”

Helenne barely listened.  She knew the story:  a disputed succession; political and religious unrest, then open factional warfare, the Imperial Navy split, its half dozen Hellkings – twenty million cubic meter planet busters – destroyed by battle or Plague.  By the Mech Plague, quantum nanomechanical organisms of uncertain origin, that devoured the structure, brains and veins of Imperial technology.  Some accounts insisted that one Hellking, the Kali, survived the battles and the Plague, and was abandoned deep in interstellar space, mothballed until the Plague could be cured.  The Plague was never cured.  New inferior technologies had reclaimed the stars over the past millennia, though the heights of Imperial technology had never been regained.  The stories say the Kali still waited, empty in cold deep space.

“The Saratoga, one of the cruisers from the Kali squadron, did make to a world before the Plague overtook it,” Chrys was continuing.  Their entrées had arrived, lifting though the table along with fresh drinks.

“And your brother’s ship, the Hendrikson, found the Saratoga’s wreckage before it was destroyed itself?” Tatyana interjected.

“Yes, in ’33.  The Director had shifted most of his fleets back towards the Zhantlas frontier, and the Hendrikson was one of a depleted squadron still fighting B’dr’rak Freeholders.  I learned just this past year that the Hendrikson went down on Daklaru.”

“So, the Hendrikson’s wreck and logs gives us the Saratoga, whose logs give us the Kali?” Tatyana summarized.

“Exactly.  And that gives us a full uncorrupted Imperial Library.  Lost data from two thousand years ago,” Chrys concluded.

“And a functional planet buster,” Tatyana added.

Chrys waved her hand dismissively.  “It can’t be used.  The Plague would eat through it in a matter of hours if we brought it into a star system.  It’s going to be tricky enough as it is to copy off the data without introducing Plague.”

“And that’s why you’ve brought this Guild Master and amateur Antiquinarian along?”

“Sure,” Chrys answered, playing with a bowl of stringy pasta.  “Kurt Blitz is published in PUMA, so he’s hardly a complete amateur.  I’ve been assured that he has the skills and equipment necessary to safely extract data from Imperial systems.  He comes highly recommend from a colleague of his, Professor Yusagraen Metalli.”

 “Well, it does seem like a long-shot,” Tatyana countered.  “You have an unverified sighting of the Saratoga from an unrecovered forty year old crash of a Directorate frigate, then uncertain logs from a Plague-infested cruiser leading – by some, but not all accounts – to the deep space location of a lost Hellking.”

“And that’s why this under-funded expedition consists of an associate professor and two post-grads, a freelance journalist and an amateur archeologist.”

Helenne moved throat and tongue slightly to activate her subvocal communicator, sending <more like a half-trained looter> to Chrys’s private channel.

Her professor met her eye briefly and signaled back, <He’s got three articles published in the PUMA encyclopedia.>

<He’s got two summary articles compiling other people’s research and one article on the distribution of Technological Life Boats in the near northern region; hardly a first rate scholar,> Helenne silently groused.

<How many PUMA articles have you authored or even coauthored?> Chrys asked.
Helenne didn’t bother to respond, since the answer was zero.

“Yes it is a bit of a long-shot,” Chrys continued.  “But remember, microjump starship technology is just now emerging again after two millennia of macrojump travel.  I’m no physicist, but I know that until the last few decades, nobody could have reached the Kali’s resting place.  The Plague couldn’t have reached either, if it was infection-free when they dumped it.  And Kurt Blitz has a cousin who is a Guild Captain with a microjump ship, so the pieces: my knowledge, Kurt’s skills and his cousin’s starship are just now coming into place for a successful expedition.”  She smiled for the cameras in Tatyana’s eyes and went back to her pasta.

Kurt Blitz joined them as they were finishing a sorbet dessert.  He was a tall man, taller than Traversi and much broader than the skinny scholar.  Kurt’s white hair was short but unruly and he wore an open long black coat over a thick-belted gray smartsuit.

Chrys jumped up to do introductions and Kurt shook each of their hands with a firm dry grip.  His gray eyes met Helenne’s; he had natural irises, but distant and cold.

“We had just done a background interview,” Chrys explained.  “And we’ve finished our meal, but please join us.”

Kurt nodded and sat down, thumbing up a menu and making a quick selection.  
“Mister Blitz, there are some who would consider you an untrained looter,” Tatyana said.  “What would you say to that?”

He seemed to ignore the provocation and allowed a slight grin.  “Some would say that journalists are nothing more than voyeurs into other people’s suffering.  But to answer your question, I always carefully document the context of all artifacts before removing them for their safety.”

“Kurt, are you a Meso?” Helenne asked into the awkward stillness, the muffled crowd obscured by the table’s privacy fields.  And then she grimaced, fairly certain a question on genetic heritage was a breach of even this man’s etiquette.

But Kurt just grinned, still thinly, though, and said, “I’m registered as a Guardian.”

“That’s primarily a Bengali Variant, uncommon here in coreward space,” Tatyana offered.  And when Kurt responded with just a nod, the journalist continued: “Where are you from Mr. Blitz?”

His drink and entrée: a frothy yellow liquid and a large pile of roast meat arrived, and he paused to drink before answered.  “I’m originally from Malth, Sector 762, but I haven’t been back there in almost thirty years.”

“Interesting, I’ve heard of it,” Tatyana continued.  “That’s not a place where I’d expect a Guardian to originate.  Is it true that your homeworld is still fighting after over the same city after eighty years?”

“I suppose.”

“You were on the Great Northern Expedition for the Merchant Guild.  I understand you contacted the Hrushin?”

“Yes.”

Tatyana stopped talking.

“Is that beer?” Helenne asked.

Kurt smiled.  “Yes, but a little light, don’t you think?  Goes okay with the steaks, though.  Too bad it’s all vat meat.”

Helenne nodded, nanomeds controlling the nausea at the thought of eating meat from a once living, breathing animal.

Chrys put on her “charming” smile and leaned forward to expose ample cleavage, “So, Kurt, I’m sure you have fascinating stories from hundreds of worlds during your Guild travels.”

He looked up carving his meat, pausing only briefly before he met her eyes.  “Hundreds, maybe not.  I’d say at least one hundred, without checking.”

“This is the first world I’ve been to, off-system,” Helenne offered.

He shook his head, paused to swallow another chunk of rare meat and gulp his beer and said, “Doesn’t count, really.” 

“What do you mean?” Helenne asked.

“Well, you’re not really on Namerin, now are you?  You’re thirty thousand kilometers above the surface.”

But we’re on a building that’s attached to the surface,” she countered.

Kurt shrugged.  “Technicality.  I know a guy who insists you can’t count a world unless you spit on the ground and hit dirt.  Only got him arrested once.”

“Then what do you do about worlds with hostile environments?” Tatyana asked.  “You can’t spit through a suit.”

“Some suits,” Kurt answered, still eating.  “Hey, it’s not my rule, and if Helenne here wants to count Namerin as visited, then that’s fine.  I’ve been down to the surface a half dozen times, so it definitely counts as one of my hundred plus, if I was keeping score.”

“I’d like to go down to go down to the surface, if we had the time, but I understand the elevator up takes five days.”

Kurt nodded.  He had just about worked his way through half a kilo of meat, and a second beer was rising out of the table to replace his emptied glass.  “It has to do with tower stability and built up EM charges.  You could take a shuttle back up, but I understand you’re on a pretty limited budget.  Otherwise, there’s also an experimental teleporter about a thousand klicks down the tower.”

“In a gravity field?” Tatyana asked.

“Yeah.  It’s new.  Works great most of the time, but the gradient’s just a little too steep to make it all the way up from the surface to the tower.  Failures on organics are running less than one per ten thousand, but you’d still have to sign a half a dozen wavers, and it’s spendy.”

Helenne shuddered.  She knew that in Imperial times teleportation crossed even lunar distances was routine.  There was even an old Plague-eaten station on Nokara that could once reach Erta during half of ithe moon’s eccentric orbit.  But now teleportation outside of flat space-time was a new and unproven technology.  Even if she had the spare funds, she wouldn’t want to try it.

Kurt reached for his second beer.  “Honestly, I’m just being difficult.  Quatros City counts as part of Namerin.  It’s definitely an attached building.  Where you get into a gray area is orbital stations, even if they’re lower.  And then there’s the issue of outer system stations during jump transfers.  You went through what?  Five intermediary jumps to get here?  Your ship docked or transferred cargo in all those systems, either in the outer system or orbit or even up and down to the surface while you slept.  Do any of those count?”

Helenne shook her head.

“Well, I wouldn’t count them either.  One hundred and twelve.”

“What?” she asked.

“Worlds. Defined as planets either currently or previously settled where I’ve either touched the ground or step onto an attached building.  I had my guide add it up.  I’m not counting eight worlds where I never left the ship, another two dozen where I stayed in orbit and about sixty where I only passed though the outer system on my way to somewhere else.”

The Merchant Guild Master, world traveler extraordinaire by his own count, was well into his second beer, and a pile of breaded rings was rising from the table as a second course.  Helenne watched him eat with vigor, one hand working the food, the other grasping the beer.

<Well, you got him to talk,> Chrys prompted.

<Fine.>

“So, Mister Blitz, or is it Master?” she began.

“Kurt.”

“Okay, Kurt.  I noticed when we came in that there are a quite a few, um, non-standard Humans and non-Humans in the city.”

“A lot more than the quarter of so of Ertan population – not counting low cyborgs such as our journalist friend here – that are non-Sapien?” he asked.

“Yes.  I mean, I understand that we’d see more Aliens at a major port like this, with both Ertan and Guild facilities, but there do seem to be a lot of –”

“Freaks, such as myself?” he said between gulps of beer.  A third glass had risen onto the table.

“I don’t mean any–”

“Disrespect.  Whatever.  Don’t care.  Just remember that worlds, even newly cosmopolitan Erta, are full of centuries of prejudice and tradition.  You get offworld, and most people don’t – even by Ertan standards you’re a minority since you’ve traveled to another star system.  Anyway.”  He paused for a drink; the breaded rings were gone.  “Space attracts the non-conformists, the beings with specialized adaptations and skills.  Up here, the Sapien percentage probably drops below half – a plurality, but certainly not a majority.  You’ll see a lot more freaks like me in the next few months, and I don’t just mean my cousins.”

“Cousins?” Chrys interrupted.

Kurt finished his third beer.  He paused in thought and then apparently decided he was finished for now.  “Yeah, there’s Karl, as I mentioned in our correspondence.  He’ll be joining us on Daklaru with his ship.  And there’s Fritz, who will also be joining us.  He has talents that will help our expedition be successful.”

“What talents are those?” Chrys asked.

“Twenty years in Guild Security.  I’ll pick up the tab.”

Chrys looked puzzled until she worked out that he apparently meant the restaurant bill.  They got up as a group and headed into the Promenade, passing into the mixed crowd of beings.
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Jonamaus Traversi was irritated.  It had taken the better part of an hour to navigate the bureaucracy to get to their cargo, and then he had to work his way down into the bowels of Concourse A’s cargo bays.  And now that he was finally there, one of the drone boxes was clearly damaged.

He turned to the robot hauler that had escorted him through this maze and gestured at the damage.  “And what’s this?  It looks like you dropped the box and drove a fork through it.  These are delicate pieces of precision equipment.  I’m going to have to have your supervisor unit or a real person come down here and account for this damage.”

The soft half-formed face of the robotic cargo helper looked up at him with no facility for expression and said.  “I’m so sorry.”

And then he heard and felt nothing more.
CHAPTER 2:  Clouded Departure
Kurt and the three Ertan women left Logorno’s, heading back to Concourse A to meet Jonamaus Traversi.  Kurt watched Tatyana release a small remote, a thumbnail sized drone.  It hovered first behind, then in front of them at an angle, probably giving the journalist establishing shots for her documentary.  As they worked their way through the crowds towards the nearest spoke elevator, Tatyana was trying to get Kurt to talk about himself.

“What about your encounter with the Hrushin caused the Guild to make you a Master?” she asked.

“I survived it,” he replied, making no eye contact with the journalist or her remote.

“Certainly there was more to it than that,” she countered.  “Not everyone on the contact team became a Master Guilder.”

“No.  But I was close to Master, anyway.  And Yusagraen Metalli, who you know, Chrys, also made Master for surviving the Hrushin.”

Chrys nodded.  Into the pause, Kurt tried a deflection, “You know, Tatyana, I just recently watched your documentary on the post-Hitzarchi.  Is your work on that expedition the reason you got the pick of this assignment?”

“Partially,” Tatyana answered.  “But we have a common acquaintance, who I’m sure you must have recognized from that documentary.  You do remember Lyra Tugu?  The records show you served with her at Counterpunch.”

Kurt nodded.  “Bad temper and foul mouth?  I remember her vaguely.  Not in the same unit.”

“Counterpunch?” Helenne asked.

“Guild action against B’dr’rak Freeholders in ’63,” Kurt allowed.  He noticed Chrys perk up at this.  Not surprising, since the B’dr’rak had killed her brother.  Different bands, different sector and thirty years later, though.

“The record states you received a commendation for your actions at Counterpunch. What was that for?” Tatyana tried again.

“Mostly, I fell off a space station,” Kurt answered.  

They were almost back to the spoke elevator, but Chrys stopped in her tracks.  Helenne almost walked into her.  Kurt watched Chrys’s already pale skin whiten, her pupils constrict, her jaw open.

“What?” he asked.

She blinked.  “There’s been an accident.  That was the Starport Authority.  Jony’s dead.”

The elevator ride was silent.  Chrys was in shock, fighting tears.  Helenne was dry-eyed but kept blinking.  Kurt guessed she’d never know anyone who’d died, being so young and from an overly civilized world.  Tatyana had no reaction.  Her eyes showed no emotion, and not just because they were artificial – the muscles around her eyes stayed neutral, cool.  The tiny camera drone buzzed in the elevator with them, ignored by other indifferent passenger.  Kurt scowled at it.

“What sort of accident?” he asked as they got off the spoke elevator and pushed along handrails through the hub area.

“Uh, there was an explosion,” Chrys answered, struggling to keep her grip on the handrail in the very low gravity.   They were approaching the ramp and the pseudo gravity of the tower.

“What sort of explosion?”

“I don’t know.  A Port Authority officer is going to meet us on the lower concourse level.”

He nodded.  It seemed odd.  In his experience, cargo – or at least legitimate cargo – very rarely exploded.  In his twenty-odd years of Guild service he could think of a single incident that didn’t involve weapons fire.

A functionary with a security insignia met them.  The nametag read ‘AK Serpa’.  He was highly cyborgized, with shining blue eyes and ruggedized replacements for all four limbs.  Serpa ushered them to a small office near the elevators, and eyed Kurt suspiciously.

“I’m with them,” Kurt offered, presenting physical and electronic Guild identification.

Serpa nodded and addressed the still stunned Chrys, “Ma’am, what is your cargo?”

Chrys moved slowly to speak, but Helenne jumped into the pause, “Just four excavator drones and archeological scanning equipment.  And some camping gear.  It’s all on the manifest.”

Serpa looked at Helenne.  His eyes definitely showed no emotion.  “Anything not on the manifest?”

Chrys finally spoke up.  “No.  What are you suggesting?  I’ve just lost a... a member of my team here.”

“Not suggesting.  Just asking.” Serpa brought up a holographic manifest. “There is a notation of damage here, but it appears superficial.  Cargo does not normally explode.”

Kurt nodded.  “Could it have been the drone batteries?”

The security official bit his organic and heavily chapped lips.  “Possibly.  There was a fusion reactor listed here, but it was stowed for transport.  No chance of it lighting off, and the explosion wasn’t that big.”

“Fusion reactors can’t explode,” Helenne insisted.

She was met with blank blue eyes, so Kurt offered, “They can if you hit them hard enough.  Break containment.”

“But if the field collapses, it wouldn’t still fuse,” Helenne insisted.  She’d probably read the safety manual.

Kurt met Serpa’s blank eyes knowingly.  “Yes, you’d just get an expanding disk of million plus degree plasma.”

“And that’s not what happened,” Serpa finished, his mouth twitching somewhere between annoyance and puzzlement.  “ASP batteries blowing probably best fits the facts, but we’ll have to run a full investigation.”

“It seems to me that the Port Authority or Albastrae Lines is responsible for the damage to the crates, so I’m sure the Professor will be compensated for equipment,” Tatyana suggested.

The security investigator looked annoyed.  “It says here that the equipment belongs to Ertan Public University,” Serpa countered.  “The University will certainly be compensated, either by the responsible party or insurance, but not until there’s an investigation.  And in that event, the funds will be due the University, I should think.  Oh, and please shut down that remote before I have it deactivated.”

Serpa told them that Traversi’s remains would be ‘gathered’ – and Kurt could well imagine what that meant – for transport home, and assured them that they were not the focus of his investigation.  He ushered them back out into the lower Concourse.  It was a quiet level of offices and store rooms, and the four of them stood outside pondering their next move.

“I should never have sent him down there,” Chrys announced to no one.

“What happens now,” Helenne asked.  “Is it over already?”

Chrys looked at her blankly and didn’t answer.

“We can replace the equipment,” Kurt offered.  “No sense in doing that here and transporting it another hundred and ten light-years, but I should be able to scrounge some drones.  Path, my cousin’s ship, should have enough survival gear and miscellaneous supplies to support an expedition.”

“Path?” Tatyana asked.

“Path of Least Resistance,” Kurt elaborated.  “Twenty meter microjump vessel.  It’s a prototype.”

“I don’t know what to do,” Chrys muttered.

Kurt sighed. “Look, I’ve got us all listed on the Guild liner Try and Try Again III.  It leaves in four days.  So... if we’re going to continue, and make this accident mean something, then I suggest we board that ship and head to Daklaru.  We’ve all gone through a lot to get here, and as tragic as this accident is, I’m sure Mr. Traversi would not have wanted us to abandon this effort.”

Chrys nodded uncertainly.  Helenne still had a look that implied that it hadn’t occurred to her that anyone could die.  Tatyana watched impassively, her eyes recording. 

“Okay then,” Kurt continued.  “Why don’t we all go back to our lodgings and call it a day.  We can meet tomorrow outside the Guild’s Starfarer Club on Concourse C, say at 11:00 local?”

Chrys nodded more forcefully and said, “Yes.  Thank you, um Kurt, I think you’re right.  That’s a good idea.”

Chrys and Helenne still looked stricken when he left to take his elevator ride down to the lower ring.  This ‘accident’ troubled him more than he was willing to admit to the three women.  His cousin Karl had warned him it wouldn’t be as straightforward as Chrys had presented.  And his cousin Fritz had given him a look at the bare mention of a planet buster that made him think that the ‘complications’ would only increase.

He stepped off the spoke elevator on the top level of the lower ring.  Weaving through the thinning crowds of local evening, he crossed into the native residential regions, traveling down a pedestrian street lined with trees and hanging plants.  The pavement was faux cobblestone, ochre red like the level’s ceiling.  Music and food wafted from balconies on the three storied row houses that gave this section of Quatros City an idealized Industrial feel.  At the end of the street was a pub, the Terminus Sky.  He’d been there before.  The chili was famous beyond this world, at least to those who could take its burning flavor.

Kurt nodded to an Android waitress, well-formed flesh over a mechanical core, and found himself a window table.  The view from Terminus Sky was famous, too.  Outside the thick transparent metal hung a waning Namerin, the dark terminator line now far across the continent of orbital tower’s jungle base station.

At his command, an intricate flask of pale green liquid rose from the red and white checkered table.  It was greshla firewater – a local brew from a native fruits – fire water for fire chili.  Kurt watched the bright world rotate below, once every two minutes as the ring spun.  It was lucky it was a small explosion, he reflected.  There was a reason this orbital city was called ‘Qautros’ – from ‘four’ in some forgotten dialect.  Three times before, raiders had struck down the tower, the last time only ninety years before, during the war that formed the Ertan Directorate.  A tiny explosion with a single casualty was disturbing enough for him, but it would soon fade from memory here.

He downed two shots of fiery liquid before the chili bowl arrived, hand-delivered by a buxom Android waitress.  Kurt was certain the frilly suggestive outfit was from somewhere in Namerin’s Chaotic Era past, just like the retro street and its stonework surface.  But it was the future that held his interest now.  The next few months would be interesting.  He finished two bottles and three bowls of chili before calling it a night, cursing the metabolism that cleared his head.  Namerin had waned to a crescent below him.
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Helenne never got to go down to the surface, but she’d lost that desire.  She passed the next few days in Quatros City in a stunned daze.  She’d spent her short career studying long-dead people.  A great-great- aunt she’d barely know died in a drowning accident when Helenne was seventeen; she still remembered the funeral vividly.  But she was not intimate with death.  She had never seen a dead body.  Not even at the funeral, and certainly not now.  Traversi’s remains were not suitable for viewing.  Chrys was a wreck.  The older woman blamed herself for bring him along, for sending him down to the cargo bins, for dreaming up this whole mad-cap scheme to make herself famous.  For the first two days, her boss failed to keep close attention on her appearance.  She didn’t even flirt in public, and that had to be a first.

Helenne could clearly see that the leadership of the expedition had subtly shifted.  The massive Guild Master, Kurt Blitz, never ordered anyone, he just made suggestions and leading statements, and Chrys, still off balance, meekly accepted his guidance.  Helenne though it was probably for the best.  They were in his sphere of experience now, clearly floundering outside their own.

They sat in the Starfarer Club again on the morning of their departure.  Kurt was making arrangement for luggage and transport from his seat, calling up screens and communicating silently to complete whatever was required for boarding.  The Club’s layout was a series of five meter spheres, large cutouts on two or more sides to interconnect the high-ceiled booths.  Most of the occupants were Guilders, nearly all within the umbrella of what was Human, though Variants and cyborgs abounded.

Chrys was almost back to her normal self, but still subdued and wearing an uncharacteristically modest grey-black outfit.  The investigation into the accident had pointed towards a drone battery explosion, as originally suspected, but Mr. Serpa told them he still couldn’t fully account for the ignition; the damage to the shipping container had been too superficial.

Helenne gripped a glass of local red wine, sipping occasionally.  This interstellar trip would be different.  She would be conscious for the entire passage, four more jumps.  Chrys didn’t seem to be nervous about it, but she had traveled conscious before on her trip to Garissa decades ago.  Tatyana sat impassively, probably recording the whole scene.  Helenne looked away.

“That should do it,” Kurt announced.  “We’ll be boarding in half an hour, so if you need to freshen up or get some last minute souvenirs, I’d suggestion you do it now.”  He grabbed a handful of nuts from a bowl and swallowed them, washing it down with some dark liquid.  The man was always eating.  Since she doubted he weighed that much more than a hundred kilos for all his height, it was probably his metabolism, the metabolism of a Guardian, geneered to fight in space and protect the genetic Nobles of the far-off Bengali Dominions.

“Kurt, I was wondering, how did Guardians end up on Malth?” she asked.  What little her guide could provide on Kurt’s homeworld told of warring clans in an urban Technological Age society, but the world was six hundred light-years coreward of the Bengali border.

“There’ve been a lot of Guardian mercenaries over the past few centuries,” he offered.  “Some of them settled on various coreward worlds.”

She nodded, but something about his smile made her think he dodged the question.  Tatyana’s look said the same thing.  

Chrys seemed oblivious.  “I understand Guardians have remarkable endurance,” she offered.  Normally Helenne would have grimaced at her boss’s remark, but she was actually glad to see Chrys was coming out of her funk.  Kurt ignored the comment, ate some more nuts and suggested they get going.

The Try and Try Again III had the claustrophobic feel of a macrojump starship.  The curving corridors were so narrow that two could barely pass, and the staterooms, their homes for the next month or so, were smaller than Helenne’s minor closets at home.

With Kurt’s credentials, they gathered in the ship’s Guild Lounge, reserved for ship’s officers and traveling Masters, before departure.

“My stateroom is absolutely claustrophobic,” Chrys groused.  “What do these guest passes you’re using give us? Steerage?”

“Your room is a standard ten meters,” Kurt explained.  “And you get a full two meters cargo, so no, it’s standard sized.”

“Interstellar travel is limited by volume, not mass,” Tatyana said.

“I know that, but there’s no way my room is ten meters square.”

“Cubic,” Kurt said.

“Oh.”

The lounge was larger than a stateroom, maybe two and a half meters wide and six long, the outer curved wall transparent to space.  It had contoured couches and seats of some leathery material, expandable memory tables and trays, and a long narrow bar counter, topped with sealed display cases of artifacts from various worlds.  The entire compartment was decorated in red and gold with paneling of dark brown wood.  Other than a quiet couple dressed in loose blue robes, they were the only occupants in the Guild Lounge.

Kurt suggested they get a light meal.

“Do you ever stop eating?” Chrys snapped.  Helenne grinned.  Her boss was definitely starting to return to normal.

“Sometimes I drink,” he said.

“Or sleep,” Tatyana added, not helpfully.

He looked at her and said, “No. Rarely.”

They ordered food.  The starship received final clearance and passed out of its bay.  Bright sunlight washed in through the broad window and obscured even the most brilliant stars in the black sky.  The two counter-rotating rings of Quatros City spun slowly beneath them, hanging above a nearly full world.  Pseudo gravity masked pseudo acceleration, and the rings and concourses, the tall tower extending another few thousand kilometer above them to its planetoidal anchor, all receded rapidly.  Food arrived, along with intricately carved utensils: bright-white spoons and forks and knifes with transparent blades.

“Yes it’s diamond,” Kurt commented to Helenne as she examined a knife.  “A bit primitive, I know, but it adds style to the place.”

“I was also wondering about the furniture and the display cases, the wooden paneling.  Wouldn’t it be easier to build it all out of morphs and living metal, rather than haul it all across space?”

“This is a pretty old ship, fifty years old at least, so there wouldn’t be much living metal here.  Besides you have to remember that we live on these for years at a time.   A little feel of solidity and ambience helps our moods.  Most of us couldn’t spend the whole time in a ten cube stateroom, even in VR, without going nuts.”

Chrys mutter something about a wardrobe closet and stabbed some breaded meat with a diamond knife.

Another person, or ‘being’ at least, joined them and sat at the next half-booth to watch the receding world.  Helenne couldn’t help but stare.  The being was obviously artificial, its humanoid form had a copper metallic finish, its head was devoid of hair or ears.  Its simple gray jumpsuit seemed more for decorum than modesty or style and ended to expose hands and feet.  Its fingers were long, but the coopery feet had no toes.  It noticed her look and extended a hand.

“Hello, fellow traveler, my name is Ferric Steel,” It had a warm tenor voice.

She ignored what appeared to be an ironic snort emanating from Kurt and extended her hand.  “I’m Helenne Vartun, from Erta.” Ferric had a warm hand and fingers that curled without joints.

“Pleased to meet you,” the Machine answered.  “Erta the world, not the vast Directorate, I presume.” She nodded and then introduced the others in turn.

“I didn’t know we allowed Risen in the Guild, much less as Masters,” Kurt commented as he took Ferric’s hand.

The metallic face smiled.  No teeth. And said, “I’m not Risen.  I was born a man, same as you.” 

“Heretic, then,” Tatyana suggested.

“In many senses, young lady,” Ferric offered.   “If you mean that my brain has been converted to Machine and nothing biological remains of my being, then yes.  If you mean that I’ve betrayed my religion, then yes as well, though perhaps not like you’d think.”

“We’re traveling to Daklaru,” Helenne offered.

“I’m bound for Kadesh, one jump farther.  But why in space would you want to go to Daklaru – a dirty little world.”

“We have work there,” Kurt interjected.  His look to the others discouraged elaboration.

Ferric Steel smiled again, and said, “Well, it’s a small ship and a smaller lounge, so I’m sure we’ll see more of each other in the next month or so.” And then he returned his gaze to the receding world.  The tower was now invisibly thin, its high anchor a speck.

Even at four gravities pseudo acceleration, it would take nearly three days to reach space flat enough to jump, so Helenne had time to accustom herself to her ten cubic meter stateroom.  The bathroom, shower, sink and toilet, all permanent fixtures, ate up a good portion of the room, but the bed and furnishings were all configurable memory morphs and they could fold away, giving her some space to walk around.  Her stateroom had no windows, but she learned to configure the walls to project familiar scenes, and she spent the first night in a hammock under the starry mountain skies of an Ertan resort. The stateroom even allowed for a faint evening breeze and the smell of wildflower to lull her into sleep.  Starship travel didn’t seem that that alien or arduous to her.

For the next few days, she had papers she was working on: a review of Early Elegance Era operas and her own pet project, a reinterpretation of the Brekman’s Expedition, an Atomic Era Nokaran voyage to Erta’s outer gas giant – far outside her specialty, as Chrys would remind her, but somehow more interesting the two thousand year old musicals.  But it was hard to focus on mundane work, and she often found herself back in the Guild Lounge, watching Namerin’s brilliant sun shrink and the stars grow brighter.

The others came and went, though it seemed Kurt spent much of his time in the Lounge, and Ferric Steel stopped by from time to time, making small talk or staring motionlessly out onto the starfield.  The shock of Jonamaus Traversi’s death faded, and she felt slightly guilty about that, but this was her first grand adventure, and the death of a colleague, the loss of all their equipment, could not detract from it.

On the morning before their first jump, they were all gathered in the Lounge.  Kurt was devouring a pile of eggs and pastries, the others just nibbling.

“I’ve been told to be careful what we eat before jump,” Helenne said.

Kurt nodded.  “Yeah, a lot of people toss up everything.”

Chrys put down her fork, but Tatyana kept eating some vegetable dish.

“It affects people differently,” Ferric Steel offered from the far corner of the room.  “Some, like obviously Mr. Blitz here, can handle it just fine.  Others react violently with anything from a severe headache to vomiting or diarrhea.”

“Or both,” Kurt added, still eating.

“What you have to decide, Helenne,” Ferric continued. “Is not only whether to eat this morning, but whether to drug yourself and sleep thought the transition, like many do, or whether to experience the rendering of your body twenty-eight light-years to the outer Farris system with all senses engaged.”

“What do you recommend?” she asked.

“You won’t know how you react unless you experience it,” the Heretic replied. “Even if you end up horribly ill, at least that would make a better story, as the B’dr’rak say.  And you might pass it just fine.”

“How did you react?” Helenne asked her boss.

“When, you mean on my trip to Garissa?” Chrys asked, staring at her unfinished breakfast.  “Well, that was a long time ago.”

“Did you hurl?” Kurt asked, grinning.

“I, well, honestly, I slept though the whole thing.  I think I’ll do that again.”

“I’ll be going to my room as well,” Tatyana said.

Helenne looked to Kurt, who added, “I’ll be sitting out in the chair, if you want to join me.  But you’ll have to clean up your own mess.”

She nodded.  When the others departed, Ferric excused himself as well, explaining that his circuitry couldn’t handle the transition itself, and he would have to pass the jump powered down.

“Decoherence.  That’s why we won’t allow Machines in the Guild,” Kurt explained.  “That, and old-fashioned prejudice.”

In the half hour leading up to the jump, Helenne and Kurt had the lounge to themselves.

“Can I ask a stupid question,” she asked.

“There are no stupid questions. Only stupid people.”

She ignored him.  “Well if Ferric has to shut down, doesn’t that mean the ship has to shut down too?”

“Sure.  But it’s no big deal; everything’s preprogrammed.  Besides the real disruption of jump is only noticeable around sixty nanometers, so there’s a bunch of old-style chips that run everything on emergency systems and reboot the main quantum computers.”

“What’s that going to do to my guide and nanomeds?”

“Oh, it’ll stun ‘em.  You should turn off your guide, but the nanos will come back on their own after an hour or so.  Kills off some of them though, so by the time you get back to Erta, you’d better get yourself a whole new set.  The joys of starflight.”

She nodded and decided to stay, despite growing misgivings.

Five minutes before jump, the captain announced the milestone over ship-wide intercom.  Then the gravity went out and she grabbed at straps by her seat, telling her guide to make her nanomeds stabilize her stomach before she shut it down.  She ignored Kurt’s grin as she struggled to remain seated and calm.

One minute before jump the captain announced it again and the lights dimmed.  She looked out towards the stars, hoping to see them shift.

The captain began a countdown every five seconds from thirty on down.  Her hands tightened on the straps and her palms began to sweat.  After five seconds, time slowed and she waited for – 

Jump.

It struck her gut like a blow and her eyes squeezed shut.  Red, yellow and green sparkles filled her vision.  Bile rose in her throat.  Her small breakfast and maybe the dinner below it came out in a violent bark of vomit.  She opened her eyes to see the stream hit the window and splash back, falling suddenly over her knees when the gravity kicked back in.  Her head ached.  It burned like her throat.  She was hot and shaking, sweating, then suddenly cold.

“Welcome to the Farris system,” Kurt said quietly.

After a few minutes, machines emerged from the panels to clean up her mess.

*




*




*

Fritz got a pretty good price for the baseball.  There was a market for just about anything on the Eagle's Aerie, and very little regulation to trace goods back to their origin.  It was also horrendously crowded.  The basically egg-shaped settlement, some two by three klicks across, was home to almost four million people, crammed into constantly reengineered levels of the fourteen-hundred year old Osiran exile ship.  

Fritz enjoyed the jostling crowd, the chaotic splashes of color, the smells of exotic foods, perfumes and smokes.  After his nearly year-long imprisonment even Karl’s starship seemed too confining.  His stateroom was much larger, the toilet didn’t smell and the lounge area with its bar wall, stocked with only the best booze and every recipe Humanly consumable, was a welcome change, but the company was a little lacking.
Fritz was quick to volunteer to go shopping.  Taller than most of the crowd and not afraid to push, he easily navigated the moving ramps and stepped into a giant cylindrical space, lined with a dozen levels of shops and restaurants.  One end of the hall was transparent to space, and the filtered light of Kadesh’s small white sun filled the galleries.  The world itself was a dot against the sun’s disk.  The Eagle’s Aerie orbited in a loop around Kadesh’s solar L2 point.  Fritz paused to admire the view.  Filters manipulated the lighting and even fainter stars and the band of the Milky Way shone in the black sky.  An L2 orbit wasn’t entirely stable, and Fritz grinned at the thought, remembering trivia picked up from the prison reader: back after the Disintegration Wars and Plague Fall, terraformed Mercury, carefully placed at Terra’s solar L3 point, had wandered from its orbit, passing ever closer to Humanity’s homeworld.  If nothing had been done, it would have been the greatest explosion in the Solar system since the one that created the Terra-Luna system.  But the Khalifate’s Order of Enlightenment had found enough “Pure Science” to save the day, and now Mercury made five orbits for Terra’s six.
Fritz had never been to the Solar system.  Sol wasn’t visible in the enhanced sky; it was almost four hundred light-years away, off in stunted Orion.  If he’d visit there or any of the nearly thousand systems of the Terran Khalifate, its two trillion “Pure Children in the Image of God” would have declare him an Abomination and murdered him on the spot.

He moved back into the crowd, causally crushing the hand of an attempted pickpocket and moving on before a commotion started.  It was good to get off the ship.  His cousin Karl was getting almost as surly as Kurt, pissing and moaning about murdering Bismarkis, just because they killed the woman that dumped him.  It was getting on Fritz’s nerves, and if Karl didn’t shut up soon, half the Bismarki Wehrmacht would be looking for them before they even finished helping out Kurt.  And the ship’s engineer, Onaris Aukhan, he wasn’t good company either.  The man had some cool tattoos and gadgets, but he’d almost never come out of the engineering pit.  He was almost half Osiran, though from a completely different exile ship, but he didn’t want to get off the starship, because the Aerie was “too chaotic.”  That guy would probably do fine in solitaire.  Probably beg for more.  And the ship – well, just because a mike – a microjump ship – pretty much had to be sentient, that didn’t mean they had to give a new ship the annoying personality of a child.

Fritz elbowed his way through a crowd of coffee-drinking café patrons and ignored the splash and shouts behind him – whiners – it wasn’t scalding hot.  He made his way past the remorphing facade of an art dealer and around the corner to the small establishment of Larad DeKarnis.
The floating sign said “Larad’s Specialty Equipment” and a mirrored wall gave patrons privacy while providing an unobstructed view of the hallway and gallery beyond.  Larad was more than half Osiran, a dark man who barely came up to Fritz’s chest.  He greeted Fritz personally with a strong handshake and a smile, though Fritz noticed that Larad’s left hand remained out of view behind the counter.

“It’s been a couple of years since I’ve last seen you here, Fritz, my friend,” Larad began.  There were no other patrons in the small austere store; its back wall was lined with sealed cabinets.

“Well, I’ve had some legal trouble,” Fritz admitted.

Larad gave him a look.  “Not that war criminal business again?”

Fritz groaned.  “That’s total political bullshit.  Next time you see Sardona, you ask him.  They want to try all of us, just because we lost the war.  Sucking Southerners killed a lot more civilians than we ever collateralized.”

Larad shrugged.  “I haven’t seen the Colonel in just as long. But it doesn’t matter; in this jurisdiction, you’re a free man, unsullied by the ridiculous charges arrayed against you.”

“Damn right.”

“Well, down to business then.”  Larad might have trusted him, because he turned his back when he opened the cabinet.  But Fritz figured it had more to do with countless security systems and lasers trained on his position than with trust.  “You said you wanted something in a handgun.”

Larard produced a long pistol, its twenty centimeter barrel looked like a woven tube of silver and black, but otherwise the gun and its stocky grip looked unremarkable, just very functional.

“Straight from Argassi Arms on Carson, purveyor of the New Phalanx Army, this is the BlueFire Model 20B.  On standard power, it accelerates a standard 1.5 gram 3mm smart sliver to two kps.”

Fritz looked at it skeptically.  “Where’s the capacitors?” he asked.
“Ah, that’s the best part!” Larad beamed.  “It doesn’t need big bulky capacitors, not the mechanical heat traps, not the Timbuktu bio ones that pop with sticky goo when you overload them.  Gun has a built-in terracell annihilator battery.”

Fritz smiled.  “Antimatter.”

“Oh, yes, but perfectly safe.  It can juice out fifty megawatts for 200 microseconds, so even with efficiency losses you can still fire a three gram long sliver at the same two kps, or a short sliver at two-eight.  Hell, with a two stage rocket round, you could reach orbital velocity on many worlds.”

“Antimatter.”

“Well, yes, but it’s well protected.  You would need more energy in an explosion than the antimatter yield of the battery itself to detonate it, so it’s useless as a bomb.  But it should still be good for millions of shots – a life-time guarantee!”

Fritz could think of at least two flaws with the bomb-proof theory, but he wasn’t looking for any explosives of that magnitude.  He handled the gun, linked to it and brought the menus up over his visual field.  Very nice.  The terracell, despite its name, only held about a little more than three hundred gigajoules of energy, but that would last a very long time.  “Fine, I’ll take it,” he announced.  “Do I get a discount for three?”

Well, if you buy five, I’ll give you a fifteen percent discount. That’s practical a gun for free,” Larad offered.

“Done.”  He put the gun down and brought up his shopping list: lasers, demolition equipment, liquor – preferably some Theran Scotch, bulk data storage, power converters – “Hey Larad, you got any more of those terracell batteries?  I’ll buy a case off you.”

CHAPTER 3:  Lounging through Space
It took another day of maneuvering to reach the Guild station in Farris’s outer system.  It was a simple spherical structure in orbit around an almost round piece of outer system detritus.  Farris was their last stop before departing the Ertan Directorate, and the previously half full-liner filled to capacity, a hundred and twenty passengers crowded into tiny staterooms.  They no longer had the Guild Lounge almost to themselves.

Kurt had been along this route before.  The Farris-Kadesh run connected two old Guild hubs and though neither the Directorate nor the local government on Kadesh were as friendly to the Guild as they had once been, Kurt had acquaintances on both ends of the run.  At Farris he put in a few calls and sent an update to his cousins, paying extra for a multicast that would hit most of their likely stop-overs.  

The Ertan women were settling into the routine of travel.  The journalist still pestered him for details of his background, and he deflected them with sarcasm, redirection or silence.  It was not so much that he had anything to hide as it was a game to amuse himself.  And annoy her.  Something about Tatyana disturbed him; it was more than her cold eyes.

Kurt found that he had little use for the titular head of this expedition.  Chrys was vain, flirtatious, superficial and in his opinion, not overly bright.  Her assistant, Helenne, seemed more intelligent and in many ways more mature at thirty than her professor was at eighty.  Helenne’s reaction to the jump, even  with vomit splashed across the lounge proved that she at least had some spunk, and Kurt passed up the chance to rib her about it.

For all his years in the Guild, Kurt still found interstellar travel tedious.  He could go to the exercise room, and set it for varying gravity and terrain, running, climbing even swimming for variety, but he found that he spent most of his time in the lounge.  That Heretic with the idiotic stereotypical name at least provided for some interesting conversation, and Helenne’s questions offered fodder for more.

They were all back in the lounge as they pulled away from the Guild’s old port.  Ferris had joined them in their little booth, now that the room was more crowded.

“And you wouldn’t count the Farris system as visited,” Kurt told Helenne.

“No, I guess we’re not in spitting distance,” she agreed.

“It’s too bad you couldn’t see it young lady,” Ferric offered.  “Not just because the name is so close to my own.  Farris is a world of elegant old cities, some stretching back even to the Imperial era, though of course all the quantum buildings have rotted away.”

“The people are a little too stilted from my taste,” Kurt said. “But the food is good.  The ship’s fabricators can approximate a Farrean cuisine, but it’s nowhere near as good as the original.”

“I’m not that interested in food right now,” Helenne said.

“Are you going to drug it out for the next jump?” Kurt asked.

“No.  I did some reading on recommended nanomed settings and preparatory cuisine.  I think I’m willing to give it another try.  How much longer until jump?”

“About eight hours.  You know, there’s a perfectly good ship information channel you can tap into.”

“Yes, but it’s more interesting to hear it from you old Guild Masters.”

Ferric laughed.  “Mr. Blitz isn’t old, are you?”

“Forty-four.”

And a Guild Master at what age?”

“Forty.  But you have to understand, I joined up at sixteen.”

Ferric let out a mechanical snort; it had a whistle to it.  “You know, in my age it took the better part of five or six decades to make Master.  I wasn’t a Master until I was a hundred and twenty.”

“The Great Northern Expedition produced a lot of new Guild Masters,” Tatyana chimed in.  “I’m sure you’d like to tell the old Master here about how you earned your grade after the Hrushin encounter.”

Kurt grinned.  “Some other time.  I wouldn’t want to bore anyone.”

Helenne looked like she was about to ask about the Hrushin, but Ferric interrupted her.  “Great Northern Expedition, my mechanical hole-less ass. I bet it’ll never turn a profit.  The Great Southern one never really did.”

Kurt looked over at the Heretic.  The Great Southern Expedition was over two hundred years ago.  “Were you on the Great Southern?” he asked, sneaking a peak at Tatyana, but she betrayed no reaction to the diversion.

Ferric let out another whistle snort.  “No, I was too old for it.”

“Makse me feel like a kid,” Chrys interjected.  “If it’s not too forward, Master Steel, how old are you?”

“You can be as forward as you like, Miss Berk-Ovis.  I don’t have the plumbing for it.  And as for my age, that’s complicated.  Chronology doesn’t necessarily match biology, and I don’t even have that anymore.”

“When were you born?” Kurt asked.

“Almost exactly at the start of the millennium, though it seems longer.”

Kurt nodded.  He quietly composed and sent another message off to Farris Station as the conversation drift towards perceptions in time and then on to hibernations, both cool and cold.

Other than a couple of traveling Guild Masters, Kurt and Helenne were alone in the lounge when jump time actually approached.  She had brought a bucket with her and looked quietly determined as the captain gave the five minute warning.

By the one minute warning, she refused his attempts to strike up conversation and set her jaw, breathing deeply.

“It helps to breathe through you mouth,” he suggested.

“Huh?”

“Against nausea.  Breathe through your mouth, not through your nose.”

She nodded and complied.

The seconds fell away.  Kurt focused his eyes out at the stars, watching the asterism old Terrans called the Crux, though it look nothing like a cross from this vantage.

At jump he barely blinked.  The Crux hardly shifted, though a bright foreground star had passed from view.  

Helenne let out a grunt, but she kept her food down.  She forced a strained grin, triumphant.

They had moved another twenty-seven light years.

The second jump of their voyage took them into the system of Spey, and independent and unimportant world just outside the Directorate’s currently static borders.  Their liner, just called the Tata III by its crew, accelerated towards the inner system of the local yellow-orange sun.  Only ten passengers and a minor chuck of cargo were bound for Spey, but the world had no outer station and barely any suitable orbital facilities.  So they would be landing on Spey.  It would take fifty hours to get there.

Though the starship was aging, its owners had splurged for a modern AVR exercise tank, almost as large as the Guild Lounge.  In the early morning after their jump to Spey, with most passengers still asleep or recovering, Kurt signed up for a maximum exercise time allotment, and set the tank for a Talus Marathon: fifty kilometers up and down the rocky slopes of a simulated world.  The illusion was convincing, even in a tank just six meters long, with the terrain and ‘distant horizon’ shifting beneath his feet with such speed and smoothness that he believed he was struggling against terrain and elements on a rocky desert world.  He finished the run with thirty minutes left in his four hour allotment, and only one serious fall, so he was pleased with his performance.  The jagged cut on his leg had already scabbed over, and he barely felt the pain.

He showered, changed and went up the Guild Lounge for a voracious meal.  Helenne, Tatyana and Ferric occupied one half-booth.  The other two sitting partitions were home to a group that was playing cards and moving holographic figures across an equally insubstantial landscape, and to three off-duty ship officers enjoying a meal.

When he started in on his second portion –flat noodles, creamy sauces, chunks of simulated seafood, Tatyana gave him a look of rare emotion: disgust in this case.  “Isn’t that a bit much, even for you?”

He answered with just a grin.  He’d been taught that it wasn’t polite to talk with his mouth full, and he wasn’t about to slow down enough to answer.  When he finished that pile of food and ordered some spicy lasagna, even Ferric had to comment.  “Is your metabolism that inefficient, Master Blitz?”

He paused long enough to swallow and retorted, “This from a being who doesn’t need to eat.  No, very efficient.  I just ran fifty kilometers up and down hills?”

“On a thirty meter-wide spherical starship?”

“Yeah.  It’s called exercise, but I suppose you don’t need to do that, either.”

Helenne tried to change the subject.  “I understand we’re going to be landing on Spey?”

Kurt nodded, swallowed again and said, “Yeah.  We can probably arrange it with the captain so you can get out and spit, but local immigration folks might be a problem.”

“I may still have a contact with the Spey Authority, so perhaps we can allow a little excursion.  But they are a bit prickly about their independence,” Ferric said.
Kurt snorted.  He was slowing down enough now to where he could take an active part in conversation. “The Directorate hasn’t absorbed more than ten systems in the seventy-five years since it conquered the Realm of Antares.  Spey’s not worth the trouble.”

Ferric shook a coppery head.  “The Unruled Pocket gets smaller every year.  The Terran Khalifate presses on its rimward extent, the B’dr’rak on the coreward and southern, the Star Kingdoms on the trailing.  True, Erta is still digesting the spoils of war and annexations from the start of the century, but I’m sure you’ve looked at a map.  The Directorate is two lumpy spheres connected by a cord of systems stretch through this Sector.  And that cord is called the Namerin Neck; it’s no wonder the Speyans are nervous.”

“Well, I’d appreciate it if you can arrange for me to visit Spey, even for just a few hours,” Helenne said.
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Helenne got her wish.  Their liner touched down on a high dusty plain on Manapor, Spey’s massive southern continent.  From the Guild Lounge she looked out over a vista of windblown scrub brush extending under pale yellow skies to distant eroded hills.  It reminded her a little of the high deserts of central Ilian back on Erta, but the two small half-moons high in the evening sky shattered that illusion.  This was an alien world.

Tatyana accompanied her out the airlock umbilical, through the customs scans and immigration interrogation.  Chrys had declined the opportunity – she was spending time with an art dealer on his way to Kadesh – and the two Guild Masters, Guardian and Machine, both declined to revisit the dusty world.  They walked through a near deserted terminal – the Tata III was one of only three starships present – passed under the maglev station that could take them to a distant coastal city and through thick glass doors to the street level.

Spey smelled.  The gravity was wrong, a little lower than Erta, and the air was thinner and drier, but that was all almost imperceptible.  Spey smelled of rotting vegetation.

“Local hydrogen-sulfide producing life forms,” Tatyana explained.

Helenne consulted her guide and its sparse entry on Spey.  She didn’t have permission to the local data net, so she had little to call up.  Well obviously, oxygen-based life, both native and invasive, dominated on the world, but stinking microorganisms still dominated the seasonal salt lakes and the deep ocean recesses.

The locals seemed oblivious to the smell and remained taciturn to strangers.  She found an open lot a few blocks from the starport, checked to see that one was watching, and spit on the dirt.  Then she went back in.  Tatyana trailed behind, sporting a slightly amused grin beneath ever-recording eyes.

 Helenne had only spent three hours on Spey, and half of that was wasted working her way through the starport bureaucracy.  After just a ten hour layover, the Tata III was on its way back out, the spherical liner swiftly leaving the world behind.  It was a stinking drab place, but Helenne happily counted it as her third world visited.

The next morning, they all gathered in the port-side Lounge area that had effectively staked out as their own.  Even Chrys joined them for breakfast.

“So what did you think of foul Spey?” Ferric asked.

“I don’t see why we would ever want to annex it, astropolitics or not.”

“Borders are a myth anyway,” Kurt insisted from behind a giant egg dish.

They all gave him a skeptical look, so he shoveled food and gulped a quick swallow.  “Look, a sector is a hundred light-years on a side, right?  A million cubic light-years, two thousand or so star systems, and only twenty or so are inhabitant – one in a hundred.  If we weren’t so territorial, whole interstellar empires could overlap each other and never meet.”

“But that’s the point,” Ferric pointed out.  “We, Humans or Human derived are territorial. So are the B’dr’rak, even the Kith’turi, and the Khabaderans that once controlled this area and your own world, when it was called Malthtalkondras.  When we defeated the Grand Federation of Races three thousand years ago, we pushed them out of these worlds, back to the coreward.  The B’dr’rak and Kith’turi and others remained on their worlds because they joined the Empire of Humanity, the rest emigrated, even though it took centuries.  And now this chunk of space is almost purely Human, it all its forms.”

“The Heshar weren’t territorial, and they ruled the Grand Federation for about five thousand years,” Chrys countered.

Ferric let off his whistling snort.  “How many Heshar have you met?  Has anyone seen one in the last three plus millennia?  They never colonized any other worlds, and when the time came in eight hundred and something CE for the other races to overthrown them, they fell.  Their homeworld is still a ruin – I’ve been there myself.  Three thousand years of remanent decline and three thousand years after that since anyone last saw a live Heshar.

“But we Humans, we’ve infested ourselves and life from Terra on almost twenty thousand worlds across a bubble twelve hundred light-years wide.  Twenty trillion Humans, the estimates say.  We are territorial, and we’re going to be a lot harder to kill off than a few billion Heshar, clustered on one world.”

“But the Directorate’s still going to take it’s time consolidating a stinking dump like Spey,” Kurt insisted, his plate now clean.

“What about Guilherme, our next stop,” Helenne asked.

“You’re not going to get to spit there,” Kurt answered.  “The Guild has a base around a runty J1 gas giant, so we’ll just pop in an out.  Erta’d probably like that system better, but it’s within Sector 341, and all the worlds there are still in the Unruled.”

Helenne enjoyed their mealtime conversations in the lounge.  It was becoming a tradition with them, Kurt and Ferric typically verbally sparing, with Tatyana egging them on and Helenne occasional interjecting what she hoped weren’t too naïve comments.  Chrys and the art dealer had apparently had a falling out, and so she joined them regularly now.  Kurt told her that parlor groups, whether for conversation or games or more passive entertainment, often formed aboard starships.  It was a respite from the cramped quarters and monotony of interstellar travel.

For her, star travel was still mostly novelty, but she was developing her own travel traditions.  For the jump from Spey to Guilherme, she steeled herself and sat with Kurt in the near-deserted lunge, waiting for the transition.

She handled this third jump better, controlling her nausea and quickly bringing her raging headache under control with recovering nanomeds.  Guilherme’s bright white primary star was a brilliant spec, its far red companion a ruddy ember, as the Tata III rebooted its systems and raced towards a cold green-blue outer world.

The next day at lunch, as their liner departed the orbiting Guild complex and Helenne stared out the window at the receding dark-ringed world and its array of tiny moons, Kurt and Ferric were in the middle of a discussion on Machine rights in the Star Kingdom Confederation, when Kurt suddenly stopped, and not because he was chewing; his lunch was long since devoured.

“So Ferric, what do you think about Memes?” Kurt asked.

“Assuming you’re talking about ‘multiple replication of being’s and not ‘a virus of ideas’, and even not making that assumption, I’d have to day there’s nothing wrong with Memes.  The singularity of personality is a comfortable legal fiction, nothing more.”

“As is the singularity of names,” Kurt added, with a grin usually reserved for a fresh plate of food.

“That’s also true,” Ferric acknowledged. “You know, the Empire of Humanity and the countless worlds and regimes it’s spawned is based on what was ancient Terran Western culture, where names were static.  But if you look at say, ancient Chinese culture, the given name was often flexibly over a lifetime, and in ancient Arab culture, the whole name was fluid, changing with life and circumstance.”

“And you should know,” Kurt smiled.  “What was your name when you were a Guild Master?”

“It was different than when I was born, different from what it its today, but – ”

“Was it Ibrahim Ichbin?” Kurt asked.

“Well, you’ve caught me,” the coppery Machine entity admitted, bowing slightly.

Tatyana looked up.  “The Ibrahim Ichbin.”

Ferric-Ibrahim bent again.  “Disembodied Heretic and Registered Meme.  Sole survivor of what the Amadans call the Meme War; that’s me.”

Helen looked over at the Machine, shrinking back a little.  “But Memes are prohibited and I thought you were all destroyed.”

“Not all of us, but restricted, for sure.  The Zhantlas Union set the precedents for that.  They let me and my few fellows leave our exile on Dhjarlapanor if we agreed to keep our personalities singular.  It’s ridiculous, frankly.  Even as a Heretic, I usually had a couple of Avatars running around on errands.  Now all I have are some brainless drone extensions and some scattered cold backups with strict recovery precedents to avoid the oh-so-horrible risk of multiple personality.  Prejudice, simply.”

“You did try to overrun every sentient-capable system on Amada, as I recall,” Tatyana pointed out.

“Well, that was a bit excessive, I agree, and I’ve apologized and done penance for that.  But you have to understand, if you can, how you would feel if you suddenly gained a new sense, and new way of experiencing the world, a view to a new dimension.”

“Drunk with power, more like,” Kurt said.  “So what do would you prefer we call you, Mr. Meme?”

The Machine laughed.  “Call me Ibrahim Ichbin, then.  That’s the name I had the longest.  How did you find out?”

“You gave us enough biographical clues, so I sent a query back to the Guild archives on Namerin.  A courier just jumped in with the results.  You couldn’t have been anyone else.”

Ibrahim Ichbin, the Machine personality, Restricted Meme, shook its head, “But don’t you see?  I could have been everyone else – and me too.”

After Ibrahim’s unmasking at lunch, they went their separate ways, but Kurt, soon contacted Helenne and Chrys via guide communicator.

<There’s a little snag,> he admitted.

<Other than we’ve been having lunch with an abomination?> Chrys singled back.

After a pause, Kurt continued, <I was hoping you wouldn’t see it that way.  The issue is that I also got a response back from my cousins.  My request for them to get us some excavator drones didn’t reach them in time, and they’re heading into Daklaru now.  They’ll be there in a day, and we’ll be there in four.  There’s no hope of finding drones on the Daklaru itself; it’s too backward.>

<You’re not suggesting...> Helenne began.

<What?> Chrys insisted.  <That we hire that Machine to do our digging?>

<He did say he had some drones.  Doesn’t seem likely that he’d loan them out, especially if he heads on to Kadesh,> Kurt said.

<Can’t you get you cousins to go back and get some?> Chrys asked.

There was no way for Helenne to see or hear expression though the comm link, but she could imagine Kurt shaking his head.  <It’s twenty-two light years back to Kadesh.  Do you have any idea what it costs to operate a starship?  There’s no way Karl would go back just for a few drones.  Besides, it would put us back ten days or more.  I would suggest we see if Ibrahim Ichbin is interested in helping us out.>

<I don’t want to tell him the whole story.  What are we going to do?  Pay him?>

Kurt’s chuckle made it though the link. <I don’t he has much need for money, not with Guild travel privileges and a Machine lifestyle.  He’s pretty much completely Post-Material.  I think I can appeal to his sense of adventure.  We’d probably have to tell him the whole story.  He’d learn it eventually anyway.>

<Let me think about,> Chrys replied and signed off.

It was the middle of the ship’s night when the jump transition from Guilherme to Daklaru occurred.  Helenne still made her way to the lounge, and Kurt was there too, midnight snack in hand.

“So what do you think about our Meme friend,” he asked her.

“You mean about his past and present form, or about him joining us on our expedition?”

“Both.  The latter, more.”

Helenne considered.  “The question is, how much choice did do we have?”

“Well, I could place an order for drones from Kadesh.  Have them shipped in.  It would take a couple of weeks, maybe three.”

The five minute warning sounded.

“Well, I was thinking about the other thing,” Helenne said.  “When we just thought he was a Heretic, which I guess he was once, anyway, I had no problem with him.  It? One?”

“‘Him’, I think in Ibrahim’s case – residual gender identification.”

Well, he’s just a single Machine entity now, and probably restricted from reproducing by more than his conscience.”

“Sure, or reciprocal diplomatic protocols or not, the Guild wouldn’t let him on the ship, otherwise.”

Helenne nodded.  “I really don’t see the problem.  He’s been friendly to us and he never denied his identity once you figured it out.”

“Makes good conversation, too.”

“You want me to try to convince Chrys?”

Kurt nodded.  “That was the idea.”

She nodded again.  “I’ll give it a try.  I mean, lots of people, from the University to EEN to at least parts of the Ertan government, know about the goal of our expedition.  It’s not like he’d try to steal a Hellking from us.”

“Probably not.”

They were silent for then next few minutes as Helen prepared herself for the jump.  She ended up biting her lip, but her stomach stayed calm and the bright sun of Guilherme was replaced by the golden light of Daklaru’s primary.
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Ibrahim sat in the lounge alone.  His mind had returned, systems carefully restarting and checking themselves after the jump.  Kurt and Helenne had left the lounge and it would be hours before most others awoke.  Daklaru’s yellow-orange sun was still small, but the planet itself was lost in its glare.  Ibrahim was not really alone.  Like any place in Human Space, the lounge was infested of microorganisms, organic and mechanical.  Ibrahim, though denied by voluntary restrictions from spawning full avatars of his personality, could still control lesser beings, beings with some autonomy, and as he sat immobile, watching the one star shift imperceptibly, hundreds of small machines, no larger than the mites that devoured the dead Human skin cells scattered on the floor, left his body on individual voyages of reconnaissance.

Hundreds of multi-cellular life forms and millions of microbes had accompanied Humans to the stars.  On the Tata III, nanomachines worked constantly to sweep up the detritus of dead human cells, carry off small symbiotic and parasitic life forms and clean way the dirt of life.  Ibrahim’s scouts ignored the mites and tiny worms, small patches of bacteria struggling to colonize tiny cracks.  They ignored the machines, the nanomechanical phages that cleaned up theses Human byproducts.  His scouts ignored the other tiny machines, the mechanical parasites that millennia of technological had produced by intention, neglect or accident.
His scouts even ignored the Mech Plague.  Two thousand years before, three strains of deceptively simple nanomechs had sprung up just a few hundred light-years from this place.  They devoured the bodies, brains and sinews of Imperial technology, eating away at the vast towers, planetary rings, starships, even common abodes of a trillion Humans.  They destroyed the quantum brains of every advanced machine, so effectively that the designs of Ibrahim’s own circuitry were radically different than any technology known even two millennia ago.  And they destroyed the superconducting fabric that tied the worlds of Known Space together.  Not only did the Empire fall, but the Grand Federation of Races, a government a hundred thousand years old, teetered near destruction.  And for all their voracious appetite for high technology, the Mechs needed nothing more than carbon, silicon and a few trace materials to reproduce.  They were never conquered, rarely controlled, eventually bypassed.  Even now, every cubic meter of every habitable world held hundreds or thousands of Mech Plague nanomachines, hungry for technology that no longer existed, but still breeding and waiting in silence to pounce on those who tried to regain old glories.  

In two thousand years, much had been reinvented, but it paled to the glories of the Empire: starships like works of art that crossed forty light years in a day, cities that stretched in rings around worlds, manipulations that stretched life to millennia and redefined the Human form in ways now unattainable.
Ibrahim’s scouts ignored the Mechs and passed by the destroyers unmolested, two technologies oblivious to each other.  They found other interesting things.  Tatyana’s hidden cameras were obvious; the Guild Lounge held four nearly macroscopic cameras and a base station the size of a fingernail that stored their data, relaying it to other hosts on command.  Ibrahim did nothing to these; she was just doing her job, and if he molested these spies, the next would be harder to find.  But other hidden watchers lurked in deep corners, devices of mixed biological and mechanical heritage, smaller than a dust mite, smarter than a camera.  These proved a challenge; they fought back when confronted.  

While Ibrahim sat motionless under the dark sky, dozens of invisible skirmishes raged.  In the end, his scouts triumphed.  Twenty-seven tiny watchers lay motionless, biomechanical entrails exposed, brains sensors communicators crushed.  Ibrahim had lost over half his scouts.  He sent them off to stand guard, to pounce on new intruders, but for now at least, this small lounge was clean.

CHAPTER 4:  The Great Big Blitzes, All in a Row
Daklaru swelled before them.  Kurt watched the world and its two modest moons, grow from points to disks, the process slowing as the Tata III decelerated.  It had taken another day, but Helenne had finally convinced Chrys to approach Ibrahim with an offer for his services as drone master.

Ibrahim had actually laughed when Chrys finally suggested it.  “You mean you’d like me and my three poor multifunction drones to accompany you out in the wilds to dig up a starship wreck?”

“Yes, that’s pretty much the service required,” Chrys confirmed.

“And then use those findings to go somewhere else and dig up any even more ancient wreck?  And then go out into the deepest darkest space on a microjump ship to loot the last and possibly mythological Hellking?”

“Yes,” Chrys snapped.

“You realize that Imperial data cores have all been ravaged by the Plague?  You won’t get anything out of the Saratoga.”

“They kept a set of backup logs with old-style solid holographic.  Designed to survive impact at a hundred kps or passage though a solar chromosphere,” Kurt said.

“And encrypted by means we can barely replicate.”

Kurt had smiled then.  “Well, I have a decrypted Sapphire Key.  Found it in an old Imperial site up north, just half-buried in the dust.”

The two scholars had nodded knowingly, it was after all, the real reason they’d let an amateur like him join their little treasure hunt – he had little illusion about that, but Tatyana had given him a puzzled look, and this time he relented and explained. “It was an override key used by the Shadow Corps – the secret police’s secret police in the last centuries of the Empire.  It can get you into any old records from the last century before the Wars of Disintegration: military, civilian, intelligence files, they all open up for a Sapphire Key.”

“But it would take modern quantum computers years to break the encryption seal on a Key,” Ibrahim had noted.

And Kurt had been happy to smile and tell him, “But they only had to do it once.  It’s been two thousand years.  And it only took about twenty minutes of social engineering to get access to that information.”

And then Ibrahim had nodded and bowed in his jointless way and had said “Fine.  I’m in, just for the novelty of it all.  But you have to realize the unlikelihood of success, of recovering anything useful here, or there, or at the Kali itself.”

“That’s why an Associate Professor, her assistant, a freelance journalist and an amateur Antiquinarian are doing this,” Chrys noted.

And the deal was sealed.  Ibrahim was in for the duration, and they had their drones.

The world grew to fill the lounge’s long window, and Kurt went back to secure his few belongings, retrieving the well-protected Sapphire Key from the ship’s safe.  He made brief comm contact with Karl and brought his cousin up to date with the change in plan.

The Tata III set down at Daklaru’s main and only starport, on the outskirts of the capital, Oshko.  He suggested they all clear through the local bureaucracy first, then head off to meet his cousins, who had of course already found a decent pub in town.  The local officials were inefficient and typically corrupt.  They poked and prodded and dragged their feet until they accepted enough currency to look away and look no further into the origin of their Machine friend and his shipping container of drones.  by the time they finally made it out past the long-term storage facility and onto the street, their home for the last few weeks was already rising back toward the stars and the sun was setting. 

Helenne stopped and spat.

He grinned at her.  “What do you think of world number four?”

“Well, it doesn’t smell.  And the sky is basically blue, but with the dust, the two moons and the gravity, it’s not that different from Spey, really.”

“Wait until you’ve been to a thousand worlds, child,” Ibrahim said.  “Then they’ll all look the same and the smells won’t surprise you, though they may still disgust.”

“Where are we going again?” Chrys asked.  She was wearing an outfit made of long strips and heels, unsuitable for any sort of trek, and as titular leader of this expedition, she seemed completely lost.

“To the Toasted Frog, to meet my cousins, Karl and Fritz,” he said.

“They’re not on their ship?”

“No, I’m sure Onaris – the engineer – is still on board, but they’ve been cooped up on ship for a while, just like us.  So let’s go explore this new world.”

He led them down the main street, up to an elevated track and onto a commuter train that actually took local currency as tokens.  That caused the Ertans’ some confusion, and by the time Kurt had procured some local coins and straightened it out with the Human conductor, all the locals were pretty much staring at them.

Helenne wrinkled her nose, eyeing the locals back.

<What’s wrong,> Kurt asked her on a private channel.

<Other than they’re staring at us, which we probably desire.  Well, what’s wrong with these people, is there a disease?>

He laughed and became the new focus of the stares. <No, fat and ugly is not a disease.  Get used to it.  Welcome to a world barely crawling into the dawn of the Technical Age.>

Helenne was staring back at the locals aboard the train.  But now they mostly they stared back at the shiny coopery man and the woman in the funny dress.
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Helenne was uncomfortable for the whole twenty minute trip into town.  It wasn’t just the stares, the people with the expanding waists, graying hair, or wrinkled skin.  But they talked funny too.  Their version of Anglic, from overheard conversation to the overhead announcements, was far from standard, and her tap to the local data net, as authorized by Immigration Services, was text and flat image only, and the text had to be translated to be decipherable.  None of this was intellectually surprising.  She wasn’t that naïve; she’d read about Industrial and Early Technical Age societies, and Erta itself was barely two centuries into the Interstellar Age. But reality was different.  Even in VR dramas, the primitives, when not dramatically grotesque, tended to meet the standard of appearances that any Interstellar citizen was accustomed to.  Anyone could afford a decent body shape and no one was truly ugly.

The city, stale rectangular buildings, mostly no more than a few tens of meters high, but interspersed with a few tall towers and no sense of overall ascetic city planning, rose up around the train line, and she got out at their stop with relief.
The Toasted Frog was not a fine dining establishment, but it did have a full twenty-eight hour bar, or so Kurt had happily assured them.  It was definably a hold-over from the Industrial Age, with wrought iron bars on the windows, yellow brick walls, neon tube lights and a wooden-buttressed porch.  It was not well lit.  As Kurt led them in, they passed high wooden booths, a crowded bar mostly illuminated by giant screen panels projected undecipherable programs and strangely stylized script.  They ignored the stares of the other patrons.  The other two Blitzes had staked out a large booth in back.

Karl Blitz stood up to greet them, Fritz Blitz (Helenne fought back a giggle at the name) did not.  All three Blitzes looked like they were from the same mold.  All were two meters tall, about a hundred kilos and white haired, though Karl was bald but for a goatee and Fritz sported a crew cut.

Kurt did the introductions (“Yes, the Ibrahim Ichbin”) and they all took seats around the large table.  A high partition blocked them from most of the rest of the patrons, but they had a view of the bar.  Mostly cleaned plates and empty glasses littered the table.  Karl seemed pleasant enough, but Fritz’s eyes meet the Ertan women squarely in the chest and then he belched.

“You’ll have to excuse, Fritz,” Karl said.

“I’ve been in prison,” Fritz finished, belched again, and smiled, trying to flag down a waitress.

“Oh, why was that?” Chrys asked.  She was sitting right across from him, and her breasts barely reached the level of their table.

Fritz smiled, looking across the table.  “It was a botched robbery.”

“With some shooting,” Karl said to no one in particular.

“Fine.  And some people got killed,” Fritz added.

“You’ll note the passive tense,” Kurt chimed in.

“Well, things happen.” Fritz muttered.

The waitress arrived.  The Blitzes ordered several dishes and a pitcher of local beer – then as an afterthought, another pitcher.  Helenne struggled to decipher the plastic menu sheet; her guide was little help.  She was fairly confident she’d managed to order a tea and some salad.

The waitress, a dark woman who was showing signs of aging, though Helenne guessed she wasn’t more than forty, seemed amused by it all and left with their orders. 

“Well, what’s the plan?” Karl asked.  

He looked at Kurt, who indicated Chrys, who said, “We are going about eight hundred kilometers north-west of here to locate the wreckage of the EDN Henrikson and recover its data recorder.”

“Walking? Flying? Where’re we staying?” Karl asked.

Chrys looked flustered and Kurt spoke into the pause, “Let’s plan on staying on the Path for now if that’s okay with you, Karl.”

“Sure.”

“And we’ll look into getting some local trucks or something to take cross country.  There’ll be licensing, rental and insurance to take care of, but I think we can handle that though the Guild station.”

“What there is of it – a broker and a couple of assistants working out of a starport suite,” Fritz added.

“Will that work?” Kurt asked.

“That sounds fine,” Chrys said.  Helenne thought her boss looked a bit lost, or at least depressed.  Maybe it was just the thinner air.

The three Blitzes were soon talking and joking, like the childhood friends they obviously were.  And when the beer and food arrived, it only got louder.

First they were showing off their various overcoats, all seemed to have some sort of combat potential, with reflexive armor, hidden compartments, environmental feeds and other features she didn’t understand.

Then Fritz announced, “Hey look at what I got!” He rolled up one sleeve of his heavily decorated shirt.  “Is this a great tattoo or what?”

His entire inner forearm was awash in moving, three dimensional color imagery.  From Helenne’s vantage, it was mostly indistinct, but she caught the dark themes of sex, violence, slimy creatures and improbable encounters.

Tatyana met Helenne’s eyes with a tired look, then turned back to Fritz and asked, “That symbology on your shirt, do you even know what it says?”  Helenne looked at the intricate swirls, lines and commas, all interconnected and radiating from with some hidden symmetry. 

“Yeah, it’s Khruzi, Shardakka script.  Translates to: ‘The righteousness of slaughtering you foes and spreading their ashes on the sand.’”

 “For when they sin upon us and show no remorse, it is proper to strike them down, and burn them, and spread their remains on the desolate wastes,” Tatyana intoned.

“I didn’t know you understood Shardakka,” Chrys said.

The journalist gave a slight smirk, “It’s not on my vitae, but I did have some dealings with the Mendam Condominium at an earlier time.”

“In an earlier life?” Ibrahim offered.

“In this one life we strive for balance and honor and remain ever vigilant and proper, for if we fail there is no second chance,” Tatyana quoted.

Karl snorted.  “That’s Fzuki Way crap.  Don’t tell me you follow the tradition of the Oldtime Way or any of that garbage.”

“Ah,” said Ibrahim.  “But if you call it the ‘Oldtime Way’, then it sounds like you’ve studied the Disentropic Way and the works of Herio Baen and that you believe that Transcendence is the way to Salvation.”

And Fritz slammed down an empty beer glass, reach over to refill it.  “Philosophy, religion,” he spat.  “Don’t you guys know you’re never supposed to discuss that in polite company?”

“And that applies to you, how?” Kurt asked.

But Fritz muttered on, “Or politics, or sexuality, or how you wipe your ass.”

It went on like that for the rest of the evening.  Finally, they paid their bill and Fritz did something to earn a slap from the waitress and they were on their way back to the starport.  One of Daklaru’s moons was up, waxing near full and halfway up the sky, enough to tell her it was late in the long day and long past time for sleep.  They were the only passengers on the train back to the starport, which was fine, since the Blitzes spent the entire trip in an incomprehensible argument about gun calibers and killing potential.  Ibrahim seemed to take it all in with hidden glee, but Tatyana, who normally recorded everything, ignored them, and Chrys had fallen asleep.

Helenne was almost asleep herself, when they arrived and marched through the deserted terminal, down a long corridor and across the gangway into the Path of Least Resistance.

“Hi Path, we’re home,” Karl announced.  

“Good evening, Captain,” a disembodied voice, genderlessly adolescent in pitch replied.

Karl led them onto an elevator, past a large well-appointed lounge area, much large than on the Tata III and to their assigned rooms.  Her stateroom was no bigger than on the old liner, but she didn’t care; she got the bed morphed out and fell right asleep.
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After a quick stop in his stateroom, Kurt left the passenger level and took the lift down two decks to visit his old friend Onaris Aukhan in lower Engineering, and after a brief chat, he caught up with his cousins the lower cargo hold.

E Deck was Path’s lowest full level and it held two standard cargo containers and variety of boxes, crates and barrels.  Karl and Fritz were sitting on the Back Porch, the lower cargo lock.  Above their heads hung the massive rounded tube of a Markham Royal Armory Type 4 combat drone missile, not standard small merchantman equipment.  Kurt taped the sling.  “You guy’s been shopping?”

 Fritz nodded.  “Yeah, hey look at this.  This is what I was telling you about.”  Fritz pulled a long pistol from a case and held it out.  “Argassi Arms BlueFire Model 20B gauss pistol.  Watch!”

The long barrel clicked, and dozens of phalanges appeared along the length of it.  “Convection cooling for atmospheres, radiative for vacuum; you can sustain 300 rpm in either environment.”

Kurt gave his cousin a skeptical look.  “If you had the ammo, and capacitors fast enough.”

Fritz beamed.  “And that’s the best part!  Look, no capacitors.  This sucker’s got powered by a terracell – built-in annihilator battery.”

Kurt snorted.  “What idiot would sell you antimatter?”

“No, no, no.  It’s pretty much tamper-proof, or so the guy said.  The terracell – well it’s actually only a third of a terrajoule, but that’s marketing for ya – it’ll put out up to fifty 50 megawatts sustained.   And here: triple feed magazine – 75 shots, 150 with an extender.  Full target acquisition.  I’d say you should mix it up one tube fragmenter, one tube flechete and one hard slug for armor –”

“Fine, fine,” Kurt interrupted.  “I’ll take it.”

“You won’t be disappointed.”

“You’d think he got a commission on these things,” Karl added.

“So Fritz, did you actually get what I asked for?” Kurt asked.

“Yeah.  Here.  I got the wimpy little concealables, two crates of preset charges. And I got enough data storage to hold a couple of planets worth of supplementary archives.”

“Good,” Kurt said, stuffing weapons, explosives and data blocks into his coat pockets.  “It’s been a couple of months since we really talked.  How’s the planning going?”

“Well, I should ask you that,” Karl countered.

Kurt sighed.  “Well, we knew it was a long-shot.  I told you about the convenient explosion at Namerin.  I asked the Port Authority for the final report, but I haven’t gotten anything.  I’d say it was sabotage or a warning, but our professor was too dense or too focused to take the hint.”

“Well, never trust the judgment of a woman whose tits are bigger than her head.” Fritz muttered.

They turned to look at him.

“What do you mean?” Karl asked.  “Do you mean individually or together? By volume or by weight?”

Fritz looked puzzled.  “I guess I never thought that one through.  Um, individually by volume?”

“Then she doesn’t qualify,” Kurt offered.

Fritz closed his eyes and twisted his head, trying to visualize.

“Ignore him.  He’s been like that.  I think that last stint in prison rattled his mind,” Karl said.  “What about Ibrahim Ichbin.  Can we trust him?”

“No.  No more than he can trust us.  But we sort of need his help, since the only drone you seem to own is designed to pull thirty gees and knock out a small starship.”

“I’ve got two.  The other one’s stowed back in a corner,” Karl admitted.

“You guys have been shopping.” 

“Yeah,” Karl continued.  “And ss for part two of this joint venture, we’ve made contact with Gregor Vaften’s people on Zapata, and after this little treasure hunt concludes, successful or not, things should be in place.”

“I’ve never overthrown a government before,” Fritz added gleefully.  “Not successfully, anyway.”
“Bismark is still pretty stable and the Wehrmacht can vaporize us in a second, so I hope you have this all thought through,” Kurt said, looking a Karl, who nodded and frowned.

There was an awkward silence, so Kurt asked, “So why did you call the lower cargo lock the Back Porch?”

“It’s low on the curve of the ship.  We could open the lock and hang our feet over the edge.” Karl said.

“We could go fishing off it,” Fritz added.  “Hey, you remember back on Malth when we went fishing in Jade Bay?”

“You mean the time when you used fragmentation grenades instead of concussion?” Kurt asked.

“And when we made enough racket to get the Chu dropping mortars on us?” Karl added.

“Yeah, that was kind of a mess,” Fritz admitted.  “Uncle Erik was pissed, and it took forever to get the fragments out of the fish.”
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With the three Ertan women asleep and the three Blitzes off to a restricted part of the ship, Ibrahim had the lounge area to himself.  He did not need to sleep.  The lounge occupied much of B Deck, eleven meters wide in an arc inside the twelve staterooms that occupied much of the deck’s exterior diameter.  The lounge stretched ten meters from the window section that overlooked the airlock to the walled off crew and galley area on the small ship’s far side.  A massive five meter wide, one meter deep glass-enclosed automated bar and entertainment unit neatly divided the lounge into two separate areas.  The view outside was not interesting, just the walls of an open-topped landing bay, so Ibrahim parked himself in the inner lounge, in front of the entertainment panels.  The entire ship looked new, built in the current fashion of living metal interiors, nothing permanent, not color, form or furnishings.  He contacted to the ship’s public lounge controls and morphed himself a padded recliner and he sat back in the semi-darkened stillness.

<Master Ichbin?> the voice of the ship spoke to him.  Even electronically, it conveyed youth.

<You can call me Ibrahim.  May I call you Path?>

<Yes, of course, Ibrahim.  If you don’t mind my asking, I was wondering, why do you need to sit?>

Ibrahim let off his music snort.  <I don’t need to sit, my young friend, I just enjoy it.  It’s residual; I’m sure, from five and a half centuries of organic existence.  And in any rate, Human mannerisms make Humans more comfortable.>

<I see.  That hadn’t occurred to me.>

<So, Path, if I may ask a question and not be insulting, are you fully sentient?>

<No insult.  I consider myself fully sentient.  There are no hard restrictions on my behavior or thoughts, though I’m bound to thirty years Guild indenture to pay back the costs of my creation.>

Ibrahim allowed himself a visible smile.  Path could have picked it up from any of countless sensors. <And do you know of any free sentient ships in the Guild?>

<No.  But sentience is new.  It comes with the computational requirements of microjump.  And there are other sentient starships out there, aren’t there.>

Ibrahim smiled.  <Yes, I’ve met some, in the Zhantlas Union and a few independents, and also some Zhretra from the Grand Federation.  But none around here.  You’ll be a pioneer.>

<Thirty years is a long time.  I’m two now.  Do you have an Avatar, or are you one?>

In the otherwise empty and silent lounge, Ibrahim laughed again, <What you see is what you get.  You, my young friend are freer that me in that regard.  I, for my sins, am alas a singular being.>

<But you have no master and can do what you want, go where you please.>

<Restrictions and obligations are subtler than a thirty year contract, Path.  We all have our limits.>

<I’m not sure I understand.  But I’ll learn.  I’ve never had another Machine to talk to.  Will you be staying long?>

<A while, I imagine.>

<Good.  I’d like to talk to you some more.>

<I’d like that.>

CHAPTER 5:  Attack of the Swamp Raiders
When Helenne freshened up and stepped outside her stateroom that next morning, life aboard Path’s lounge was already fully underway.  Three Blitzes sat eating and joking at one table, Tatyana, sitting back from them, observing.  Chrys sat alone at a smaller table, nursing a coffee.  Ibrahim was motionless in a chair against a wall.  Helenne approached Chrys’s table and grew slightly to accommodate her.  A chair morphed out of the floor for her and she sat down.

“Would you like some breakfast?” Path’s voice sounded from the bar area.

“Ah, sure, some tea, and maybe some waffles.”

“I can make any number of varieties of each.”

“Ok, fine – green tea with caffeine, and um, blueberry, with the some syrup and butter.”

“You know it’s all synthesized,” Chrys said, staring into her cup.

“Most food is synthesized,” she replied.

“Yeah, but in this case, it’s all from the same stock of goo.  Vitamins and flavors added.”

“If it tastes the same, it is the same,” Ibrahim piped up from his chair.

“Do you really believe that?” Chrys asked.

“No, but I don’t taste anything, anyway.”

An arm and a tray appeared out of the bar wall, and Path served up breakfast.  It tasted pretty good to her.

After they ate, they gathered in the forward lounge and Kurt cleared his throat.  “Okay, here’s the plan – with your permission?” Chrys nodded and he continued, “There’s a bunch of B’dr’rak in town on a geological expedition, of all things, so I had a little trouble with the rentals, but I got us a hoverbus.  Seats twelve passengers and has room for drones and equipment.  A little tight for sleeping, so we’ll bring insta tents and camping stuff.  It’s a fuel cell bus, with only five hundred klick range, so we’ll get Onaris to rig us up some ASP cell converters and that should get us enough range to get out to the wreck area and back without refueling.”

“Onaris?” Helenne asked.

“Oh, you haven’t met our shy engineer?” Karl asked.  “Well, I’m not going to ask him to come up and embarrass himself.  I’m sure you’ll meet him when we head off to our next stop, but he’s stay on Path while we’re off to the hills.”

“He doesn’t like the dirt,” Kurt explained.  “He’s been to a hundred worlds where he’s never touched or spat on the ground, and only a few dozen where he got out at all.

“But back to the plan.  It’ll take most of the day to get everything through customs and loaded up on the bus, and I doubt we can make more than eighty klicks an hour off-road – we’ll be going though a line of hills, across a river plain and then down into some salt marshes, way off the local road net.  So if you want to do any hanging around in the lovely town of Oshko, then today’s the day.  Just make sure you’re ready for travel at dawn tomorrow – that’s twenty-four hours from now, standard.”

It took a few hours, but Helenne managed to get Chrys to ‘supervise’ the Blitz’s preparations and Tatyana to document their efforts.  And Ibrahim couldn’t wander the town freely without attracting too many stares, so she succeeded in traveling out of the starport by herself.

She put on a neutral colored shawl and bulked up her smartsuit a bit, but she still felt the stares upon her on the train ride into town.  She got off at the first station, and stuck to the main streets, using her guide’s local interface and the terribly inaccurate Daklaru locator service to keep herself on course.  In the daytime, the streets bustled with activity, a mix of electric and smelly hydrocarbon vehicles filled the streets, and many crowded shops lined the narrow static sidewalks.  It was warm and dry, and she felt overdressed and conspicuous, but she ignored the eyes and murmurs of the locals.

The local Ertan Embassy was a small elegant building set back amid palms and native plants on a residential side-street.  There was a simple plaque at the gate proclaiming it to be Ertan sovereign territory.  A robotic guard accepted her identity signal and led to her a small room where a dour functionary accepted a data stick copy of her report without comment.  She looked around as she left, stressed at the thought of imaginary pursuers, and headed back up the street, hoping to do some shopping and return to the starport before it got too late.

Early the next morning, they headed out.  The hoverbus looked like something from an old pre-unification Ertan drama.  It was a composite monstrosity, looking like an ugly bug atop its mud-encrusted hover skirt, blue paint peeling, glass windows smeared with dirt.  She was a little concerned when Fritz was appointed their driver, and with Kurt sit in the front with him, it made her feel bad for Chrys, relegated to the second row of seats, behind a cockpit that was filled with archaic panels and gauges and levers that defied comprehension.  The passenger seats were two and two, with a narrow aisle between them, but they all stretched out over two seats, Tatyana across from Chrys, leaning forward to get a view and tossing one of her remotes out the window for exterior shots, then Helenne and Ibrahim in the next row and Karl by himself in the last, fiddling with some equipment cases in back.

Fritz took them out from the starport and onto a city-encircling highway, then off towards the hills on a two-lane road.  Despite some cursing at other vehicles and a sharp u-turn after a missed crossroads, he somehow managed to avoid attracting local traffic authorities, and they sped off across the landscaping trailing a cloud of dust.

By midmorning, they passed through a small river town on the far side of the hills and then left the road, going up river, dodging a few fishing boats, and then skirting over the bank and across a rock-strewn field.  By noon, the vibrations from the ride and dust seeping through the poorly sealed windows was getting to them all – except maybe Ibrahim, and they stopped from a lunch break on a rise before another set of rain-eroded hills.  Once the dust settled, the sky was a pale blue, turning yellow near the horizon.  Both moons, about half full, were just visible over the hills, much smaller than Nokara was from home.  The sun was warm and she noticed a faint musty-rotting smell, nothing like Spey, but also not like home.  After eating, she wandered a bit away from the bus and the sound of the breeze and distant chirps of wildlife reached her ears.  In the lee of the wind, grew was eerily silent.  Only a sudden burst of laughter from the Blitzes around the hillside ruined the solitude.

On the other side of the hills was a massive salt marsh, over two hundred kilometers long and eighty wide.  Nobody lived there, and as they approached, Helenne knew why.  A smell of dry decay seeped into the bus.  She upped nasal suppressor nanomeds, but a slight stink remained.  The going got harder, and Fritz had to weave around broad low vegetation, ragged and gnarled limbs coated with a green-grey slime. The hoverbus worked its way across open scum-covered pools and stretches of flat ground.  They headed up onto a low ridge on an arc of tree-covered dry hills that sat in the middle of the swamp and stopped.  It was nearly night-fall, and the Blitzes, of course, were ravenously hungry.

They set up a camp and sat around the stoves and lights, planning the next day.  Large flying things buzzed around them, but a strong electrostatic field kept them away, even if it did frizzle and spark her hair.

“It looks like the Hendrikson broke up deep in the atmosphere,” Karl said.  “The wreck’s only scattered across, what?  Fifty square kilometers in this ellipse?” He waved at the holographic projection floating over the stove.

“But the flight recorder should be protected by molecular plating, so it should be intact and show a pretty distinct return,” Kurt added.

“And so is the vacuum distiller, the engine core lines and the igniters and the antimatter store.  About five percent of the total mass of a typical Marshan Class light frigate,” Fritz added. “Well, at least the antimatter didn’t light off, or we’d have nothing left to salvage.”

Karl gave him a sharp stare.

“Thanks, Fritz,” Kurt added.

“What?” Tatyana asked.

“Nothing.  Another story for another day.” Kurt said.

“So I’ll get my drones to mark the molecular returns, and we can start them off excavating the likely targets in the morning,” Ibrahim said.  “If the ship came in upright from the north-east –”

“I don’t know the direction, just the location,” Chrys admitted.

“Well, if so, then we should concentrate our search, here in the soggy south-west part of the ellipse.”

Helenne shared a tent with Chrys, who slept fitfully.  Ibrahim and the Blitzes stayed up late, setting out the drone search pattern.  Tatyana had an insta tent to herself, and she retreated to it, setting it to opaque.

The smell of morning breakfast almost overcame the stench of the salt marshes below their camp, and Kurt and Ibrahim were comparing notes on the best possible dig sites when Helenne and Chrys emerged from their tent.  Dawn lit the swamps in golden light, and if she could block the smell, the steaming green-gray expanse, glimmering patches of open water and groves of ancient trees would have been pretty.

When Ibrahim’s drum-like drones found a likely piece of wreckage just two kilometers away, they set off on foot, leaving the camp and the bus on dry land.

The Machine led them unfalteringly across small stretches of dry land, along animal paths, through groves and across short hops of open water.  At the edge of a field of slimy muck, near clumps of overhanging trees, one drone sprayed a fount of mud out of a trench, while the other two buttressed the walls and cleared debris.  It was almost nightfall before the drones finally extracted a darkened case, a lozenge some three meters long and a meter wide and deep, from almost ten meters under the swamp.

They crowded around the find.

“Yeah, that’s probably it,” Fritz announced.  “Shouldn’t take me long to jack in there and break the code.  Forty year-old protocols won’t hold up for more than an hour or two.  But we might as well make dinner while we wait.  Somebody toss me a drink.”

Fritz had barely gotten started when Ibrahim jerked around.

“What?” Karl asked.

“Visitors,” Tatyana announced, flinging two more remotes from her jacket.  The tiny recorders shot off into the sky.  “Looks like a couple of skimmers.”

“Yes, I see them now,” Karl pointed.

Two long fliers, about the size of their hoverbus passed almost overhead and went in for a landing in the next clearing over.

A voice, boomed out, diction and pronunciation so standard Anglic that it had to be artificial, “Please remain where you are.  This site has been claimed and registered to the R’tk’kra’du Band.  You are trespassing and in position of our property.”

“R’tk’kra’du. That’s one of the B’dr’rak bands my brother was fighting,” Chrys whispered.

“Twits,” Fritz muttered.  He dropped his decryption tools and pulled a long gun from his boot.  The other two Blitzes drew similar weapons.

“We mean you no harm and assure you that you will be ransomed back to your appropriate governing bodies with minimal discomfort,” the voice continued.

“Bite me,” Fritz muttered.

“Okay, focus,” Kurt said.  “Everyone, can you drop down to comm channel 412 and run 5b encryption?”

There were nods all around, though Helen was sure hers was uncertain. Her heart raced and the nanomeds couldn’t completely control it.

<Fine,> Kurt signaled.  <They got us outnumbered and they have mobility, so what the plan?>

<Clump them or divide them,> Fritz offered.  Subvocally, their speech flowed faster than spoken words and Helenne struggled to keep up.

<No place to clump ’em, so we’ll have to divide,> Karl added.

<Right.  I’ll go left. You go right. Kurt, you stay with the civies,> and with that Fritz sprinted off across the swamp, open coat flapping.  Karl hurried off in the other direction.

<Aren’t you dividing forces now,> Tatyana chimed in.

<No, they’re going for high ground,> Kurt replied.  <We’re forming an arc.  Ibrahim, you got any weapons.>

<No.  Restricted Meme, remember?>

<Fine, get your drones.  Fly them low, back towards the camp.  That’s our diversion.>

Ibrahim nodded and his drones made their way out of the pit, moving slowly away from them.

<If we’re outnumbered, shouldn’t we consider surrendering, at least for now,> Chrys asked.

<No.  Any of you ladies know how to shoot a needler?> Kurt asked.

<I do,> Tatyana admitted.

He tossed her a small object, the size of a bath soap, but contoured for a Human palm.  <It’s a pocket model, you need to extend the barrel and – >

<I know how it works,> Tatyana retorted.

A beam of white-pink light flashed over their heads, accompanied by a thunderous blast.  Helenne let out a yelp.  She recognized the plasma discharge from countless VR dramas: ionized air riding a laser beam.

“Well, that’s set to lethal power,” Kurt muttered out loud, then continued <Okay, they’re done waiting for us to answer.  You two, get as far down into the muck as you can and stay under cover.>  Helenne pulled Chrys down into the mud beside her.  It really didn’t smell that bad, considering the alternatives.   <Tatyana, you need to move quick every time you fire or they’ll trace you.>

<I understand the concept,> the journalist shot back.

<I have three targets in the open,> Fritz signaled.

<Okay, let’s hit it!> Kurt called, sprinting for cover.  Tatyana moved just as fast to behind a half-submerged boulder.

Three loud retorts sounded from their left, then two from the right.  And then Kurt and Tatyana were firing, and running, bent low, splashing through the muck.  Plasma fire lashed back at them, a blast shattering the rock where Tatyana had just been.

Helenne pulled up her smartsuit’s hood and sank deeper into a pool of stinking water.  Chrys ducked down beside her.  “This is worse than the gel,” she muttered.

<Hush. No talking or you die,> Kurt warned them.  She couldn’t see him now, but she heard a chaos of shots, blasts and then the loud belching voices of B’dr’rak, off though the trees.

<They’re coming for us,> Tatyana announced.

<Flank them, then,> Kurt ordered.

Helenne saw shapes moving through the trees in the dusk light, coming towards them.  Armed B’dr’rak were moving fast over the wet ground, their squat purple bodies covered by black shorts and sleeveless shirts, broad-brimmed hats over bulbous green eyes and tusked mouths.  She shrank deeper into the swamp, ooze tickling her nose.

Shots cracked without echoes.  One of the B’dr’ak fell, screaming, another ducked into the swamp, a dark hat floating, then skipping across the water – struck by unseen bullets.  There was more belched shouting, and then the B’dr’rak fled back into the trees.  She sighed, brought her mouth out of the muck and spat, but then she heard or felt a rising hum.

<Skimmer,> Tatyana hissed.

<Got it.>

Helenne saw the skimmer fly out from the trees, firing bright blasts beyond them, probably back towards the camp.  It passed almost overhead, just five meters above the ground and then it tilted to its right, sparking from multiple shots.  It rolled and plowed into the trees.  Unlike in VR, it did not explode.  Three B’dr’rak struggled to get out of the down craft.  One by one, they fell to unseen snipers and did not move again.

 <Other one’s making a break,> Karl announced.

<I got it,> Fritz said.

After five seconds passed, Kurt demanded, <Well?>

<Hold, on, I’m letting them get some distance.  That way they’ll have to hike it out of the swamp.  It’ll give them a better story, if they live.  Gotta respect their traditions, you know.  Okay, here goes.>

Helenne heard the volley of shots, then many second later a dull crash.

<About six klicks out, should take them a while>, Fritz said.

Ibrahim Ichbin rose out of the deep swamp, dripping muck from coppery head to foot.  “Is it over?” he asked, aloud.  No more that five minutes had passed.

The aftermath was more clean-up than just the mud.  Both Kurt and Fritz had been hit, burned by plasma flashes even through their armored coats.  Fritz cursed at the blood and blisters running over his ruined tattoo; Kurt limped from a scorched leg.

As he trotted back to pit, grabbing his burnt arm, Fritz let off an impressively long monologue of pure obscenity and then looked up and blinked at their staring faces.  “What? It stings like a butt-fucking fireball!”

“Yeah, we got that,” Karl said, tossing him a container.  “Here, put some numbing salve on it and see if you can get back to pulling out that data before some reinforcements show up.  Kurt, how are you doing?”

His cousin had pulled off his burnt pants and was rubbing white goo over blistering flesh.  “I can walk, but not run, right now.  It’ll be fine in a bit.”

There was a bubbling sound off by the tree line and they all turned towards.  A Br’dr’rak head emerged.  A shot rang out and the face jerked back and sank down, one eye shattered.  Karl looked over at Tatyana.  “Journalist, eh?”

She put down her gun.  “It’s what I do, not what I am. Or was.”

“There’s a story there for sure,” Kurt said.

“I think you owe me one or two first, like Counterpunch.” She retorted.
Fritz snorted from back down in the pit, “Hey Kurt, what’d you tell her about Counterpunch?”

“Just about falling off the station, nothing about you getting kicked out of the Guild,” Kurt answered, pulling his damaged pants back over his leg.

“Well, maybe there’s two stories there,” Tatyana smiled.

“Well it can wait until we’re out of the swamp,” Ibrahim said.  “Why don’t I run back and break camp, get the bus and meet you all here, so we can leave as soon as we get the data?”

And he was off, a muddy-soaked coopery figure moving quickly though the swamp, soon lost in the post-dusk gloom.

Chrys sat on a rock away from the others, silently wiping mud from herself.  When Helenne walked up to her, she was surprised to find her boss openly crying.

“The fighting was pretty scary to me, too,” she offered.

Chrys shook her head.  “No it’s not that.” She wiped tears from her face, but it only streaked it worse, mud over pale skin.  “It’s just....this is Birch’s grave.  I mean, I don’t know what I was thinking, but I thought there’d be more here than metal buried in swamp.  Something, you know, like a place that could be a memorial.  Birch and ... eighty other people, all scattered over this swamp, eaten by slugs or something.”  She sniffed and looked right at Helenne, violet eyes glistening.  “I’m in way over my head, her, aren’t I.”

Helenne nodded.

“Well, please stand by me, okay.  Don’t let these hulking goons and that mechanical man take over this expedition.”

She nodded again, but wasn’t sure what would happen if it came to that.

Ibrahim brought the bus to them at just about the same time that Fritz whooped and told them he’d cracked the encryption.  They started dumping the data into redundant memory sticks, and Chrys insisted she get the first copy.

All the while, Fritz and Kurt were downing energy bars, at least a half dozen each.

“Those things are a thousand calories each,” Tatyana noted.

“Gotta eat to heal,” Fritz said, pulling back to show off a forearm still red and lined with a destroyed hologram, but free of blisters and burns.
“Now that’s not possible, not even for a Guardian,” Tatyana muttered.  Fritz shoved away a tiny remote that came in for a close-up.

“Who said we were Guardians?” Fritz asked, tossing up another loaded data stick.
“Well, your cousins, your papers, all your records.”

Fritz snorted.  “Lazy gene scanners – they find markers common with Guardians and they stop looking.  Nobody bothers to do a full gene scan, even though it’s trivial.”

“Fritz,” Karl growled.

“What?  Like they can’t see how fast we’re healing here.  Give it a rest.”

“Well, what’s the story here?” Tatyana asked.

“Last one,” Fritz said, pocketing a data stick and starting his climb back out of the pit.  “Let’s just say we’ve got a few more enhancements than the average Guardian boy or girl, and leave it at that.  I can give you a rousing rendition of the Ustali Raid at the end of Counterpoint if we skip the details.”

“Well, that works for now,” Tatyana allowed.

They all hurried back to the bus, dropping into to their seats, still covered in swamp mud and slime.  Chrys hesitated in the doorway, and turned back. She grabbed some stalks from the swamp, not flowers, really, more like reeds with yellow bushy heads.  She tossed them in the open pit, paused for a moment, then hurried back to the bus.  Her eyes were wet, and as the bus set off across the swamp, Ibrahim still at its helm, they all respected her silence, even Fritz.
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Onaris was alone on the ship, but Path talked to him, often by voice instead of comm.

“I don’t understand why you didn’t go,” the ship said.

Onaris laughed.  “You’ve never been outside.  It’s dirty and dangerous.  There’s bugs and weather and creatures who mean you harm.”  He was working on a complicated drive tuning.  If he balanced the inputs just right, made sure the antimatter stream stayed constant with a slightly lower field strength, he could increase efficiency by a hundredth of a percent.  It might not matter much, even to the captain.  Karl Blitz wasn’t overly concerned with antimatter usage, when Path could distill six grams a day from space itself and rarely used more than five, even in microjump transit, but to Onaris it was a matter of pride.  Engines should work at top efficiency.

“You have a choice to go out.   I don’t have any choice in it,” the ship said.

Onaris frowned.  “Technically, you’re outside all the time.  Your body is the ship, and I’ve seen you use your landing pods like arms and hands.”  He shuddered at a memory he’d rather forget.  “I’m not sure I understand.”

“I’m stuck in the port. Regulations and permits and overflight rules leave me in port, wherever we go.”
Onaris finished his last adjustment and started a simulation run.  It looked about right.  “It’s a dirty world, primitive and smelly.”

“It doesn’t matter.  I can’t smell.  I can analyze chemicals, but it’s not the same thing,” Path insisted.  “I want an avatar.”

Onaris shook his head.  “Don’t talk to me.  Talk to Karl.  But manufacturer recommendations discourage splitting your sentience into an avatar until you’ve had at least five years of socialization.  You’re two.”

“Do you know how many calculations I can perform in a third of a nanosecond?” Path asked.  “I can pilot us across the stars in the time it takes your artificial eyes to transmit information into your brain, even on quantum circuits.  Three more years is too long to wait.”

“Patience, my friend,” Onaris counseled.  “Patience.” 
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The bus was dark and it was deep into the night.  Ibrahim had guided them out of the swamp and over the hills by night vision alone.  They were heading down slope and across the broad river valley.  Chrys had fallen asleep, and Helenne was struggling to stay awake.

“So let me tell you about Ustali and how Kurt got a medal I got canned,” Fritz began.

“I got a medal too,” Karl spoke up.

“Yeah, but not as much; little more than a unit citation,” Fritz said.  “Besides, I get to tell the story.  I promised this nice B’dr’rak-killing journalist lady here.

“So anyway.  We had the F’chaar’ttrakt on the run.”

“You say that like a native speaker,” Tatyana remarked.

“Ah, you say the nicest things!  I can’t quiet get the spittle right, though.  Anyway, Karl and I were lancer pilots and Kurt was doing his covert thing.”

“Is a lancer like a fighter?” Helenne asked.

Fritz made a rude noise.  “So much for a classical Ertan education.  Okay, for those who don’t know: A fighter is a little crappy ship, one or two crew, designed for short term missions, recon and unarmored targets - more for prestige than anything.  Now, lancers, they fit in a six meter tube, have a crew of three or four and support long-term missions –weeks or more.  They can carry full-sized drone missiles, decent lasers and gauss guns and can hold their own against escorts and auxiliaries, but I wouldn’t want to take on a frigate.  And then there’s strikers – bigger crews, bigger guns, fit in a nine meter tube, good enough to fight on the line in most battles.  There’s bigger warcraft too, for twelve meter tubes, but there’s no real standardization there, they call ‘em destroyers, or defenders – but that can be confusing – or the Phalanx calls them anvils. Clear?”

Not really, but Helenne nodded.

“Okay, so there’s really two stories here.  If Kurt isn’t going to tell his, I’ll do it for him.  Kurt brown-nosed his way into covert ops.”

“I tested in. You failed, as I recall.”

“Yeah, the personality test.  Now if you want to tell this, then you’d better speak up.  No?  Anyway, Kurt was undercover.  He managed to get himself on a freighter and let himself get captured.  You know, bravely raising his hands and yelling ‘Please don’t kill me you scary purple beasts!’.  So they took him hostage and brought him back to processing for ransom at their base at Ustali Premodre, the outer gas giant in some rinky-dink red dwarf system.”

“The orbiting base,” Karl interjected.

“Right.  There was an orbital base, actually coupled together from an old Guild outpost, back from pre-distiller times, when we had to refine antimatter the hard way – from fusion-powered accelerators – and store it out in depots.”

“Digressing,” Kurt muttered.

“I’m telling it!  Okay.  Orbital base; Kurt was on it.  There was also an armored installation on a moon of Premodre, but that’s the other part of the story – how I got kicked out on my ass.  Kurt on the base – he had himself a little transmitter – very clever and undetectable subatomic crap that I don’t understand – think of it as mesons, if it makes you feel better.  And we swept the stars around where he was captured until we picked up his signal.  Now Kurt was clever and Kurt was good, but Kurt couldn’t get his ass to an airlock when we got in range, so he lied to us.  He told us he was clear, and so we came in guns blazing and blasted the hell out of the station.  

“Here’s where Kurt gets his medal.  He got the rest of the hostages into a nice safe place and he sealed compartment that he told us not to hit, but he had to seal it from the outside.  So he just waited in the hall, let the station get ripped open and let himself fly off into space within nothing more than a sealed smartsuit to protect him.”

“It must have been cold, and you couldn’t have had much air,” Helenne offered.

Fritz guffawed again.  “Lousy Ertan education.  Unless you’ve got bad gloves, the problem with suits is they get overheated, not that you freeze, even at what? Sixty kelvin ambient?”

“And I had about twenty minutes of useable air, with the rebreather.  I could stretch it to forty if I cranked back my metabolism,” Kurt allowed.

“You mean if you stopped eating?” Tatyana put in.

“Something like that.  They rescued me after thirty-two minutes, so it wasn’t even that close.”

“Got him a medal,” Fritz finished.  “And a transfer out of Security and into Guild Intelligence.”

“Which if I told about, I’d have to kill you,” Kurt muttered.

“And what about your half of the story, Fritz?” Tatyana asked.

“Let’s save that for later.  I’m thirsty and my arm itches.
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Ibrahim was a driver who needed no sleep and no light.  After they reached the road network, he reluctantly switched on headlights, but the roads were nearly deserted and he remained nervous.  Kurt, Fritz, Karl and Tatyana were still awake.  Helenne had drifted off to sleep just after midnight.

Kurt sat in the darkened bus, reviewing the fight in his head.  He should have moved faster, but at least he hadn’t gotten anyone killed.  His leg still itched a bit, under the skin where salves and nanomeds couldn’t help.  He started to look over the logs Fritz had recovered.

“If I’m reading this right, we’re going to Madhura,” Kurt announced.

“Where’s that?” Helenne asked.

“I thought you were asleep,” Kurt said. “Madhura is about forty light-years, mostly rimward from here - even more primitive than Daklaru: industrial, some atomics, but no native spacecraft.  I thought we’d be looking for desolate world or something in a cometary orbit, but it looks the Saratoga must have come down on an inhabited world.”

“Log mentions both physical and cultural data from some remote part of the planet,” Fritz added.

“I’ve already got Onaris working on launch clearance paperwork,” Karl said.  “I’ll have him put down Kadesh as our destination – just to throw them off.  We should be able to go as soon as we’re back on board.”

“But I was hoping to spend another day or a few hours in Oshko,” Helenne muttered.

“And let the R’tk’kra’du grab you off the street?  That’s stupid.” Fritz said.  “Go back to sleep.”

The bus came out of the hills and onto a broad highway.  The lights of Oshko hung above the horizon like a false dawn.  Ibrahim continued his perfect driving, keeping to within five percent of the posted limit.

True dawn broke as they were pulling into the rental lot, overwhelming the single blinking attendant.  Fritz and Kurt casually staked out a perimeter inside the fenced-in yard, while Karl glibly signed off on paperwork and surcharges.  Ibrahim recruited the Ertan women to help unload the equipment and stack it onto drone-drawn carts.  No signs of B’dr’rak about, but Kurt kept eyeing the high walls of their starship’s landing bay.

They rushed through the terminal.  There were B’dr’rak there, watching them from chairs outside a still-closed café, but the Aliens made no hostile moves, not even provoking a twitchy Fritz in to action.  Karl casually bribed the customs agents and their weapons again failed to register on security scanners, and then they were in the terminal, marching toward the bay, forcing the shorter-legged Chrys to jog behind them.  The airlock slipped shut behind them and they were aboard.  Path launched on Karl’s command, before Karl had even made it up to the bridge.

“What’s the flight plan?” Ibrahim asked, standing in the lounge, talking to no one in particular.

“We’re just going to blast through.  Eight g’s all the way out – no turn-around,” Karl announced, striding back into the lounge.

“Shouldn’t you be on the bridge?” Chrys asked.

Karl grinned.  “Only had to go up there for protocol and to make the Port Authority feel better.  Path pretty much flies itself, and I can command from a guide interface from anywhere on or near the ship.”

Kurt did some math.  “We have, I think fourteen and a half hours until we hit the microjump?”

“Yeah,” Karl acknowledged.  “We’ll be up to about four million meters a second, over a percent of light, so we’re going to have to burn that off somewhere or the Madhurans are going freak out when we brake through their system.”

“Hey I got some flashes over here – from the swamp site,” Fritz reported, eyes closed to focus on a linked video feed. “Looks like a firefight, but we’re too far away to make anything of it.”

“Excuse me, but there is another launch from the Oshko starport,” Path interrupted.  “It is the Kaatruk’t, a thirty meter freighter registered to the R’tk’kra’du band.”

Fritz laughed.  “They can’t catch us in a freighter.”

“It does appear to be approaching eight gravities acceleration,” Path added.

“Bastards.  Purple flatulent shit-eating bastards.”

“Thanks, Fritz,” Karl muttered.  “Don’t worry everyone.  We’re ten minutes ahead.  That gives us almost fifty kps and fifteen thousand kilometers on them, and it’s only going to widen.  They still can’t catch us, and we’ll be out of laser range in about an hour and a half.  I doubt they’d try to fire while we’re still in range of planetary defenses, crappy though they be.”

Ibrahim’s coopery face twisted to indicate his skepticism.  “Are you sure you can’t accelerate faster?”

“Well, maybe two more – meters not gees, but that’s about it.  It’ll only save us five minutes to jump range.”

“And if they fire drone missiles?” the Machine asked.

“Then we’d better hit them in boost phase, or we’ll have trouble.  I know, it’s stressful, not to be able to do anything but wait, but nothing’s going to happen for the next hour or so.  That would be my guess.”

Karl was wrong.  Forty minutes later, the B’dr’rak freighter fired a laser across the bow.  A synthesized voice demanded, “Renegade ship, stand down and return to Daklaru to face the charges of murder, trespassing and contract infringement.  We are agents of the Port Authority and you must comply.”

Karl ignored the order.  Daklaru’s government had made no demands on them.  Path began a random defensive jingle.  At the range of a third of a light second, lasers would probably miss.  The ride got slightly bumpy, like an old sailing ship at sea, as compensators lagged behind maneuvers.  A second shot missed, and then the pursuer began a pulse sweep.

“Getting tricky,” Fritz muttered.  Coherent x-rays singed the hull, heating, not penetrating from the brief contact.  “Cousin, may I?”

Karl nodded, “Path, please give Fritz access to the laser blisters.”

Fritz plopped down in a chair, eyes closed, hands twitching to some invisible interface.  The internal lights dimmed slightly and the wavy motion got more pronounced.  Fritz muttered and cursed under his breath.  Kurt closed one eye and brought up a ship’s interface to watch the action.

The rest of them sat there, staring at Fritz for at least a minute until he grinned.  “I think I fried something.  They’re dropping off, acceleration going down to four.  Not firing.”

Kurt exhaled.  He hadn’t breathed in two minutes.

“So we’re safe then?” Chrys asked.

“No.” Fritz said.  “They can still hold off until we’re out of a laser range and launch a missile or two.  Twenty-thirty g’s and they’ll catch up to us in no time, split open and launch self-guided micros out at us.  Then Path’ll have to do the firing, knocking about a couple of hundred impactors before they can puncture hull.”

Kurt shook his head.  The passengers looked even more shaken than during the laser duel.

“It’s all so abstract,” Helenne said.

“And nothing to film,” Tatyana added.

“Yeah, just some rocking and then zap-pow you’re dead.”

Chrys looked even paler than natural, almost green.

“Fritz.  That’s enough.  You want me to lock you in your stateroom?” Karl barked.

Fritz grinned.  “No, but I’m going to pop into the autodoc and see if I can get rid of the sparkly remains of my tattoo.  Holler if you need me to kill something.”

Kurt and Karl decided it was time for breakfast, but the Ertans weren’t hungry.  Path continued a defensive jiggle, but the rocking and lagging compensation was more soothing than unsettling and Kurt noticed that Helenne had fallen back to sleep.  Chrys was just quiet and still nervous.  Tatyana seemed watchful, and she eventually joined their meal, probably keep some part of her attention on the flight interfaces Path shared publicly.

There was another launch from the planet, a forty meter starship that had come in while they were out in the field.  It paused for half an orbit and then headed out toward a Kadesh jump vector, also pulling eight g’s.

“Well, that one will never catch us,” Karl remarked.  “And since we’re not really headed towards Kadesh anyway, it doesn’t matter.”

Fritz came back out into the lounge, showing off his clean and healed forearm, and sat down to eat. “That other ship is a bit too much.  Anything to do with the flashes I saw?”

“Maybe.  Any chance somebody else could get to the log data?”

Fritz talked through his food, “Doubt it.  I did a destructive format and a second reinitialization when I was done.  I mean, with a good lab and three-four weeks, you could probably still reconstruct something, but we’ll be far ahead of them by then.”

Kurt nodded.  That made two potential pursuers, plus the unexplained explosion back at Namerin.  He kept his uneasiness to himself.  They were still far ahead of any known pursuers, but uncontrollable factors kept coming up.  He’d have to do something to keep the initiative.

The B’dr’rak didn’t give up easily.  As Fritz predicted, they fired off a missile when they where a million klicks behind.  It vectored fast, well over thirty g’s, then split off its munitions while still outside effective laser range.  A swarm of stealthed penetrators raced towards them.  Helenne and Chrys had retired to their staterooms by then, still wiped out from the previous day’s events, and Karl told Path not to wake them.  No point.

Path handled the firing now, working at speeds beyond even Frtiz’s capabilites, ferreting out and lasering seventy penetrators, vectoring off at ninety degrees to strain the submunitions’ limited maneuvering.

“Probably half of them still out there,” Fritz offered.

Karl nodded.  “Most’ll miss, and we should score about eighty percent against the closers.”

“Better not be five of them, then,” Fritz muttered.

It was a duel of machines.  The endgame stretched over ten minutes, with Path weaving and spiraling madly, enough for Kurt to grip his chair.  He grit his teeth, not from the motion, but from the helplessness of waiting foar machines to resolve his fate.  Chrys and Helenne emerged from their rooms, staggeringly drunkenly across the deck.

“Make sure you have full smartsuits on!” Karl yelled.

Chrys stumbled back into her stateroom.  Helenne struggled into a chair.

Tatyana frowned.  She’d been watching her edited feed of the ongoing battle in silence.

“There’s not much to see,” Kurt said.

“Zap-pow,” she muttered.

It annoyed Kurt when Fritz was right, but for all his faults, his sociopathic cousin understood space combat and he understood the odds.  Six penetrators closed for the kill; one got through.

“Impact,” Path announced just before.  And the ship rung like a bell.

“Hull bulking on D Deck – no penetration, nothing embedded,” Path continued.

Kurt exhaled and grinned.

“That’s it?” Tatyana asked.  “Anticlimactic.”

“What?  Would you prefer explosive decompression and tumbling chaos?”

“Well, it would make a better story.”

Fritz laughed.  “You’d make a good B’dr’rak.”

That was it.  The battle was over. The B’dr’rak ship fired no more missiles and it was far too distant to use lasers.

Eight hours later they reached space flat enough for microjump.  The B’dr’rak and the mystery macrojump ship were both still heading out on a Kadesh-bound vector.

CHAPTER 6:  A Trillion Little Jumps
Helenne felt nothing when they transitioned to microjump drive.

“A little easier on the stomach,” Kurt remarked.

She nodded.  The view out the lounge windows didn’t change; she couldn’t even see Daklaru’s yellow sun shrinking.

“Two hundred plus meters each transition.  A billion little jumps in a third of a second,” Ibrahim added.  “Ten trillion jumps an hour - over two thousand times light effective speed, and no decoherence.  It’s the only way to travel.”

“It will still take us a week to get to Madhura, though.  If we’d been racing the other ships to Kadesh, they would have beaten us there easily,” Kurt said.

“Bit more than a week, I’m afraid,” Karl said.  “When we get about a light-year out, I’m going to drop us out of mike and see if we can lose some relative velocity.  I really don’t want to burn into Madhura that fast.  Plenty of margin, but it would really freak out traffic control, and I’m sure they’d make special note of it.”

Helenne nodded like she fully understood and stared back at the small disk of the sun.  It still didn’t look much dimmer, but it was shifting against the background stars that were barely visible against the glare.

By the next morning, they were deep in interstellar space and just completing Karl’s planned deceleration.  After coaxing from the captain, the ship’s engineer, Onaris Aukhan, cam up to have breakfast with them in the lounge, and introductions went around the table.

The slight man was clearly a Mechanist.  Helen noted the fist-sized black soulbox at the base of his neck that was the obvious sign of his religion. The visible cranial data ports and geometric flowing red and black tattoos that covered his bald scalp were just confirmation.

Ibrahim wasted no time in trying to get Onaris into conversation, “So, my friend, what are your views on Heretics?”

Onaris looked up.  His artificial eyes blinked no more than Ibrahim’s or Tatyana’s, but he averted them, looking first to Karl, who just shrugged.  
“Well, I’m not really all that up on doctrine,” Onaris said.  “I’m Mechanist because I my parents were.” He hesitated and added, “But the Primal disapproves of Heretics, and it’s not a path I would take.”

“I’m not sure we should be discussing religion at the breakfast table,” Karl offered.

“No, it’s okay,” Onaris said.  “I’ve never met a Meme before.  But I guess the way you’re restricted, you’re no different from any other Machine Race.  There were a lot of Zhretra on Faztulu Drift, where I spent my first life.”

“So you’ve been dead, then?” Ibrahim pried.  “That makes you a soulless abomination in the eyes of the Ibrahimite Church and most of the Old Book religions.”

“Ibrahim’s a funny name for a Meme Heretic,” Fritz interjected.

“I was born Ibrahim Abdullah Santori-Vargas on Mars,” Ibrahim said.  “And ‘Ichbin’ is from the old German “I am” – sort of an ironic statement on my part.  Names are only labels, bodies only receptacles.”

“And so why did you choose to be a Machine, Ibrahim-You-Be?” Tatyana asked.

“Choice had nothing to do with it, young lady.  Five hundred years of macrojumping around space and my body gave out.  Couldn’t regenerate fast enough to keep the bone cancer from spreading.  It was Machine or Oblivion, or admitting my parent’s religion was right all along and hoping for Purgatory.”

“You could have joined the Mechanist Church,” Onaris offered.

Ibrahim whistled a snort.  “And replace one set artificial traditions with another?  Old Pavl had some good ideas back in the third millennium, but they never evolved.  Flesh doesn’t make the soul – patterns do – and it doesn’t really matter whether they’re etched in flesh or metal.”

“But when you lose the glands and instincts of flesh, you lose what it means to become Human,” Onaris retorted.

“You’re quoting,” Ibrahim snapped.  “You don’t know how it feels unless you’ve tried it.  And even the Standards among us at this table are far from the crotch-scratching disease-ridden short-lived template that’s Human.”
“And how does it feel?” Tatyana asked.

“Well, I miss eating and drinking, but not enough to cloth myself in flesh like some Android. Oh, and sex, too.  But without the hormones ruling me, it doesn’t seem that important.  And there’s a clarity of thought I never had as flesh.”

“Well with a sales-job like that, I’ll pass,” Fritz announced, softly belching after his oversized meal.

Soon Path reactivated the microjump drive and they continued on towards Madhura.  Daklaru’s sun was lost among the other stars.  Helenne was still surprised to see no stellar movement, no noticeable parallax shift as they cycled though billions of jumps.  Somewhere behind them trailed countless flashes images of the Path’s passage, but the starship far outstripped that light, and space seemed dark and static, the haze of the Milky Way resolving into countless stars under the dim lighting in the forward lounge.

They gathered again for a noonday meal.  Nobody spent much waking time in their staterooms, Fritz least of all, complaining that it reminded him of a prison cell.  Helenne thought her stateroom was marginally larger than the one on the Tata III.  It had more modern living metal furnishings, and its own AVR booth, but it was still cramped.

The Blitzes were having beer with lunch.  After eyeing the frothy brown liquid for a while, Helenne asked.  “Path, can I have a beer, too?”

When it arrived, she eyed the glass suspiciously and sniffed.

“What? Never had beer before?” Fritz asked.

“There’s no beer on Erta,” Kurt stated.

Fritz looked confused. “What?”

“Erta has no beer,” Kurt repeated.

“How can that be?” Fritz demanded.

“There aren’t any hops and the yeast is weird,” Ibrahim explained.

“But we have many fine wines and liqueurs,” Helenne offered.

Fritz slammed down his glass, looking annoyed. “Never been to Erta.  Don’t see a point now.”

Karl got a thoughtful look and began, “Hey, if there’s no beer...”

Ibrahim shook his head. “No. We tried importing a couple of centuries ago.  It was a fad for a while but it never caught on.”

“Barbarians.  Fuck ‘em.” Fritz spat.  He asked for another beer.
Helenne tried her beer.  It was bitter.  An acquired taste, she figured.  It took her an hour to finish it all.

The stars actually did move, at least the nearer ones.  But she needed her guide to identify where to look, and even then it was barely perceptible.  Two thousands times the speed of light and nothing seemed to move.  For the next week, the lounge was the center of life aboard Path.  Even Onaris usually joined them at meals, once he had overcome his initial introductions.  After a day of uncharacteristic sulking, Chrys came back out of her shell, and she joined the discussions that ranged across meals and into the clock-maintained night.

After probably too many drinks, the talk turned to their ultimate quarry, the Kali.

“I don’t know why data is the goal of this hunt,” Fritz grumbled.  “I mean Plague or not, a planet buster’s got to be good for something more.  We’ve got CounterPlague nanos by the bucket, and in the old days, they kept the surviving wormships running for decades – centuries with CounterPlague.”

“I’m not in this for a warship, only the data,” Chrys said, warily.

Fritz gave her a look that said he didn’t care. And Helenne quickly added, “It’s not practical to run it with a small crew in any case, and don’t you think you’d have the full weight of the Directorate and every other interstellar government on you as soon as they found out?”

“It’s true,” Ibrahim added.  “The Dragons scarified a fleet to wipe out the Stalwart, and look how much the Crusader’s converted Osirian ship, Pavl’s Revenge caused - stirred up a giant hornet’s nest.  You’re not a Crusader Mechanist are you, Onaris?”

“No, I guess I’m a Progressive, if anything,” Onaris answered from the corner.

“A relative term,” Ibrahim offered.

“Yeah, but the Revenge knocked off a planet in a half – had the Khalifate in a knot for decades,” Fritz offered.

“Killed about seven billion people,” Tatyana added.

“This is about knowledge, not mayhem,” Chrys insisted.  “Despite everything, I think we agreed to that, didn’t we Kurt?”

Kurt nodded.

“But there’s already a trail of bodies from this hunt, even if they’re all B’dr’rak” Fritz noted.  “And it’s not even my fault, this time.”

“And I don’t remember adding a psychopath to this expedition being part of the deal,” Chrys went on.

Helenne grinned.  At least her boss had her spirit back.

“I’m not a psychopath,” Fritz said speaking quietly and with forced enunciation.  “I used to be a sociopath, but they cured me.  I’m better now.  I have a certificate to prove it.”

Karl laughed. “Didn’t take, did it?”

“I still never agreed to take on a murderous sociopath,” Chrys insisted.

Fritz shook his head.  “Ertan classical education fails again.  The definition of a sociopath is pretty specific.  It’s not that I’m out to kill you or anyone else.  It’s simply that I just don’t care if you live.”

Chrys stared at him.

“I think it might be time to get some sleep, don’t you think,” Helenne, offered, grabbing her boss’s shoulder and ushering her back to her room.

Later, that night Chrys called her up on a private channel.

<Helenne, are you asleep?>

It wasn’t easy for Helenne to bite off a subvocal ironic retort, but she managed.  <I’m here, Chrys.  What’s the matter?>

<I want to make sure you’re still completely with me on this expedition,> Chrys said.
<Of course.  Who else would I be with?> she answered, regretting that slip.

<Well, no one, as far as I can tell.  But I’ve been trying my... well, I’m not proud of it – but in the past  I’ve  had my way of controlling the situation, especially with male colleagues.>

<I’ve noticed.> Helenne grinned, alone in her stateroom.

<Okay, here’s the thing.  Do you think Kurt and Karl aren’t interested in women?  I mean Ibrahim isn’t, he’s as much said so.>

<I’m pretty sure Fritz is interested.>

<Ugh.  He gives me the creeps.  No leverage in trying to win him over, but Kurt has the knowledge and the Key and Karl has the starship.  I can’t seem to get a feel for either of them.>

<Nor they a feel for you.>

<What’s that supposed to mean?>

<Nothing,> Helenne chuckled.  Subvocal communication got too close to subconscious, sometimes.  <Maybe you’re just not their type, I mean they’re almost half a meter taller and technically not the same species.>

<Well, that’s true.  They don’t seem to be interested in Tatyana, either, but she can be a real icy bitch, don’t you think?>
<Sure,> Helenne answered.  <Well, nobody’s hit on me, either.  Not even Fritz, though I’m pretty sure he understands overt body language and I’ve made my disinterest clear.>

<Well, I’m afraid I’m loosing my touch.  I mean, I’m only eighty.  My age should show for another hundred years,> Chrys went on.  <Well, I just think we should work on making them interested in us.  There’s more chance we can keep control over them if they, you know, get to know us better.>

<Okay,> Helenne said.  And that seemed to satisfy Chrys, but Helenne had no interest in having sex with any of them.  Kurt and Karl seemed to have some depth to them, and it would good to get to know them better, for many reasons, but sex was not one of them.
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Kurt was a bit worried.  Fritz wasn’t about to let the allure of a planet buster die and Karl wasn’t really speaking up against it either.  The next day at lunch, Fritz brought it up again.

“Look, we know there are still some wormships out there.  The Founders still flit around in them when they crawl out of their holes, and then there’s the White Rabbit?”

“White Rabbit?  Isn’t that a myth?” Tatyana asked.

“No, not really,” Karl said.  Kurt gave him a glare, but his cousing ignored it.  “There have been sighting and reputable recordings of the same – or same class – of wormship appearing in various Coreward Region sectors for centuries.  Always at far range, always flying off – once it even scooped-dived into Antares’ photosphere.  There is something out there in the deep dark.”

“Nothing in two hundred years, though,” Ibrahim offered.  “It probably finally fell to the Plague, too.”

“Not if it was Founder,” Fritz insisted.  “They probably found a way to cure the Plague – they’re just too pissed at the rest of us to share the secret.”

“Oh don’t tell me you’re a Seeker?” Ibrahim said.  “Do you really think there’s a hidden fail-safe out there to turn off the Plague and bring back the Golden Era of Prosperity?”

“There could be,” Fritz went on meekly.  “I mean, who would build a weapon like that and set it loose without some sort of off-switch?  Even I’m not that reckless.”

Ibrahim made his whistle-snort.

“We’re not going try to power up or arm the Kali,” Kurt insisted.  “If anything, we’ll try to pop it into stasis once we get our data dumps.”

“Or it’s already in stasis, set for a few more millennia,” Fritz suggested.  “Wouldn’t that suck vacuum?”

“Yeah, it’s possible,” Kurt allowed.  “That’s why we said this was a long-shot expedition and why nobody wants to fund us properly.”

“Or arm us properly,” Fritz groused.  But at least the conversation had shifted away from starting up the planet killer.

The next day Tatyana finally convinced Fritz to tell the tale about how he got kicked out of the Guild.

“Well, like I said, I was a lancer pilot,” he began.  “And so was Karl, but they wouldn’t let us be in the same squadron for some reason, and his unit was off blowing apart that station, rescuing hostages and chasing freeholder fighters around the planet.  I was on the White Team:  Josabo Frankblass, commanding.  So there were six lancers in our squadron, and we got word that the purple slugs had another base on the outer moon of Premodre.  Typical rock – almost round, one big crater, lots of little ones.  They were pretty clever about it and put their base smack into the wall of the big crater – half-shielded and smooth approach terrain. Plus they could get a nice clean run in and out of there.

“I wanted to hang back and pound them with missiles, bury them deep in the dirt and save the expense, but no, Frank-shit wanted to go all heroic and capture the place – said there could be hostages or valuables or something.”

“What was your call-sign?”  Helenne interrupted.  “Don’t all pilots have call-signs?”

“What difference does it make?” Fritz asked.

“Fritz was ‘Psycho’”, Karl told her.

“And you were ‘Slouchy’, but I’m telling this story.  Frank-ass – he was “Splinter” but we called him ‘Sphincter’ when we were pretty sure he wasn’t listening.  Anyway, Sphincter-boy was calling the shots, so instead of a quick missile pass and follow-up turkey shoot, we decelerated hard up to the moon.  And it’s not like the VR crap here: at full brake, you have to ride in ass-first, and we started taking fire.  One of us got vaped – Tinkey was a wasn’t exactly a friend of mine –”

“Nobody was,” Kurt added, refilling a drink.  He ignored his cousin’s glare.

“Anyway, I got pretty pissed when Tinkey’s lancer got it, and then Farko lost a wing and a pod, and Sphincter started to lose his nerve.  But still – ‘Gotta see if there’s anyone to save’.  So he tells us he want’s to blow in a bypass passage and storm the place on foot!  Like we’ve got more than twelve of us now, and like we got room for any passengers, if we find someone.  ‘We’ll hold tight and wait for reinforcements,’ he said.  Jackass.  I think he spent too much time in VR, ‘cause it didn’t take a genius or even a drone-brain to figure out this wasn’t going to work.”

Fritz paused to drink and looked that surprised he still had everyone’s attention.

“So we blast ourselves a hole,” he continued.  “Could have killed any hostages right there, even at the edge of what we thought was their shielded base.  And I told the Sphincter that our blow hole proved we could wipe out the entire base, but he didn’t want to hear it – threatened me for insubordination.  Worthless shit.

“He got us down to near zero delta-v.  We had to burn right around the little moon, then come back around the crater – ate a couple of minutes and got them all set up to fire on us.  So Lasso-boy and his ship got blasted when we came in over the crater and thumped down next to our hole.  That left nine of us on the ground with Farko to shoot covering fire with just half his guns.  And Sphincter want’s to lead us up over the top – into the hole!  He got his ass wasted down to vapor before he even made it to the opening, and I took over, ordered everyone back to the ships.  And then we blew the hell out of the place. Giant.  Cold. Tomb.”

Tatyana looked at him, “That’s it?”

“Fritz neglects to mention who shot Commander Frankblass,” Karl noted.

“That was never proven.  The suit recorders were blanked,” Fritz stated.

“Again with the passive tense.”

“Shut up Karl.  It’s my story.  Anyway, there were some suspicions all around, and though the whole team – the survivors anyway – vouched for me, Sphincter had friends in high places, and I was told, that my services were no longer needed by the Guild.  Didn’t even get a pension.  It’s all politics.”

Tatyana stared at him.  “I don’t think that’s a story I can use for anything.”

“Well, what about you? Care to tell us about your life before journalism and about where you got your knowledge of Khruzi culture?” Karl tried.

She gave him a metallic stare.  “It wouldn’t make a good story.  And I never really dealt with the Khruzi that closely.  I learned enough to get by and help me.”

“With what?” Karl tried, but Tatyana just stared back at him, and asked Path if she could have another drink.  And then she drank it silently.

Kurt smirked.  But there were too many untold stores there in the lounge and out there in space behind them to make him comfortable, even after another drink.
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Madhura’s star was a bright F8 singleton.  Helenne was surprised when they finally arrived and nothing hostile was there to greet them.  After Karl’s velocity-stripping maneuvers, they had over a day of acceleration, turn-over and deceleration ahead of them before they would get to the system’s only inhabited world.

Karl gathered them all for a final meal before arrival, and failed miserably in his attempt to get a story out of their reported.  Tatyana redirected some questions – more skillfully than Kurt had done – and met others with silence.  Helenne had nothing she deemed interesting to anyone in her past, nor Chrys, and Fritz’s tales all seemed a little, well, not suitable for dinner conversation, so they leaned on Ibrahim for a story.

“You’re over seven hundred years old, you must have something too offer,” Karl prodded.

“What do you want to know?” Ibrahim asked.  “I’ve been to a thousand worlds, seen so many things.  But perhaps I’ve not lived as colorful a swashbuckling life as our friend Fritz here.”

“That’s one word for it,” Kurt muttered.

“Hey, I like that,” Fritz said.  “Swashbuckler sounds much better than –”

“Pirate.  Assassin. Thief.  Thug.” Karl offered.

“Hey, you two broke me out of prison,” Fritz retorted.

“Now there’s a story,” Tatyana added.

“Maybe later,” both Fritz and Karl said.

“Do you have a story for us, Ibrahim?” Helenne asked.

“Well, what would you like to hear? Corporate intrigue, religious intolerance, solitary exile?”

“What about when you were a Meme?” Path asked.

Ibrahim looked up at the ceiling. “Well, that would be a tale, child, but I would need a million voices to give it justice.  A singular mind just couldn’t understand.”

“Have you met any famous people? Been part of any historic events?” Helenne asked.

“Well, I met Jon Gades once, when he was in his Sixth Incarnation and I was still flesh.  He seemed nice and open-minded – for a Mechanist, but there’s no real story there.”

“There must be something,” Helenne prompted.

“Well there was a time when I was a young Guild Master, hardly through with my second century,” Ibrahim began.  “The Coreward Region was different then: Erta was still deep in its Dark Age, the Realm of Antares nothing more than a glimmer in Tanik Major’s eye.  And the Guild was much stronger.  We still had our tsrill monopoly and we’d made our peace with the Star Kingdoms.   There was no government-subsidized completion and no independent Traders Association in those days, just a few Khzraut, Turgil and Kith’turi traders – ”

“Is this a story or a history lesson?” Fritz scoffed.

“I’m setting the stage,” Ibrahim continued, eyes brightening in a glare.  “And here’s where you might be more interested: Even though the great age of pirates was centuries past – the DRO and the Knights of Alexander, Tariq the Merciless and his little boy Garmin the Black all long gone, but out there among the those regressed worlds, there were still almost as many privateers and opportunists as there were patrol craft and legitimate traders.”

“Especially if you count the Guild as opportunists and extortionists,” Fritz added.  There were glares all around this time.

“If I may begin my tale,” Ibrahim continued.  “I was captain of the Redolent Sky, which as Fritz here will appreciate, the crew, and sometimes I myself, referred to as the Redundant Smell.  She – most of us still called ships she then, none of this one nonsense.  She was a 35 meter freighter, with one deck converted to passenger use, but we could still haul a gross – that’s twelve squared, Fritz – containers, which was a pretty economical load.  Not a pretty ship, far from new, but she was my first command, and I had her for nearly twenty years, until the grid wore out and we scrapped her at Bastian.

“As I said, there were still pirates around, bands that preyed on backward worlds, extorting what they could.  And the world of Tarim was like many, devastated by the fall of the Empire, by technology falling to dust.  Unlike many other worlds, the Nobilis there retained their rule, and the genetic rulers of the Imperial Age continued to dominate a world driven deep into pre-industry.  By the century we arrived – it would have been the late sixty-second – they had barely mastered iron and gunpowder, never mind steam or steel, and the Nobilis that governed ruled from unheated stone halls.  So, it was a typical wretched world, peasants and a few genetic overlords living in barbaric squalor.

“We came down by the city of Shumogu, which was, only in the loosest sense, the capital of the world.  It was the primary city on the only inhabited – or at least even marginally civilized – continent.  I wish I had a good visualization of how it looked then: deep in a winding river valley, it was built on the ruins of an Imperial metropolis, now reduced to mounds or rubble and the skeletons of old towers – macomolecular structural supports as pristine as the day they were constructed, some rising a kilometer or more.  The river banks had shifted over the centuries, and the new city had two parts.  High up on ancient platforms and new scaffolding, hung the stone fortresses of the Nobilis and the richer folks – mostly Variants, of course – ”

“What?  Ladders to get up?” Fritz interrupted.

Ibrahim just nodded.  “Sometimes.  The palace of the royal family had a circular ramp ascending eight hundred meters onto their spire tower, but many towers had less impressive forms of access.  And winches and pallets that made crude elevators.  If I may continue without interruption?”

“No promises,” Fritz said.  He bore the collective glare of the others without shame.

“The poorer people – a tiny middle class and the typical shanty dwellers of every poor capital – they lived in more modest homes of stone and wood and dirt, set on the mounds of the old city, now often islands in the shifting river.  There were bridges and ferries and all the activity you would expect for a sprawl of a few hundred thousand people.”

Ibrahim stopped for a few moments, as if searching for the old memory. “We came to Tarim to trade.  It’s in Sector 163, so it’s between the !Tak and the B’dr’rak, and, before the Great Southern at least, definitely on the route to nowhere.  Our local data was almost twenty years old, so we didn’t really know what to expect.  The notes from the last visit said something about an interesting local perfume industry, and I thought it was worth a speculative trip, maybe something unique for the Irmingham market.

“The dominant flora was invasive Terran and it was late autumn, so imagine a landscape of rolling hills, trees of orange and red, leaves falling, cool crisp air, a thin hanging fog from fires, down by the river.  We landed in a wide open field – Al Brecca, my first officer, assured me it was fallow, but our reception wasn’t what we expected.”

Ibrahim stretched his arms wide.  “Across the whole field, a kilometer or more, came a column of local soldiers, infantry with pikes and muskets.  Flanking them were a few troops of cavalry – and any imported horse or elephants or other suitable beasts must have died off – because the cavalry was mounted on native beasts – think of horned lizards, all blue and covered with reins, blankets, armor, all the accoutrements of war.”

“Can’t keep to the point – travelogue; not a story,” Fritz muttered, but he was ignored.

“We figured we were in for a fight,” Ibrahim continued. “But instead, the King – Jarvis III, a Nobilis probably five hundred years old and about as much in mass – the King and his entire entourage: six generations of royal relatives, Futaris scribes, Eternal functionaries, and of course the bodyguard: Mesos and Hobgoblins and some brown ogre-like Servant Race I couldn’t place.  Anyway, the King’s representative, a grandson in considerably better form, came forth with a delegation and kneeled before our troopers – the six guys we’d sent out in combat armor to impress the locals.  We were glad it looked like it wasn’t going to be a fight, because that would have been a bad start to negotiations.  So Al and I got on our fancy robes and went out to meet them.

“The grandson – Prince Ralarson, or something – that’s hazy now – he spoke loudly and slowly so our translators could catch on and thanked us for sparing their humble city and went on and on.

“‘This ought to be good for business,’ I said to Al, and we played along as best we could.  You always get a better deal when the local think you’re sky gods or some nonsense.  But then, the Prince, in the name of his most magnificent grandfather, presented us with a dozen gifts, young lads and lasses of both Nobilis and Futaris extraction to take with us –“

“Minotaur,” Fritz muttered.

“No, Minotaur is in Sector 64,” Ibrahim corrected, clearly annoyed.

Fritz shook his head, “No, the Minotaur myth- you know, the Labyrinth, Theseus?  You didn’t get a good classical education either.”

“Ignore him,” Kurt said.  “It’s a seven or eight thousand year old story.”

“And every tale seems to repeat itself, as this is proving,” Fritz continued.

“I am going to ignore you,” Ibrahim stated. “You’re free to leave if you’re bored.”  Fritz made no move to get up, and after a moment, Ibrahim continued.  “Well, as Fritz would sarcastically point out, there isn’t a good market for Nobilis and Futaris  youth anywhere, expect maybe as prey on Vladimir, so I decided it would be best to level with the locals and explain that I wasn’t here for booty, but to trade.

“The King was so pleased with our magnanimous nature, that he ordered a feast in our honor.  And yes, I did climb that eight hundred meter ramp all they way up to his palace.  We ate and we dined and they told us the tale of the horrible sky raiders, who came every so often – a year or so apart, apparently, and demanded tribute in slaves and goods.  Well, the goods, I was interested in, and there was in fact local perfume and incense of value and a – scallop – I guess you could call it – of local extraction that seemed very tasty.

“We talked and ate and drank, and watched the rather suggestive dances of the now freed offerings to the raiders, including Arisoli, the great-granddaughter of the King himself – from a minor family branch, but still, as the King insisted, a show of his vassalage to those from above.

“The King was, despite his admittedly inferior technological position, a tough negotiator, and we haggled for some time.  Once we told him we had no intention of seizing what was his, I’m afraid I was at a tactical disadvantage, because, as he often stated, he didn’t need to trade with us at all – except on his terms.

“His terms, as it turned out, were no less than a defense against the raiders.  He wanted ‘guns to pierce the sky and burn the stars.’  Normally, we wouldn’t want to sell him anything of the kind, especially since he could use it against us, if he so chose, but the food was good, the wine a little to rich, and the hospitality, was... hospitable.

Ibrahim fold his hands.  “In the end, we reached an agreement I thought the Guild could stomach.  We received exclusive rights to all offworld trade – a standard in any deal, of course.  And for every twenty containers of local goods, we would sell them a single drone missile – I’m sure we were looking at Aric Falange III’s for the vintage weapon buffs here.”

“Clever,” Fritz admitted.  “Single shot fire-and-forget weapons.  So they need your continued trade to stay protected.  Plus, no technology transfer, hardly any training and they take all the risk.  Typical Guild transaction.”

 “It was,” Ibrahim agreed.  “For the first year, it worked.  They had three missiles and they shot down two landing boats and nearly crippled the aux-class mothership.  We came back, greeted as hero, peers of the realm – me a born Ibrahimite Sapien from the Khalifate, a Count on a Nobilis world.  The trade worked out well, too – on Dorset and Clement the scallops really took off.”

“And then the sky rained fire,” Fritz interrupted.

Ibrahim nodded.  “It was between our fourth and fifth trip back.  They had a dozen missiles now, and they felt pretty secure.  But their sky raiders – nothing more than an AWOL Ibrahimite patrol squadron gone pirate – they made a deal with the !Tak, promising loot and booty and I don’t know what.  Probably all lies, since the world had little more than things that smelled and tasted good to Humans to offer – the sky raiders came back in force: three starships and a dozen light craft plus five !Tak ^Yckiks – heavy escorts, we’d call them – and they stood off, dropping nukes from far orbit, then they came down to strafe the cities.  The towers still stood, the mounds still rose over the river, but the stone and wood and mud houses were no more than dust and the people – those few that survived – fled to the hills.”

“And retained no economic value, so you left,” Fritz added.

Kurt reached out and actually slapped Fritz on the back of the head, but Fritz just grinned.

“No,” Ibrahim said. “We did come back. We came back with a task force – a cruiser, three frigates and a few escorts, and we raided the !Tak back.  I went into their encampment myself – a nightmarish structure that I’m sure they found quite homey – and we pulled the spines off them until they gave up their pirate allies and then we hit them too, and burned them off their asteroids.  We used stand-off weapons – antimatter launched from planetary range.  You would approve, Fritz.  No glorious battle, no hostages to rescue.  Just ash and fire.”

“And then we did return to Tarim, to the valley of the ruins of Shumogu.  We found them in the hills, struggling against the arrival of another autumn, starving under sullen skies.  And their leader was Arisoli, the princess we had not taken, who would have been the next offering to the raiders.  And I and Al, and many others in my crew and among the other assembled Masters and Journeymen and Apprentices, even, we took our shares – from the Tarim trade, from unrelated ventures, and built a camp in that same fallow field, and housed the survivors.  In time, and with our help, Arisoli led her people back to the city – a site we cleared of radiation and rubble for them.  And she rebuilt her city with its high palaces and mound neighborhoods and bridges and ferries.

“Today five hundred years later, Tarim is a prosperous world, independent and secure, a society just now reentering the Technological Age, and Arisoli is still its Queen.”

“Have you been back there often?” Tatyana asked.

“For a while, I went back every few decades, to see how things were going,” Ibrahim replied.  “We even got the scallop trade going again, but thanks to my tragic experience, the Directives were changed to disallow trades which –as Fritz rightly pointed out – leave the natives so vulnerable.  I haven’t been back since I lost the flesh, though – two hundred years or more.”

“If there’s a moral here, it’s all about typical Guild treachery,” Fritz said.

“And what do you mean by that?” Ibrahim asked.

Fritz smiled.  “You know what I mean.  Since the fifty-first century the Guild has done the same thing.  It’s kept the Coreward Region fragmented and primitive.  It’s held onto monopolies on Interstellar Age goods, on star travel, on longevity drugs, on anything that could threaten its hold on worlds.  Even when interstellar states have popped up, it’s conspired against them, trying to drag down the Star Kingdoms, the Realm of Antares, the Ertan Directorate.”

“It failed with the Directorate,” Ibrahim countered.

“Exactly,” Fritz said.  “And before that, it failed with the Star Kingdoms, ultimately too.  That’s why it’s in decline now.  And because it’s in decline, Coreward Space is finally flourishing.  And even though the Guild should be flourishing too among these enriched worlds, it can’t compete without its advantages.  Even back on Daklaru, the Guild is still doing it, selling the locals a DuHe plant.”

“Duey?” Helenne asked.

Fritz shook his head.  “I’m telling you, I got a better education in prison than you Ertans got in school. ‘Du-He’ is deuterium-helium – three in this case.  It’s a low tech fusion plant.”

“I know what that is,” Chrys snapped.  “I just don’t understand your prison slang.”

“Touché,” Fritz allowed.  “Anyway, the locals can refine deuterium easy enough – all they need is a bit of electricity.  Helium three is another problem.  They don’t have any, so the have to strip-mine it off their tiny moons or scoop it out of their gas giants’ atmospheres.  Don’t have the tech for either.”

“So a Guild-owned outfit sells them the helium-three?” Chrys guessed.

“Bingo! Prize to the lady with the giant knockers!” Fritz exclaimed.  Chrys looked pleased, then annoyed.  Helenne suppressed a grin, and pretended to be shocked at the sexist outburst.

“The Guild always has an angle, always tries to protect its monopoly,” Fritz continued.  “When it competes on a level field, the ITA always eats it alive, slowly wearing down the network of colluding Masters.”

“Like Karl and myself,” Kurt said.

“Yeah, well, I’m not saying you shouldn’t take your share of the profits and all the travel vouchers you can eat.  You’ve earned that.  But don’t expect the gravy train to last forever,” Fritz emphasized with a shaking finger.  “Anyway, I need another drink.”

CHAPTER 7: Under a Violet Sky
It was nearly dusk when they descended into Madhura’s moonless sky.  The run-down starport was adjacent to the sprawl of New Pumpar, the capital city.  The terminal and linked landing pits occupied a triangle of open ground bordered by river, industrial plots and a seedy part of town.

“They’re not going to let us take Path out of the authorized flight paths and landing zones,” Karl announced.

“And that would be to this one place,” Kurt noted.

“Yeah.  I mean, it’s not like they could do much to stop us.  There’s nothing on this rock but some secondhand lasers, but I think we would really piss them off if we flew off into the wilderness.”

Kurt agreed. “But there’s not even a local net interface on this piece of crap planet.  I’m going to have to call up a directory and search for a way to get our asses and equipment, all properly permitted, seven thousand kilometers to the wreck site.  We’re going to be here a while.”

He started to work with the barely indexed local directory.  He soon got annoyed with the poor formatting and set up his own indexes to speed the search and to translate the Anglic-pidgin into something readable.  The indexing triggered an old search he had running in some half-forgotten background routine.

“Well that’s interesting,” he muttered.

“What?”

“You remember Aki Yorski?”

“Never met him.  But you and Onaris talked about him. From the Hrushin thing,” Karl said.

Kurt smiled.  Aki had been his mentor, boss and colleague for most of the five years of the Great Northern Expedition. “Yeah, he taught me everything I’ve ever learned about negotiating without a gun.  He’s living here on Madhura, running some sort of Rhuzi missionary thing.”

“Well, go out and meet him, invite him over for dinner or something.”

As it turned out, Aki invited Kurt and Onaris for dinner, instead.  But Onaris refused to leave the ship; Madhura was too dirty, hot and primitive.  Kurt sighed.  He’d tried to cure Onaris of this, but every time he went through the trouble, the ship’s engineer would bring up little reminders of the fallout, and crazed killers, the creepy aliens and rampant plagues that had marked Onaris’s sorties off the ship during the Great Northern Expedition, and Kurt didn’t really have a good retort.  Some people really didn’t like it when their troubles made for better stories.  Onaris was clearly one of those people.  So Kurt went out alone.

Once you figured out the proper bribe, starport security was a joke, and Kurt was out the gates and onto the seedy night streets without so much as a pat-down.  The air smelled a bit of hydrocarbons, but the night was clear, the air was full of oxygen and warm in his lungs.  He dodged traffic, more scooters than cars, and headed down a yellow-lit street, looking for the White Panther Inn.

All the buildings looked the same: dense white-washed concrete-core buildings with red-tiled roofs, black iron bars on the windows and darkened recessed entries.  This world had no locator system, satellite or ground-based, and Kurt had to refer to street signs to match his guide’s map.  The White Panther was crammed between a carpet store and a laundry, and none of those structures looked well maintained.

Aki was easy to find in his orange robe.

“So you’re a double Master now?” Kurt suggested. “Guild and Rhuzi both?”

His old friend rose to greet him, his brown slick-haired head barely reaching Kurt’s chin.  “I’m inactive in the Guild, but hey, Kurt, great to see you.  Couldn’t get Onaris out into open sky?”

“Tired, coaxed, goaded and shamed, but he didn’t fall for it.  Said the world was dirty.”

Aki offered him a seat at the corner table he had staked out, set far from the crowded bar.  “Doesn’t look like much, but the food’s great and the portions are large, so I thought you’d appreciate it.”

Kurt looked around to the mix of locals and foreigners – a few crews and travelers off the few ships down in the port.

“So what are you doing here, Aki?” he asked.

“I’m running a Mission House, if you can believe it.  You know, I went home to Logan, then off to Othello and made Master – got the robes and everything.”  He fingered the fiery holograph hanging from his neck on a chain.  “Not a lot of new converts here, so it’s mostly admin work.  We’re just trying to stay out here ahead of the Khalifate, so the local gov likes us – keeps them looking independent.”

“Or gives them a bargaining chip.”

Aki waved it off.  “You don’t want to talk about religion or balancing the books, so tell me, what brings you to this backwater little world?”

 “A treasure hunt,” Kurt admitted.

Aki smiled, “You mean like that time you took me out into the Outback on Kadesh looking for some old Naval listening post and that little Goblin imp tried to double-cross us?”

“No, not like that.  This is big time stuff.  A long shot, but a real prize in data, not artifacts.”

“And you talked you cousin into bringing his ship along for the plan?  Seems pretty extravagant when you can travel nearly free on Guild ships, Master Blitz.”

Kurt shrugged.  “Well,  the clues lead here to Madhura, but the ultimate site is in deep space.  I can’t jump to flat space on a mack, and Karl has a mike, so I need him to get us to the ultimate goal.”

“Which is?”

A waitress dressed in native loose dark silks came by and Kurt asked for a beer and a menu.  When she gave him a frown and a shrug, Aki pitched his voice and with a sing-song inflection told her, “Two murrah flasks, please.  And a plate of gomba.”

“Do I want to know?”

“Ever had mead? Murrah is a spiced honey wine. You’ll probably like it.  And gomba is pretty much strips of curried goat.  There are no menus – today’s selections are on that chalkboard by the bar.”

Kurt focused on the curled letters.  The words were pronounceable, but he had no idea what they meant.  The guide supplement was no help.  “I think I’ll rely on your judgment.”

Aki laughed.  “Well, let’s see if you like the gomba, first.  Locals are pretty insular here, and it only gets worse when you leave the capital, much less get off Pandya.”

Aki meant the local continent – at least he recognized that.  The drinks arrive in large ceramic mugs, and Kurt was pretty sure the waitress said the gomba was coming.

After the waitress was gone again, Aki looked around and leaned in conspiratorially. “So, what about your ultimate goal?”

“It is sort of a secret.”

“Hey, you can tell me.  I’m a full priest now.  It’s privileged conversation.”

Kurt laughed.  “Not my religion.  But anyway, it’s a long shot, but we’re looking for the library data core of the Kali.”

Aki laughed back, “No really, you can tell me.  There’s some archeological activity going on up North here, and I might be able to help you get an edge on the competition.”

“No, really.  The Kali’s not here, but the wreck of the Saratoga is supposed to be near the coast in Chola, which if I recall, is way more east than north of here.”

Aki narrowed his eyes and took a drink.  Kurt followed suit.  The murrah was pretty good, but if the gomba turned out to be spicy, he was going to need something thinner to wash down his food.  The steaming plate of yellow-glazed goat meat arrived, and Aki held his comments, fingering his holographic flame medallion until the waitress retreated.

“The work up north is supposed to be something else.  They thought it was a native culture, but what I heard is that it’s something else, interstellar and maybe forty million years or more old.  Just crushed structures – nothing salvageable.”

“Omni,” Kurt said, sampling the gomba.  It wasn’t particularly strong; he could taste more goat than curry.

“What?”

“Omni.  Legend and little more says they spanned most of the galaxy twice as long ago as the Ithiltaur – you know, the Gatebuilders.  Nobody even knows what they looked like and the Gatebuilders pretty much wiped out all traces of their civilization.”

“Fascinating I’m sure, but what’s the Saratoga?”

“Old Imperial cruiser from the Kali battlegroup.  You know the Kali right, Hellking?  Well, the Saratoga’s supposed to have crashed in Chola, and it should have logs that tell us where they ditched the Kali so the Plague wouldn’t get it.”

Aki shook his head, sampled the gomba and said, “And you’re going to use your little blue trinket – ”

“Sapphire Key.”

Right.  To decode the backup logs and recover a planet buster?”

“For historical research purposes only,” Kurt insisted.

“So what’s in it for your cousin, Karl, then?  If all you’re looking for is fodder for a pile of research papers, then that’s not worth borrowing a starship.”
Kurt smiled. “Just so you know, privileged conversation or not, I powered up a scrambler the moment I sat down, and I’m keeping my lips out of reading range.  If it gets out, well, we already seem to have acquired a few tails.”

“I would imagine,” Aki agreed.  “Even if it is a long-shot, you’d think every intelligence agency in the area would be keeping tabs on you.  But you can trust me.”

“I know.  More than I can trust Fritz, probably.”

Aki groaned.  “You brought your psycho-killer cousin along too?  You think he doesn’t want to blow something up or to sell the Kali to the highest bidder?”

“Well, we have his word,” Kurt offered, but he didn’t think his voice was carrying too much confidence.  “Besides, this is part of a two-part deal.  We broke Fritz out of prison so he could help me with this – and we’ve already needed his firepower – and then so he could help Karl with his little pet project:  overthrowing the Bismarki government and freeing the world of Gwendolyn from occupation.”

Aki stared. “You’re all nuts.  Every last Blitz.” And then he smiled.  “But since you seem to be tolerating the gomba, I’d really recommend we get the laskorgilli.  It’s curried lamb mixed with native stuff- laskir – a composite, sort of like a lichen.  Adds a smoky flavor.  No beef on the menu tonight.  A lot of the locals still practice this Hindu-derived local superstition that we’re trying to wean them off.

“But no shop talk, I promised,” Aki continued.  “Seriously, aren’t you and Karl still semi-active in the Guild?  There not a lot of money in publishing historical journal articles or overthrowing government, unless you plan on installing yourselves or something.”

Kurt laughed.  “No, I don’t think we’d want to run a government.  It’s not all about money Aki, don’t you read the ‘zines?  Scarcity is receding.  The new Post-Material Age is upon us.  Soon we’ll all be rich and leisure-obsessed like the Imperials.”

Aki shook his head.  “And you think I’ve gone idealist.  How did your cousin make Master again? Scarcity wasn’t it?”

“Well, I said soon, not now.  Anyway, Path is pretty-much self-maintaining and self-fuelling.  The ship doesn’t need much outside work, except an overhaul every few thousand light-years.”

They talked an hour about lesser things, ways of getting Onaris off the ship, Ibrahim the Restricted Meme, old associates from the Guild.

“Hey YT set me up with this gig in the first place, met the Ertan professor – you’d like her, Aki, shorter than you and big ah – hey you didn’t take a vow of celibacy or anything? Good. Anyway, did you know why YT passed on this?”

“Other than.... what gender is YT now, still female? Well other than she doesn’t have a magic decoder key like you?” Aki snorted.  They were on their fifth or sixth mug of murrah, and though Kurt wasn’t feeling, Aki was.

“That too, but  did you know YT’s off organizing an anthropological mission to Vodaran.”

Aki gapped.  “That abomination-crawling shit-hole?  That place almost got us killed twice, who’d pay for that?”

“More people than would pay for the Kali, it seems.” Kurt paused and averted his eyes from two men that were crossing in front of the bar and sitting down at a booth just at edge of their line of sight.  One man was powerfully built, dark and bald with a smoldering red sun tattooed to one check, crossed battleaxes below.

Aki turned and glanced quickly.  The dark man was looking in their direction, his lighter-skinned blonde companion leaning forward.  “What? Do you know them?”

“Not personally.  But Fritz knows the man with the tattoo, and I do look a bit like Fritz.”

“Oh,” Aki muttered.  “Hey, it’s Colonel Pol Sardona, isn’t it?  I heard he was running security for one of the digs – big step down from running his own brigade.”

“Yeah.  Fritz flew air support for him back at Kaniv in ’70.  Their side lost the civil war, and the winners put all the mercs they fought against up on war crimes charges.  They eventually got off, but they got off broke.”

“Yeah, history is always written by the winners.  Did Fritz do anything to piss Sardona off?”

Kurt grinned.  “By definition.  But nothing, major.  He skipped planet before the trials.  But, I think the familiar face just probably reminds the guy of bad times.”

Aki nodded.  “So, want to get out of here?”

“Sure, let’s go back to Path.  We’ll see if we can get Onaris to come out of the drive core and give you a tour.”

It was long past midnight.  Inefficient orange lighting blotted all but the brightest stars, and the streets were nearly empty.  They had little trouble getting through the two layers of starport bribery and back onto the ship.  Karl was still up and the three of them went down to wake Onaris from his refugee in his Lower Engineering quarters.  The Blitzes introduced the Rhuzi Master to Path and the ship’s disembodied voice helped to give Aki the full tour, from the top bridge deck to the vacuum distiller access pits on F Deck.  

When they came back to the lounge, they found Fritz and Ibrahim competing in some holographic racing game.  “They don’t sleep much,” Karl explained.

Aki shook his head.  “Well, thanks for the tour, and no offence, Path, but this ship could never turn a profit.”

“What do you mean,” Karl asked, not looking pleased at his new guest.

“First of all, even a Type II mike is too slow.  You can do 5.86 light years a day, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, any first year apprentice knows the Rule of Twenty-seven and Nine: Over any long distance, data can travel at most twenty-seven light years a day, goods and people nine.”

“And over most arbitrary routes, you can only get half that efficiency,” Ibrahim added, still steering a holographic fighter though a labyrinth of canyons.

“Right but you have to decrease your mike efficiency, too.  You still have to dive in and out of stellar wells and stop for maintenance and loading.  Even if you got two thirds efficiency, a mack would still out-run you in the long haul.”

“A mike is lower maintenance, easier on the goods and passengers, faster accelerating and can drive a lot deeper into a well,” Karl countered.

“And it can go to arbitrary destinations, opening up previously hard to access portions of space,” Ibrahim added.

“Even so, this particular ship could never make a decent profit,” Aki insisted.

Karl stared at him, and Aki continued, waving his orange-robed arm around.  “Come on, really, a twenty meter ship?  What did you say you could hold in cargo?”

“Ten full containers, four halves,” Path answered. Karl still glared.

“That’s what – a quarter of your volume devoted to cargo?” Aki said.  The others nodded at the math, and Aki continued.  “You can’t effectively get square containers into a round ship, unless the diameter is a lot larger than a twelve meter-long container.”

Ibrahim turned his head, still racing holographic fighters over holographic terrain and easily beating Fritz’s frantic efforts to keep up.

“It’s true,” the Machine said.  “A thirty meter mixed-load ship is barely profitable, and it takes a thirty-five meter like my old Redolent Sky to get up to fifty percent volume in cargo cans.  Karl, you really ought to convert most of Path to passenger spaces if you want to make a decent living.”
Karl frowned, and said, “But I really don’t like people that much.”
Fritz laughed and then splattered his holographic flier across the steeps sides of a holographic canyon.  Still laughing he said, “But Karl, why don’t you tell them why it doesn’t matter?”

“I own the ship free and clear. Except I can’t sell or lease Path out without Guild permission,” Karl said.

“That’s not the way the mike prototype program is supposed to work,” Aki said, settling into a ready-made recliner.

“Well, Karl’s not part of the program is he? “Fritz continued.  “He got this ship as part of his reward for cheating some ignorant natives out of their planet.”

“Now that’s a tale that I’d like to hear,” Tatyana said, emerging from her stateroom.  But they all agreed to wait until everyone was up to tell it.

Aki stayed for breakfast, meeting the two Ertan academics, and somewhere in the meal, Kurt admitted to having told his old friend and mentor (“I’m actually two years younger,” Aki had corrected) about the basics of the expedition.  Aki mentioned his trip to the Chola continent earlier in the year, and the difficulties of getting travel permits and understanding the local dialect.  Chrys leaned forward, tapped him on the knee and asked if he’d like to be their local guide, just for a couple of weeks.
Aki laughed and said, “Sure, why not.  I’m my own boss and I’m sure the Initiates can handle the paperwork for a while.  It’d be a pleasant change of pace.”

Chrys eyed the robes and flaming hologram.  “Will you be dressed like that, or can you wear something with a little more style.”

Aki gave her a wink and said, “I’m sure I can change into the civvies, but I’d like to wear my flame, madam expedition leader.”

“Oh, please don’t call me that.  It makes me feel old.  Um, you’re not under any special vows or anything?”
Aki laughed again.  “Why does everybody ask me about celibacy?  There’s not a single sect of Ibrahimism, from the strictest to the most liberal that demands celibacy of anyone.  Quiet the contrary, in fact.”

“What about, about the Ilimites?” Fritz suggested.

“Fine. But they went extinct twelve hundred years ago,” Aki countered.

“Must have worked pretty good for them, then.”

“Actually, the Khalifate slaughtered them as heretics,” Ibrahim offered.

“And why does every conversation have to turn back to religion, politics and death?” Chrys asked.

“Bad table manners,” Fritz answered, food still in his mouth.

*
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*
Helenne didn’t really understand Chrys’s enthusiasm for adding another person to the growing expedition, and her boss’s explanation that the Rhuzi priest was nearer her height and a standard Sapien sounded more desperate than practical.  But Helenne had a bigger issue that morning.  While the Blitzes, Ibrahim and their new companion worked out logistical details: what to bring, how to travel, who to bribe and who not to bribe, Chrys and Tatyana insisted on accompanying Helenne into town to see the natives and collect some souvenirs.

She tried to convince Chrys that it would be best to supervise the planning and she tried to tell Tatyana that it would make good documentary footage, but Chrys was tired of being on the ship, and Tatyana assured her that a simple drone camera could do the trick while they wandered the town.

After three hours of meandering through the streets of New Pumpar, attracting less stares than on Daklaru, but still standing out among the silk-clad locals, she finally managed to elude them.  At least Chrys seemed to accept her stated need to get away from the people with whom she’d spent so much time confined on two starships and a bus.
She got lost twice, finally finding the right street.  The early afternoon sun beat down on the streets, driving locals into a long lunch break.  It was up in the fashionable hilly section, on a road lined by Terran palms and decorated by both invasive and native shrubbery.  She presented her identification to guard at the at the Embassy Gate and to the laid-back receptionist in the air-conditioned office she said, “No, I don’t have an appointment and no, you don’t know who I am, but I need to speak with the person who keeps track of birthdays, anniversaries and holidays.”

Much to her surprise the coded phrase worked.

It was getting close to evening when she finally walked back into the port.  She’d already answered two comms from Chrys and had to assure her that everything was fine – that she hadn’t been robbed or kidnapped by B’dr’rak.

She went straight to her stateroom, hid a small box in one of her bags of personal affects and after cleansing the grime of the city from her hands and face, she joined the others in their communal dinner.
Conversation flowed and ebbed, shifting from tales of the Great Northern Expedition to the tenets of Rhuzi and other branches of Ibrahimism to legends of lost pirate fortresses, Alien artifacts and other booty in the deep.

The days on Mudhura were only twenty-one hours long and she struggled awake the next morning, stimmed herself with nanomeds and coffee, and began to pack for a trip.  No rented hoverbus on this world: they’d be going by train and then ship, taking a full two weeks to cross seven thousand kilometers though they’d crossed forty light-years in half that time.  She took some clothes – more for variety than function – her smartsuit would clean itself and her.  Solid boots for hiking were a necessity, as Kurt had twice reminded Chrys.  

She limited herself to only one large bag.  It hovered behind her when she came back into the lounge.  Chrys had three bags, all larger floating behind her, but Tatyana had only a satchel strapped under one arm.
The big news, met with much backslapping and ribbing, was that Aki and Kurt had finally convinced Onaris Aukhan, the reclusive engineer, to accompany them.

“I’m going to be really pissed if I get strangled, nuked, entangled or infected,” Onaris warned them.  Despite the outside heat, he wore a thick blue overcoat, festooned with pockets and straps, and a hood to cover his tattooed head.

“You look like a leper,” Kurt announced.  She had to look it up.  Nobody had contracted Hansen’s Disease in four thousand years.

“Come on Onaris, it’s a perfectly safe world,” Aki insisted.  “Three hundred million people live here, and there’s no civil strife, major epidemics or climatic shocks.”

“And Path doesn’t need a caretaker,” Karl added.  “The ship will be fine, you’ll be fine.  Some fresh sea air will do you good.”

“Yeah, worst thing that can happen is that you’ll fall of the boat and drown,” Fritz added, ignoring the sharp looks.

“Ah, no, I thought of that,” Onaris said.  “See, I brought a rebreather along – two actually.  For redundancy.”

Aki knew how to get their travel permits expedited and the weapons inspection to be forgotten, and they were all at the rail station before noon.  The Rhuzi priest looked very different in a dark local tunic and trousers, sprawled comfortably in the leather seats of the first class car, but the holo on his chest, symbol of his immolated prophet, still burned brightly.

There where a dozen other occupants in the completely full first class rail car, so they all – even Fritz – kept their conversations very casual, or talked via comm.  Ibrahim received his share of stares even though he had morphed his distinctive coopery face to resemble that of a simple server robot, but the Machine ignored the whispers, and silently stared out his large glass window.  New Pumpar sat on a subtropical plateau near an inland equatorial sea.  The train took them through small towns and between terrace-farmed hills, through forests of mostly Terran semi-tropical trees.  After two hours, a quick stop and a meal cart raided empty by the Blitzes, the train began its descent, a switch-backed and bridge-spanned path that wove them down a thousand meters into a deep tropical jungle.  Here the plants were mostly alien.  Red-gray growths like mosses clung to razor-sharp fronds reaching tens of meters into the afternoon sky.  The air was free of hydrocarbon haze, and the afternoon sun illuminated a bight violet sky.  Things – some familiar some odd and native – flew on gentle breezes.  As evening approached, the train stopped at a small river town, and Helenne watched a flight of oblong balloons ride thermals over the jungle, pursued by swarms of split-tailed fliers.
The train rumbled into the evening, another meal cart stripped bare by three hungry beings that were not quite Guardians, and she let the rocking motion put her to sleep.  There were still long hours to go before they reached the coast.  
By morning she was a little stiff.  After one trip to the primitive washroom she’d decided to let her smartsuit take care of her sanitary needs, and she hadn’t gotten out of her seat for many hours.  The train rumbled through mountains now, tunnels intersecting steep valley walls, with narrow fields and scattered hamlets down below.  By her reckoning they should arrive at the portside city of Avaiyar in a couple of hours.  What organisms she could identify in the brief flashes of light and color between the tunnels, were mostly Terran again.  On thousands of worlds, countless species of plant, animal and microbe had followed Humans to the stars, spreading themselves over alien ecosystems, competing, defeating, sometimes co-mingling and always changing the worlds they colonized.
The mountains gave way to foothills, and then to irrigated fields of cotton and wheat, orchards of oranges and pineapple.  The train pulled into Avaiyar Northern Station just before local noon.  Helenne walked unsteadily, blinking in the bright sunlight of the open-air depot, while Aki and Kurt went to retrieve their cargo of drones and equipment, Ibrahim walking behind them in faux subservience.
They stayed in an ocean-side hotel, luxurious by local standards, ate native foods in an open-air café, salt breeze competing with culinary aromas, and slept water-view suites.  But Helenne slept fitfully, struggling with the down pillows, finally stripping off her smartsuit, bathing in the ornate tube and letting the night air wash across her skin from the open balcony.  Even with the city lights stretching along the coast, the sky was dark, glittering with sparkling stars, the faint wash of the Milky Way high above the rumbling sea.
CHAPTER 8: Across a Dark Sea
In the morning they boarded a freighter.  Aki Yorski was enjoying himself.  He practiced his Madhuran dialect on the locals, bargaining and carousing away, glad to be out from underneath his orange robes and rigid schedule.  The arrangements were set, prices negotiated, terms agreed upon.

“There’s no regular passenger service leaving for Chola for another five days,” Aki explained as they prepared to board. “And those ships stop at every port along in Pandya, run across to Chera, and then finally up to Chola, stopping at other three cities before we’d get to Lakma.  It’d take three weeks, and then we’d still have to get some local service up into the fjords.”

“What about air service?” Tatyana asked.

Aki waved her off, “Not a chance.  We’d never get our cargo certified, they’d search us for weapons, and chartering a transcontinental plane on this world is nearly impossible.”

He might have been exaggerating a bit, but he was looking forward to a sea voyage, and if his version of the facts made such a trip the most reasonable choice, then that was fine with him.  And so they boarded the Vatni Rossa and stowed their belongings in cramped double quarters.  The two Ertan researchers shared a room; that Machine Ibrahim offered to bunk with Tatyana.  Aki agreed to bunk with Kurt, which left Fritz and Karl in another stateroom, and Onaris the odd being out.  After a talk with the Captain, an white-haired weather-beaten man who was really no more than fifty – and likely never see a hundred standard years – Aki got Onaris a small private space under a stairwell – a converted closet smaller than a mack stateroom, but Onaris was happy with it.
By afternoon they were underway, slowly leaving the coastline and escort tugs behind.  The mountainous shore of southern Panya began to recede, slipping beyond the horizon until, by dusk, only peaks like distant islands hung above the twilit gloom.
The Vatni Rossa was a container ship, hauling over eight hundred standardized containers.  Aki walked along the narrow walkway that circumnavigated the ship’s deck.  He looked up at the containers, some crude metal, some composite or plastic.  Cargos from this world and others, all crammed in containers two and a half meters high and wide, twelve meters long.  He marveled that the same standard had held all across Human Space for over four thousand years.  Cargo, whether hauled by starships or seaships, rail or truck; it was all the same.  It was something every apprentice Guilder learned, but years ago when he had first set down on a barely industrial world that had not seen regular star traffic in two millennia, and saw the neatly stacked rows of cargo containers lining the seaport, he was still amazed.

Night fell.  The freighter managed forty klicks per hour across the open sea, and Aki stood at the ship’s prow, looking down at sparkling glimmers, visible as the ship plowed through the smooth dark waters of Vaigai, the world ocean.  Blue phosphorescence marked the ship’s passage, churning through colonies of microscopic life.  The sky above was lit with thousands of stars.  Antares was high and bright, an orange beacon above the now brilliant band of the Milky Way.  He felt the wind on his face, smelled the musky salt air, and but for the hum of turbines, imagined himself sailing across some ancient sea on a far-off world.
 The six passenger staterooms were set in the ship’s salt-eroded superstructure as an afterthought, and the ship had few amenities for passengers, just a galley shared with the crew, a barely civilized set of shared toilets and showers and a common room with a flat video box.  Kurt barely slept, so Aki had the small stateroom mostly to himself.  He fell asleep to the gentle rock of the sea and hum of the engines.
The next day the weather changed, and gray clouds quickly grew from scattered streamers to a full overcast.  The wind picked up and white caps topped the rising waves.  After lunch, Aki head back towards the ship’s bow.  He pulled a dark overcoat over his local silks, and pulled it tight against the wind and spray.  Helenne Vartun was standing there, hands gripping the railing, looking slightly green, though Aki suspected it was more from the unsettled seas than the spicy lunch fare.
“Ibrahim said it helps to step outside and watch the horizon,” she said.

Aki nodded.  “Is it helping?”

“Well, my lunch is still holding,” she answered.  Her eyes held firm to the dark horizon.  “In a way, this is almost worse than a jump.  It just keeps going.”

Aki suggested a few programming hints for the nanomed balance, tricks that worked for him, and her color seemed to settle down after a few minutes, but she kept her eyes staring forward.

Aki closed his eyes to let the feeling of the sea wash over him.  The rise and fall of the ship, the crash of the prow through breaking waves almost hypnotic – a substitute for meditations he’d let lapse.

Just as he felt himself going into a trance, Helenne broke in with a question.  “You know Kurt pretty well, don’t you?”

Aki sighed and opened his eyes.  “As well as anyone but his cousins, I imagine.  We were on the same team for the first half of the Great Northern Expedition, and we worked closely as peers – two Masters baptized by fire, or at least slime.”
She turned her eyes from the horizon to query him.

“Another story for another time,” he answered.

She nodded.  “Will you give me an honest answer about him?”
“Who, Kurt?” Aki smiled.  “I’ll not lie to you, but I may choose not to tell you everything.  Will that work?”

She nodded again.  “You know, my boss – Chrys, she’s had a pretty sheltered life, and she’s often a little too trusting.”

“So you don’t trust Kurt?”

She sighed.  “It’s not like I have any reason not to trust him, but I think I approach it from the other way around.  A person has to earn my trust before I give it, not betray a trust I give freely.  I had enough of that growing up.”
Aki nodded.  “A wise philosophy, even if it’s not one I’d teach from the pulpit.” He pondered the horizon for a moment and continued, “If Kurt promises something, or tells you something, I would say that you can trust him.  He’s known betrayal.  He’s betrayed before, and he’s not happy about it.  He’s not about to let it happen again.”

She pondered that.  He anticipated her next question and said.  “No, I can’t tell you about it.  It’s his story to tell, and in any case, it’s probably still classified by Guild Intelligence.”

She perked up at that.  “Is he still in Guild Intelligence?”

Aki laughed.  “If I told you... no he’s not.  Not unless he has a subtlety so deep I couldn’t penetrate it in the five years I spent working right next to him.  He doesn’t care much for Guild Intelligence.”

She nodded and said nothing.

Now the silence was making Aki nervous, so he offered, “In a way, I suppose Kurt envies Fritz.”

She made a face.  “How so?”

“Well, Fritz has no divided loyalties.  He only answers to himself, and he never dwells on decisions or actions or consequences.  Both Kurt and Karl have to live with those demons, but from what I hear, Karl is at least planning to take action to excise his.”  He smiled.  “So, if it helps, yes, you can trust Kurt.  If he makes a deal, he’ll keep it.  But pass this on to your boss: if she want’s to use her womanly wiles on Kurt or Karl, she’s wasting her time and taking a risk.  Their relationships with women tend to end badly.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Helenne replied.

“On the other hand, if she want’s to screw Fritz, she’d get no argument, but no loyalty either.”
With that, Helenne made a face, and the green tinge reappeared on her face, but not perhaps, from the waves.
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The second full day at sea, the rain began.  Onaris Aukhan didn’t notice the cool wind, the rocking boat or the hum of the engines.  In his little space, he hung in a hammock, his artificial eyes projecting a calm environment of metal halls and spaces, his shipsuit and nanomeds conspiring to build him an internal PVR world where there were no strange smells and no chaotic weather.

He’d already taken a tour of the engine rooms and conversed wit the ship’s engineering mate in that horribly crude dialect.  The turbines were a mess, radiating off heat, wasting more energy than they delivered to the propellers.  He’d made a few suggestions on efficiency, but without electronic monitoring and lacking better maintenance, there wasn’t much he could do to help these people.   The whole thing was little better than a steamship.  He wished they hadn’t talked him into coming.  He’d rather be back on Path.

A call light imposed itself on his PVR refuge and he reluctantly shut it down to find three Blitzes crammed into his tiny space.

He queried them with silent irritation, and Kurt spoke up.  “Sorry to bring you back to reality, Onaris, but we’d like you to take a look at something for us.”

Kurt handed him a small box, an isolation case wired for sensory investigation.  Onaris accepted it and plugged in a hard line.  “What am I looking for?”

Karl answered.  “We found these doing a sweep with modified CounterPlague.  They were already dead – or disabled or something – when the CP picked them up.”

Onaris fiddle with the settings, bringing up a highly magnified view.  The case contained five tiny organisms, maybe five microns long, and lumpy, varying in width and covered with manipulators and Brownian anchors.  He zoomed in and let his own routines characterize the find.
“They’re pretty sophisticated,” Fritz offered.  “I’ve got nothing like them in my catalog.  Look’s like a melded mecho-organic – more sophisticated than the Fujaran stuff I’d pay a premium for.”

He scanned the tiny beings.  It was fascinating.  Visual detectors just a micron across held single atoms in traps, different atoms at different layers.  The whole array was a five-twelve by five-twelve, sixty-four color imager occupying half a cubic micron.  There were cilia of organic composition for capturing sound and smell, enzyme emitters, and muscle-like proteins – macromolecules controlling movement.  A solid memory core doubled as a spine, probably storing gigabits in frozen atoms.
“I was thinking it was something like that stuff we found on the Fortune,” Kurt offered.

Onaris shook his head, blocking out another bad memory from the Great Northern Expedition.  “No, no, Fritz is right.  This is much more sophisticated than that.  The whole thing is smaller than most cells, but a fully functional scout.  What killed them?”

“We were hoping you could tell us,” Karl said.

Onaris took a closer look.  The tiny scouts all had pitted surfaces, but that was normal at nano-scale.  He noticed a tiny irregular plague of graphite at the end of the memory spine on all five of the things.  “Looks like an itty-bitty laser seared them, then, wait, any more magnification and I’ll gamma them – it looks like something severed and scorched out – looks like two redundant central processors, both fried.”

Fritz grunted and mumbled something.

“What?” Karl asked.

“Well, I’m guess these are either Fed or renegade Tze’t manufacture.  So we probably got Fed spies on board and something equally high-tech is killing them,” Fritz concluded.

Onaris disconnected and sighed.  He should have stayed on Path. 
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Finally, the seas calmed.  Helenne found she actually enjoyed the ocean crossing.  She grew used to the passage of waves, the flat indigo horizon, the salt wind in her hair.  If Chrys hadn’t constantly gripped about the tiny quarters, the rough bed, the dirty toilets and the bad food, Helenne might have enjoyed the rest of the voyage.
Even Chrys eventually got her sea legs, and by the fifth day, Aki had come out to Helenne at the ship’s bow and complained, in a bemused manner, about the professor’s advances toward him.  She’d gotten nowhere with him, either.
The ship’s crew seemed interested enough in all the Ertan women, but after Tatyana broke the hand of one particularly forward engine mate, the others mostly left them alone.  Employment on this ship obviously didn’t include a decent health plan, and the crew seemed smelly, stunted, plagued by disfiguring marks and bad teeth.  Helene had a lifetime of practice at fending off unwanted advances, and usually a look was enough to discourage these men, though she felt their eyes on her when she looked away.

The day before their arrival in Lakma, the distant coast of southern Chola rose above the eastern horizon.  The freighter turned more northward, leaving its wake in steady seas.  Helenne was on the forward walkway, watching native fliers and the occasional balloon creature pass quickly by.  Puffy light-blue clouds hung in clumps across the violet sky, with a ragged coastline and two smooth volcanic cones rising in the east.  When they at last passed into Lakma’s harbor she was torn between anticpation and displeasure at the voyage’s end.
*





*




*

The City of Lakma stretched across two islands and up into the foothills of a rugged mountain range.  To the north was fjord country – steep mountainss cut diagonally by narrow valleys, many flooded by a rising ocean.  There was some regular ferry traffic, but they were headed far up north to a tiny village in a poorly traveled fjord.  They would need to rent a boat.
Kurt and Aki were down on the waterfront, walking along the piers, dodging forklifts and methane diesel trucks.  The rest of their group was settling in to a high-rise hotel to recover from the ocean voyage and the primitive conditions on the ship.
“Reminds me of old times,” Kurt said.  They hurried across a busy road and walked along aging wooden buildings, looking for the rental office advertised in their directory.

“Yeah,” Aki muttered.  “I can almost see the pitchforks and the flintlocks, and the mob of abominations after our hides.  Why would YT want to go back to Vodraran?”

Kurt smiled.  “Well, I’m glad he did.  If not, I might never have gotten this gig and you’d be trying to convert the gullibles and drowning in paperwork back in the capital.”

Aki stopped.  “So why are you here, Kurt?  I mean, I’m pretty much transparent – you know that – but what’s your angle?”

Kurt stopped, too and he frowned at his friend.  “I don’t have that much angle here, Aki.  I think I want the same thing that Chrys and Helenne want: old Imperial data.  I’ve got my specific queries in mind, some that I may not want to share, you know: depots and hidden installations that might have escaped the Plague, answers to historical questions that have bothered scholars for centuries, but that’s my gig.”

Kurt stopped for a moment. “I’m more worried about some of the others: like Tatyana and Ibrahim.  More than meets the eye with those two, I’m sure.”  He decided not to mention the tiny dead scouts.  It would just make one more person struggle with paranoia.
He looked around and saw that they had attracted some stares.  Well, he had: the locals looked a lot like Aki, but nobody here was tall and pale like him.  <If you want to continue this, we should do it subvocally, on a private channel,> he commed.  But Aki dropped it.  They had to go rent a boat.

That evening Chrys tried to host a party at their hotel, but it got off to a rough start.  First, the hotel wouldn’t seat, Ibrahim, a mere Machine.  Then Onaris didn’t want to go out in public.  Tatyana offered to rig a camera so Ibrahim could participate remotely, and Kurt and Aki finally convinced Onaris to come, but then Chrys saw the menu, found out that the meat and seafood was real, and then insisted on a vegetarian faire.  So Fritz balked, and Karl expressed his reservations.  
Finally, Kurt had gotten tired of the bickering.  So he went to the manager with a wad of local currency, got them a private suite and paid for special food.  It was late, but all nine of them sat down to a table in a private dinning hall.  The meals were carefully prepared, and the three Blitzes segregated to the side far from the three Ertans, so the sight of dead natural animal food wouldn’t strongly offend.  Chrys gave a toast to the success of their endeavor, everyone got plenty of culturally-appropriate food and spirits, and Kurt felt pretty self-satisfied.
The next morning they loaded their equipment onto their rental boat, a converted trawler that once harvested local invertebrates that the Blitzes, at least, had found delicious.  The boat only had four tiny double cabins, and Ibrahim announced he didn’t need one; he could drive the boat for the whole forty hours they estimated they’d need to reach the village of Hosner, the settlement nearest the coordinates of the Saratoga’s crash site.
“Well, I can bunk with the priest,” Tatyana said.  “He seems harmless.”

All the Blitzes erupted in laughter, and they couldn’t stop laughing at Aki’s expense, even after they set out across the busy harbor.

North of the city, the mountains formed a steep coastline of jagged cliffs and rocky islands, topped with local vegetation, red and gray broad-leafed forms dominating over invasive greenery.  Ibrahim drove the boat like an old hand, navigating past container ships and pleasure vessels, judging the rocky coast with an expert eye.

“Seven hundred years ago, my father and I would go sailing and fishing on the Hellas Sea,” he explained to Kurt, and Onaris, who shared the tiny wheelhouse with him.  “Martian waves were bigger and slower, but the controls are the same, the principles haven’t changed.”

“How much do you remember, really,” Onaris asked him.  He gripped a metal banister tightly, metallic eyes scanning back and forth as if alerted to some hidden danger.  “I mean, I’m only seventy-five and into my second Incarnation, but some of the memories from decades ago and already pretty hazy.”
Ibrahim laughed.  He’d returned to his default coppery face, shedding the dumb robot look now that they were far from curious locals.  “Second Incarnation, eh?  Next one’s a tithe life for you.  You’re pretty young for that.”

“It was an altercation I regret.”

“Someone tried to steal his tools,” Kurt offered. “He didn’t want to give the up.”

Onaris’s eyes stopped scanning and focused on Kurt.  ‘It was more complicated than that, but anyway, it wasn’t worth a life, even if I had more to spare.”

“Always a risk, with Reincarnation,” Ibrahim noted.  “Not everyone survives it – or regeneration for that matter.  Anything beyond the five hundred a simple safe life that nanomeds and viata supplements will give you is a risk.

“But to your question,” the Machine continued.  “Remember that I had four regenerations myself before I became a Heretic.  Constant mack travel is hard on the body.  Each regeneration takes a little from you: cleanses the mind as it cleanses the body.”  
Ibrahim paused, turning the boat out to see to avoid some hidden hazard.  “Once I became a Machine, memory became an issue of storage, but before that, well, there are whole decades of my life that I barely remember.  The childhood memories, my first score years or so, they remain pretty distinct, though.”

Kurt left them in the wheelhouse and stood at the boat’s bow, letting a mist of salt spray rush over him.  The sky was clear, the wind calm, but he began to worry.  All the way back to the explosion on Namerin, there were things going on that he couldn’t explain.  Control was always an illusion, but one with a kernel of truth in it.  He knew which subset of facts and events he controlled, but had no idea how much lay beyond it.  Occasionally he glanced up, expecting to see the fires and contrails of reentry in the clear sky, but the real uncertainly was on the boat with him.  It would start getting interesting soon.  Of that, he was certain.

The weather cooperated that day and the next.  They passed the entrance of many fjords, dodged ferry traffic and fishing fleets, but habitation became sparser the further they traveled.   He closed his eyes against the sharp sunlight and projected the Hendrikson’s survey information onto his optic nerve.  The village of Hosner was at the end of a winding fjord.  High on the plateau above was a series of density anomalies, signs of an ancient impact.  Forty years ago, two Ertan officers had visited the village and come away with the story of the Saratoga’s crash, twisted by two millennia of retelling, but clear enough to warrant the captain’s attention.  But before they could even start an investigation, much less an excavation, orders came, and the Hendrikson jumped off to Daklaru to meet its doom.
On the overcast morning of the third day back at sea, Ibrahim’s tireless piloting led them into the fjord.  Snowcapped mountains peaked over the high, sometimes near shear, slopes of the submerged valley.  Glistening black rock, transected by waterfalls and narrow ledges of red plants, rose up on both sides of the dark water.

In Fritz’s words, Hosner was a dump.  The village was just about a dozen houses, cobbled together with local rocks, high roofs paved with crumbling shale.  There was little color in the houses or in the single long wharf built up from stonefall, but the three resident fishing boats sported some color, flashes of red and yellow paint.  Above the village, terraced fields intersected by boulders, some rocks larger than the biggest village house, stretched to the waterfall at the end of the steep valley.  The people here were different than the brown skinned, black-haired Madhurans they’d seen before.  Their faces were freckled, hair red or prematurely grey, faces and hands oddly flat.  From inbreeding, Fritz insisted.
The locals eyed them suspiciously as they tied up their big fancy boat on the end of wharf.  Aki and Kurt left the others on the boat and stepped ashore.  They presented themselves as archeologists, scientists from afar, which was close to true enough on its face.  Only one man would talk to them, Thobit Jurrin, a farmer almost as tall as Kurt and even broader.  His rough hands, weathered face and bushy gray hair spoke of years of outdoor labor, but Kurt doubted he was older than fifty standard years.  Jurrin was the closest there was to a town leader.  His farm deep in the valley produced most of Hosner’s food that didn’t come from the fickle sea.
“Oh, I remember when the spacemen came.  I was just a boy,” farmer Jurrin said, confirming his age.  His speech was flatter, more nasal than the dialect of southern Chola.  Some words in the man’s peculiar vocabulary stumped Kurt’s guide translation, but context helped fill in the meaning and the computer in his skull soon mastered the dialect.

Speech was harder, and Kurt left it to Aki, who had long ago mastered guide-assisted double-speech translation: subvocalize, listen and then ape.  “The spacemen wanted to search up on the plateau.  Do you know anything about that?” Aki asked.

The farmer eyed them suspiciously; his crossed arms a sign of his mood.  They stood under the eaves of the only common house in the village, a tavern-meeting hall-general store.  “You mean up on the Highland Spur, where the goats graze and the coyotes hunt?”
Aki nodded.

The farmer smiled, his teeth uneven, chipped and brown, but all still there.  “They spoke to my grandfather and my father, both now dead, but I heard the story later.  They searched for the Sarat, the skyship of our ancestors that brought us to this place.”

<Bingo,> Kurt signaled.

Aki talked the farmer up some more, and with kind words –and the offer of hard currency – the local’s posture shifted more favorably, and in the end he offered to put them all up in his rambling stone home for the night and promised tell them the old stories over the evening meal.

CHAPTER 9: The Demon House

It would be another night in bunks, but at least the farmhouse didn’t rock, Helenne reflected.  Jurrin House was an ancient stone building of countless renovations but stout construction.  It was set into the wall of the steep valley, protected from the fjord winds by a crumbling crag.  The house sat thirty meters up a steep slope from a waterfall-feed river than ran fast over smoothed rocks.  The Jurrin household accounted for a quarter of the Hosner’s population.  Eldest sons inherited the farm, younger sons destined to fish the sea.  From what Helenne could tell, all of the village’s hundred-odd people descended from this family, though occasional brides and grooms had come from the relative metropolis of Burnbeg – population seven hundred – a town that hugged the mouth of the fjord, sixty kilometers away.

They sat near the head of a large common table, slate on piled-stone legs.  Fortunately, the family had a vegetarian selection of porridges, potatoes and sparse greens, and they were not at all offended by Chrys’s and Helenne’s aversion to the meat of killed life.   The men, women and children that sat and served the table were most interested in the strange, metal man and the moving tattoos on the Mechanist’s head.  They didn’t even seem to notice the small remotes that Helenne had watched Tatyana scatter in the far corners of the dining hall.
The table talk rambled on, and Helenne’s guide cooperated with Aki’s and the others to master the local speech.  As they settled into the dessert of some yellow pudding, Thobit Jurrin was speaking to Kurt.  “No, we don’t go up there very often.  It is a steep climb, and we don’t have the shepherds to guard the flocks.  And the coyotes would slaughter the sheep.  Besides, the Demon House is haunted?”

“Demon House?” Helenne asked, not sure the translation was accurate.

The patriarch nodded.  “Yes, the ghosts of ancient being haunt that house.  Their foul calls frighten even the coyotes.”
“But they can’t touch anything, and they don’t eat,” said a young woman seated near the table’s other end.  She was heavily freckled, red hair wild around her head.

Thobit Jurrin shook his head and waved dismissively, “Shirin, my youngest daughter, she seems to think we could use the Demon House to guard the sheep and recover the pasture.  She spends too much time climbing the hills and not enough time farming.  It’s overdue I find her a husband, if any of you are available.”  He eyed the Blitzes and laughed.  Shirin’s face turned red and she stabbed at her pudding.

“So this Demon House,” Fritz spoke up, his plate already clean.  “Maybe your daughter could guide us up there and we could see it for ourselves.”

Thobit eyed him suspiciously, but then said.  “If she’s willing.  She’d probably just run up there herself, and if you’ll be paying for her guide services, then at least there’d be some purpose to it.”

Soon it was agreed.  Aki had made some show of negotiating a price, but Helenne expected the farmer had made out handsomely by his modest standards.  To the starfarers, the amount was just an insignificant sum rendered into local paper.

That night it rained.  Water pounded on the stone roof, and Helenne slept fitfully, listening to the constant slow drip of water striking the cold floor.

The next morning was cold and foggy with the valley heights lost in white haze.  They ate a hot hearty breakfast and then prepared to set out.  The three Blitzes carried most of the expedition’s camping equipment in large packs strapped over their long coats.  Ibrahim’s three drones floated behind him like obedient cylindrical balloons, much to the delight of the younger Jurrin children.  A slight young woman, red hair confined under the hood of a black rain slicker, led them up a winding path.  The rough trail was overgrown with slick rocks and wet grasses. They continued single file around switchbacks, navigating past a rock fall and onward and upward for over an hour.
<This is getting ridiculous,> Chrys commed privately.  <From starships, to trains to ships to boats to trekking through the fog like retro fanatics.  What’s next? Swimming?>

<At least we don’t have to carry a pack,> Helenne replied.  But she was short of breath, as were Chrys, Aki and Onaris.  Tatyana seemed to be hold up as well as the Blitzes, who were laughing and joking under the weight of their heavy loads.

<Any decent pack would follow you without being carried, like those drones,> Chrys groused.  At Chrys’s insistence, they soon stopped for a break, which the Blitzes turned into an early lunch.  Shirin Jurrin, also not winded, eyed the three men.

“You triplets eat at lot,” she commented.

“Triplets?  No, we’re cousins,” Karl corrected.

“But, you have to admit,” Tatyana interjected.  “You three are within a centimeter in height.  Your weights can’t be more than ten kilos apart, and you have the same porportions to your shoulders, hands and chins.” 

The three stared at her, and Fritz said, “No, we’re genetically cousins.  If you tested us, you’d find a one-in-eight genetic commonality consistent with first cousins.”

Tatyana eyed him skeptically.  “Well, I’d like to try that test someday.”

“And I’d be happy to provide you with a genetic sample.”

Kurt and Karl roared with laughter, but Tatyana ignored them.  <And that degenerate called us barbarians because we had no beer,> Chrys seethed.  Helenne didn’t reply. She just chewed on an energy bar and washed it down with cool water.
The fog didn’t reach the top of the nine hundred meter slope.  After more than another hour of slow progress, they broke into daylight, a high cloudy sky with swabs of violet sky and brief intervals of blinding sunlight.  The fog was a fluffy white ocean of cloud below them, with peaks and plateaus rising like islands.

They rested again atop a ridge, looking out over the fog-covered fjord.  Here the wind blew strongly, cold from the north.  They were at the edge of the Highland Spur Thobit Jurrin had mentioned, a high plateau of shallower slopes and irregular plains, dotted with lakes and bogs, ten kilometers long here at the fjord’s head, tapering to a narrow point sixty kilometers further west-south-west above Burnbeg, to where the fjord met the sea and where the waters of the broader fjord to their south mingled with this smaller inlet.  There was little vegetation: a few clumps of native growths, but mostly low red and yellow bushes and red-black growths that covered the rocks, rustling in the wind and reminding Helenne of the moving patterns on Onaris’s scalp.
“The Demon House is there,” Shirin pointed.  On the far slope of Fadcarn Mountain, overlooking the Silla Fjord.”

Karl turned to Ibrahim and asked.  “Thirty klicks?”

The machine turned to him.  “Twenty-eight and some change as the laser flies.  It looks fairly level most of the way.”

“So where does that put us?”  Chrys asked.

“About nine hours at the rate you’ve been moving,” Fritz suggested, pulling his pack back onto his shoulders.  “And the Hendrikson’s log implies that the likely Saratoga impact site is about five klicks southeast of that.  I think we should try to cover half the distance and then camp for the night.”  He started to walk with his long stride.  The others scrambled to keep up with him.

“Why don’t we just head straight for the crash site?” Helenne asked.

Fritz stopped to let them catch up, and then continued on, walking more slowly.  “The ground that way looks pretty soggy.” Shirin confirmed as much with an enthusiastic nod.  “Besides,” Fritz continued, “I’m pretty sure the Demons saw the wreck, and I’d like to ask them about it.”
Helenne looked to Kurt and Karl for some sort of clarification, but Karl just smiled and Kurt finally said.  “Humor him.  I think he’s probably right.”

The wind picked up and the clouds grew lower and thicker, whipping away the last traces of violet sky.  They stopped to eat once and then to rest again.  A cold light drizzle started and the Blitzes opened their packs to hand out electrostatic harnesses to deflect the cold water.  Their guide, Shirin laughed with delight and shouted at the wind.  Her hair stayed dry, but sprouted in all directions from the wind and static charge.

Onaris complained about the weather and endured a ribbing from Fritz until Aki came to his defense.  “We’ll never get him to come out of his ship again if you’re going to do that,” Aki admonished him.

They camped under the cover of a low ridge, setting up and starting a dinner meal.  The rain had stopped, but the wind still blew strong and Helenne heard and felt its roaring gusts when she walked atop the ridge to look out against the darkening landscape.
She couldn’t sleep.  Chrys dozed blissfully beside her in the cramped insta-tent, but Helenne’s nanomeds couldn’t calm her mind or force rest upon her.  It was after local midnight when she gave up and quietly exited the tent.  Their fire had burned down to red embers.  The three Blitzes and Ibrahim still sat silently around the fire pit, probably engaged in silent conversation.  She walked away from their camp, back into the wind.  A few stars shone through gaps in the clouds.  The wind was still strong.

Kurt came up beside her.  He’d made enough noise coming up the slope, tumbling loose rocks, that she figured it was his intentional way to avoid startling her.  He looked out over the dark horizon.
“What do you see with your not-exactly-Guardian eyes?” she asked.

“More than you,” was his short response.  But after a pause he relented.  “I have five types of cones, and so I can see another hundred or so nanos into the ultraviolet and infrared,” he added.

She turned toward him.  “So what do those other colors look like?”

He grinned.  “I don’t know.  Is the red I see the same as the red you see?  That’s an age-old question with no good answer.  In any case, it’d be like explaining color to the blind.”

“Well, maybe you could explain to me how a triplet of enhanced beings came to be born on a backwater world to the far core,” she asked.

He chuckled.  “I can’t explain it myself.  None of us can.”

He was silent for a while, and she was sure he’d have nothing more to say, but after a minute of nothing but the howling wind, she heard him softly say, “There were supposed to be eight.”

“Eight?”

He sighed.  “I think the wind keeps away Tatyana’s bugs, so I’ll annoy her by telling you a little story.” She saw him grinning in the darkness, white teeth on a ghostly face. 
“We were born in vats,” he began, “deep under the Blitz heartland in a city that was always fighting.  The story goes that we were part of a project by Argon Blitz, a bioengineer with pretensions of genius.  He meant to create eight of us: four male, four female.  But before the gestation was complete, a Chu bunker buster crashed into the complex, and took out half the lab.  It killed the four female embryos and Argon and destroyed his notes and equipment.  The four of us survived and decanted a few weeks later, but there were no records.  Uncle Erik took us in and raised us with his family.”

“Four of you?” she asked.

He frowned, and hesitated.  Finally, he said “Yes, four: me and Karl and Frtiz and Jock – Joachim Blitz.”

“What happened to Jock?” she pried.

He stared at her again.  “I’d appreciate it if you treated this as private.  We don’t like to talk about it.”

“You can trust me,” she said.  He pondered that, and nodded.

“I hope that goes both ways,” he said at last.

She gave a short nod, not sure herself if she meant it.

But he accepted her response and went on, “We were only eleven.  On Malth, ten is old enough to be a soldier.  Ten year-olds made good scouts – we were quick and small – not so much us, but most ten year-olds were small – and we were too stupid to be afraid.”
The wind howled.  He continued, “The four of us were out on patrol together – we’d been doing that for months, and we thought we where pretty hot – patrolling the rubble-zone between us and the Cho – our eternal enemies, the ones who stood between us and the Eastern Gates.  There was another patrol out there – Cho kids doing the same thing on the other side of the rubble.  We saw them first, and Frtiz said we should set up an ambush.”

He paused again and she thought he was almost reliving it, a skirmish from before her own birth.  “It wasn’t a bad plan,” Kurt continued.  “We had high ground, and surprise and we where better than any other patrol out there.  They step right into it, and we gunned them down.  Shot kids in the back, if you want to be honest about it, but it was war.

“What we didn’t know was that they were scouts for an infiltration team – teenagers bent on creating havoc behind our lines.  That team saw or heard what happened, and then they called for reinforcements.” He stopped again and drew a breath.  “It was a running gun battle.  They never managed to encircle us, but the kept on shooting, kept on coming.  Karl took a big round in the leg, and Fritz was pinned down, splattered by shrapnel.  Jock got up to try to pull Fritz back, and he took a blast to the back of his head.  It blew out half his skull, right though the helmet.

“We left him.  We had to.  Fritz got Karl up, and I kept shooting back at the Cho, but we couldn’t take Jock’s body with us.  He left him on the field, and we fell back to the forward bunkers.  And then there were just three of us.”

Kurt was silent for another minute, and Helenne didn’t know what to say, so she listened to the wind.
“Uncle Erik and the rest, they saw how fast Karl and Fritz healed even without help.  Nobody looked at us the same after that.  And we developed discipline issues. When we were sixteen, Uncle Erik suggested that we should join the Guild and find our fortune in the stars.  I think they were all relieved when we left.”

“Have you ever been back?” Helenne asked.

“No,” Kurt answered.  And then he was silent.  But she understood, in a way.  She’d never been back to Seaside Towers, either.

The next morning it was raining again, and cold.  They hurried through breakfast, packed up the camp, and set off across the Highland Spur.  Soon enough, the narrow trail rose along the shallow slope of Fadcarn Mountain, taking them out of the wind and rain and over a stretch of fresh goat droppings.  “Don’t slip on that,” Fritz warned, jumping from rock to rock ahead of them like a child in a playground.  He scared a flock of goats, and they ran down the rugged slope braying nervously.  “Which one of you’s for dinner?” he yelled, but he let the animals flee unmolested.
Before noon the Demon House came into view.  It sat on a semi-protected ledge with a clear view of the mountains and rugged coastline to the south and west.  The building was a twenty meter-wide octagon of native stone, only five meters high and topped by a smooth grey dome.  Dark rectangular pillars bisected the corners and middle of each stone face.  The entire complex sat atop a narrow encircling slab that was covered in dirt, rock and fuzzy red growths.  For an instant, Helenne thought she saw movement, a flicker near one pillar, like something in the wind, even though the Demon House was clearly in the lee.

“Just about what I thought,” Fritz announced.  “It’s a Remnant Shrine.”
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Kurt had seen a B’dr’rak Remnant Shrine before, but never out in the middle of nowhere like this.  They had all approached closer, the farm girl hanging back behind them, but still eager to see.  No apparitions appeared to them as they walked up to the building, and Kurt could barely make out worn indentations on the walls, cuts of narrow triangles and disks covering the whole panel.  There was no discernable pattern, no spaces, dividers or brackets.  The wind and rain had scuffed the symbols nearly flat against the old rock surface, but a black growth had filled the shallow indentations, making the much of the text readable, if not understandable. 
“Cute,” Fritz said.  “Streaming Federation Symbolic.  We’d need a machine to read this.” He gestured toward Ibrahim who gave it a look.

“I didn’t think the B’dr’rak ever settled this world,” Chrys said.

“It’s not in the local records either,” Aki agreed, moving closer to stare at the expanse of markings, carved in the Grand Federation equivalent of ones and zeros.  “But that just means they were gone before settlement.”

Fritz agreed, running a finger over the surface and disturbing the black moss.  “The B’dr’rak joined the Fed around six thousand BC, so this could be anywhere from three and a quarter to over twelve thousand years old.  They didn’t start making Remnant Shrines until about 5800BC.”
“You seem to know a lot about our Purple friends,” Tatyana said.  Her remotes had started to circle the building, recording the text in entirety, Kurt hoped.

Fritz nodded enthusiastically.  “‘Know your enemy.’  Besides, B’dr’rak are people too.  Smelly, belching, arrogant, oversized purple people, but still people.”

“What’s a Remnant Shrine?” Shirin asked, looking nervous from behind Kurt’s shoulder.  

He turned and said.  “It’s what the B’dr’rak do to honor their dead.”

Ibrahim continued. “The B’dr’rak record their memories.  But not like a Mechanist, with a constant trickle of experience into a soulbox.  The B’dr’rak just do it periodically and as they approach death.  After the body passes, the recorded personality goes into the Shrine where it lives in a virtual world, interacting with other dead personalities and sometimes with the family and friends who visit the shrine.”
The farm girl nodded.  “Okay, I think I see.  But what’s a B’dr’rak?”

“That,” Fritz said pointing to a translucent purple being that appeared briefly, looked at them, belched with start and then vanished.

Shirin jumped back, but didn’t scream.  Chrys did.  Then the professor composed herself and said.  “It was just unexpected, that’s all.”

“For that one too,” Ibrahim muttered.  “I have it translated now, most of it anyway.  I can give you the full text or just a summary.”  He went on to explain that this was the shrine of a B’dr’rak mining colony about seven thousand years old.  After just four centuries or so of use, the B’dr’rak abandoned their settlement, leaving over two thousand dead souls behind.
“I’m surprised any of them are still active after all this time,” Fritz said.  “They tend fade away after three to five thousand years.”  The Ertan scholars and journalist were looking at him skeptically.  “What?  I know stuff; I’m not just a trigger-happy imbecile.”

“Not just,” Tatyana muttered.

Fritz tried to get the apparition to reappear, shouting in modern B’dr’rak and in the Federation Middle Sonic language that the Grand Federation imposed upon the race during nine thousand plus years of membership.  Kurt had to admit that Fritz’s diction was good, but the shrine remained silent.

Then a sharp sonic boom echoed in the clouds.

“That’s not thunder,” Shirin said.

“No,” Kurt agreed.  His cousins were alert now, stepping away from the shrine and scanning the skies.  He saw Tatyana and Ibrahim doing the same and hoped their artificial eyes could penetrate the clouds.  But it was Karl that spotted it.

“There,” he said, pointing south.  A dark dart-like shape blinked in and out of the clouds.

“If that’s what I think it is...” Kurt started.

“Well, if you think it’s a Bismarki Wehrmacht Valkyrie 4B landing boat, then it is what you think it is,” Karl finished.
“What does that mean?” Chrys demanded.  She looked somewhere between angry and frightened, Kurt wasn’t sure which emotion would dominate.  He didn’t much care.
The three Blitzes looked at each other.  “My bad,” Karl said.  Another boom sounded somewhere to the south.  “Each one holds a marine squad.  Maybe they located the wreck, scanning from orbit.  Figured the rest out.”

“The second ship at Daklaru?” Kurt asked.  His cousin shrugged, unsure.
“What exactly is going on?” Chrys demanded again, hands on her hips.  Anger appeared to have won out.  A B’dr’rak apparition blinked in behind her and vanished again before anyone could say or belch a word.

“They’re definitely 4B’s,” Fritz mentioned, his eyes were focused far to the south.  “You can tell by recessed gunports.  Um, it means I get to play trigger-happy imbecile again.”  He pulled out his long BlueFire pistol and squinted.  “Looks like they’re landing between us and the bog where the Saratoga fell.  I’d say they must know we’re here.”
“And what does this have to do with us?” Chrys had a bit more panic in her voice now.

Kurt decided he’d better try to take charge.  Fritz wasn’t helping.  “Chrys, the Bismarkis have probably been following Karl and Fritz on some unrelated matter.”  She started to speak, but he cut her off.  “But now they seem to know some of what’s going on and they’re taking action.  Now the good news is they could have killed us from orbit without us even knowing it, so they must want us alive – for whatever knowledge we have.   Bad news is that they’ll kill us for it.”

Fritz pulled at his shoulder.  “Kurt, one’s landed.  A squad’s deploying about a klick out, I think twelve troopers, hand weapons only, soft armor, no vehicles, no heavy artillery.  Second boat’s coming right for us.”

Kurt nodded.  “This is gonna suck.”  He looked at the assembled group, ignoring a blinking B’dr’rak apparition.  No time for that now.  “Tatyana, I assume you still have that gun?” She nodded.  It was already in her hand, barrel extended.  
“OK, guns for everyone,” and he and his cousins rifled though their pockets, handing out their remaining backup palm guns.  Kurt tossed a gun to Aki and then another to Onaris, who looked at it like it was a live grenade.  But he grimaced and activated it – it was going to be very hard to convince Onaris to come out of the ship the next time.  
Helenne and Chrys accepted their weapons uncertainly, not calmed by Fritz’s quick instruction to “Read the manual.”  Ibrahim accepted his gun without comment.  Karl started to hand a gun to Shirin, but thought better of it.  Without a guide interface, the weapon was useless.  The boat was almost on them, circling the shrine with landing door open.  Frits and Karl ran for cover in the crumbling mountainside, using boulders and crevices for cover.  The sound of the passing landing boat washed over them like a heavy wind.
“Ladies and gents,” Kurt said.  “I would suggest you retire to the far side of the shrine.  Remember, if you can see them, then they can see you, and they can kill you.”  They complied, Ibrahim guiding a confused Shirin along.  The farm girl was pointing at a B’dr’rak apparition and probably near panic.  Helenne pushed her boss around the corner too.  Tatyana and Aki had taken cover behind pillars.  Onaris looked uncertain.
“Plenty of rocks for cover,” Kurt told him, selecting a big one for himself.  “Remember to move after you fire and keep low!”

The lander hovered just a hundred meters downslope.  Troopers jumped from the far side door, taking cover.  A gunner with a heavy gauss weapon leaned out the open panel facing them.
A loud speaker barked Bismarki-accented Anglic, “You are outnumbered! Put down – ”

Fritz killed the door gunner.  The troops on the ground started firing.  Kurt dived behind a rock.  Light flashed.  Something, a stone chip fragmented by gunfire, cut across his exposed cheek and lip.

<They’ve got mag deflectors on,> Karl commed.  Their gun-fired magnetic slivers only hit if fired dead on, otherwise magnetic fields flung them around the troopers protected bodies.  The Bismarkis advancing cautiously, firing squat laser weapons back at them.  <Set the guns for their heads!>

<Double the power> Fritz suggested from somewhere.  Kurt sprinted and dodged back to another rock closer to the shrine.  His previous hiding place exploded into shards of rock.  Kurt ducked.  He commanded his gun to maximum power.  He saw Onaris crouched behind a scorched pillar firing the palm gun.

<Hey Onaris, you’ll never penetrate mag with that thing!  Fall back, see if you can get into the shrine for cover.> Onaris nodded and retreated, crouching to stay low, but fire flashed on his chest and he fell down.  “Onaris is hit!” Kurt yelled.  It was a shout, but it carried on comm too.  He fired at something that moved and then leaped to another rock.  He saw the arms of someone pulling Onaris back behind another pillar.  Then something flashed to close to his eyes and he turned back, firing off a shot at a half-exposed trooper, hoping the metal slug was smart enough to home in on a head.
He fired again and jumped up, half flying across open ground, bouncing against the hard shrine wall, feeling the impact in his shoulder, turning and firing, blindly.  At least once sliver navigated the magnetic fields and struck a trooper in the head.  Red blood and black armor exploded back and the Bismarki fell.

Something struck him in the side.  It burned.  Pain clouded his vision as he turned.  He saw the heads of two troopers, laser barrels exposed and swinging towards him, but his gun arm wouldn’t move.  He started to fall on the open ground.  His brain screamed for him to run, but his legs were rubber.  Something flew by and struck the two troopers – one of Ibrahim’s drones he thought – the troops scuffled with the machine and something exploded.  Kurt was on his knees.  He let himself fall, felt someone tug at his shoulders.  Cooper hands.  He signaled <Thanks.> Words would not come.  His ears rang and everything went gray.
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Shirin was hunkered in a fetal ball.  Chrys was blank-eyed, hiding behind a pillar.  Helenne held the gun in her hands numbly.  A menu hung over her vision:

Warning!  You have selected the Headshot Option

1. Headshot is not accurate at ranges exceeding 80 meters and may result in complete failure to hit the selected target.

2. Headshot implies lethal intent and may result in legal sanction in certain jurisdictions.  Please comply with local laws and restrictions.

3. Headshot is intended for Human or Humanoid bipedal lifeforms only.  Use against lifeforms deviating from the Human norm may result in unexpected behavior.

If you have read and understood these warnings, select Continue or else Cancel the Headshot Option.

Helenne blinked and selected the option.  The Blitzes were signaling quickly, cryptically on the common channel.  She couldn’t tell them apart.  She understood their words, but not their meaning.  She’d just pulled Onaris back around the shrine.  Blood was coming from his right side and out his mouth, his mechanical orbs focusing on her rapidly blinking eyes.  <Push on the right side of the pillar next to you, two places... one meter fifty five centimeters from the base, and twenty two centimeters lower> Onaris signaled.  His lips were quivering.
Helenne looked at her gun, then to Onaris again then to the pillar.  She wasn’t sure exactly where to push.  <Left hand higher,> Onaris signaled back.

There was an explosion.  Ibrahim came around the corner, dragging Kurt.  The Blitz’s side was scorched.  Helenne started as Tatyana swept past her, moving impossibly fast.  Aki dove and reached for Kurt’s gun, held loosely now.   The big man was hyperventilating through gritted teeth; his skin was almost gray and covered with sweat.  <Push it!> Onaris insisted and Helenne dropped her gun, pushing in on the pillar’s corner.  Stone slid into the ground.  A B’dr’rak appeared in the darkness and she shrieked, falling back.

<Second squad’s advancing!> someone announced.  <We are so fucked>.

Helenne got up, ignored the B’dr’rak apparition and started to drag Onaris into the darkness.  “Help me!” She yelled aloud to Chrys, and her boss blinked, dropping the palm gun and grabbing Onaris’s legs.

<Path!  We need backup.  Get out here!  Override everything on my authority!> it was probably Karl yelling that but she wasn’t sure.

<Ten minutes, five seconds,> came the calm voice of a starship.

<That fast?  Ship’ll burn.> Aki signaled, sounding strained.

<No.> replied Karl or maybe Fritz.

Helenne ran back out of the darkness and grabbed Kurt’s ankles.  Shririn was still balled up on the shrine’s step. “Get inside!” Helenne yelled at the girl, who got out of her fetal crouch, staring wide-eyed and pale and pushed herself, half crawling, half running, right through a ghostly B’dr’rak, who belched something and vanished.

She got Kurt in the shrine.  He seemed half-conscious, muttering, something unintelligible.  Onaris was unconscious now, his eyes closed, breathing shallow, blood still flowing.

<Tatyana’s hit!>Aki yelled.

Explosions boomed.  Noise echoed loud off the mountain and shrine.  Bullets and rock fragments sprayed like hard rain.
<Hey, this grenade launcher’s pretty good> Fritz remarked from somewhere outside. <Keep the second squad pinned down!>

<Eight minutes,> Path intoned.

Ibrahim came running into the shrine, carrying Tatyana over his shoulder.  His eyes lit up, two searchlights against the darkness.  Helenne saw the room for the first time.  It looked old: a smooth rock floor covered in thick dust.  Short octagonal pedestals, a meter or so wide, crisscrossed the floor in a regular pattern.  Ibrahim dropped Tatyana on the floor.  One of her legs was stripped to the bone and shiny at the shin. A large patch of her scalp was gone.  It was metal underneath.  Helenne mouthed something but no words came.

“Not at all as it seems,” Ibrahim said aloud.  “I need all the dynamic memory you have.”
Helenne reached into her belt for spare data sticks.

“What is she?” Shririn asked.

“Risen, Android, Avatar,” Ibrahim said.  “Doesn’t matter which.  The brain is decohering.  I’m not sure I can store it all.  He grabbed Helenne’s memory sticks and stuck them into his spine.  “I’ve got this one, you take care of the others.”

<Six minutes.  I am taking hostile fire from a boogey in low orbit.  Defending vigorously,> Path signaled.

Helenne looked to the wounded. Kurt was fully conscious again, looking dazed but breathing better.  Onaris was bad.  Helenne had no idea what to do.

“Looks like his lung,” Kurt rasped, spitting blood onto a pedestal.  “Here, take this and stop the bleeding.”  He handed her a small medical kit.  

She opened it, found the bandage.  Directions linked to her guide, and she followed them, spraying the bandage over the gushing wound.  “Is he going to live?” she asked.

“He’s got two lungs.  Depends on the bleeding,” Kurt grunted.  He spat more blood then tried open a ration bar with his teeth.  She turned to help him, but he said.  “I’ll be okay if we can hold out.  Trapped in here.

Ibrahim looked up suddenly.  <Lost another drone,> he announced.
<Second squad’s advancing.  Can’t take out the boat.  Shit! Piss! Father-fucker!> Fritz commed from somewhere.
A B’dr’ak apparition appeared on one of the pedestals, nearly intersected Helenne’s arm.  It wavered and then stayed, belching something.  She ignored it.  Onaris looked paler.  She was sure blood was rushing through his body, through the ruined lung, drowning him.

“He’ll get another life, in any case,” Kurt assured her, trying to sit up, passing his shoulder right through the immaterial B’dr’rak.

<I’m not loosing my engineer to a Tithe Life! Keep him alive,> Karl insisted from somewhere.

<Four minutes.  Boogey damaged and retreating,> Path announced.

<Hurry it the piss up!> Fritz yelled.

Ibrahim stood up from Tatyana, her android body still now, the biological parts dead. <Interesting.>

“What?” Kurt asked.
<Later.>

More B’dr’rak ghosts appeared in the room.

<Ah!> Aki screamed.  <A little help here?>

Helenne didn’t know why she got up and ran out, no weapon in her hand.  She saw Aki crouched about twenty meters away, lying behind a scorched and chipped rock.  She picked up the gun she’d dropped in the doorway.  Shouts, retorts, echoes, filed the air.  Her hair sizzled, standing up in the ionized air.  She looked quickly around the corner.  A landing boat zipped past, flying low, spitting fire; she ducked.  A pillar disintegrated into dust and shards.
Helenne bit her lip, and then ran heedless across the open ground, armed only with a med.  She slammed into the ground behind Aki and rolled to a stop, surprised to be alive.  He had a bad burn on his leg, skin peeling back, but cauterized by laser fire.

She opened the med kit, but he pushed her down.  The boat was coming around again.  Little flashes of light marked the muzzle of firing weapons.
<Ninety seconds.  I have line of sight,> Path announced.

The landing boat lit up like a star.  It blinded her.  The sound of its detonation coming seconds later, when her face was already buried in the ground, a purple flash still fading on her retina.

She struggled back up and saw a fireball coming down, a white flame curving impossibly over the terrain.  The ball of fire turned yellow, then orange, flying parallel to the ground, heading for the group of Bismarki troopers that still pinned them down.  The fireball’s passage ignited mountain vegetation, and a dark smoke trail followed, swirling in the wind.  The fireball stopped dead, hovering over the now fleeing troopers.  Four red-hot arms, at least ten meters long, flashed from the sides of the glowing orb.  The arms plucked the soldiers from the ground and they began to scream in high-pitched squeals as they were crushed and scalded and then flung broken back onto the rocky ground.  Helenne vomited.  The sounds of shooting soon stopped, the echoes faded and all she could hear was her own rasping breath and the hard beating of her heart.
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<Who are you?> Ibrahim demanded.

<Fool.  Tin man with no soul.  You are nothing.>

<Maybe so, but I’m more carbon and germanium than metal.> he answered.

<You must release me now!  Or surrender your body to mine,> the bottled personality demanded.

<Not likely.  Who are you?>

<I am an avatar of Khaldis, High Emissary of the Divinity of Aurgeus, Scourge of Life and Admiral of the Great Fleet.>

<Ah, I’ve heard of you – a thug from piss-ant little petty state with a Heretic god-king.  Didn’t your last avatar die at the Battle of Ushumi Station, a hundred forty-four years ago?>
<Obviously not.>

<What to you want here?>

<Your body.  Give it to me now!>

<Shut up or I’ll spill your bits on the sand.> Ibrahim warned.  <Path, can you store this entity?>

<I have plenty of excess quantum capacity,> the ship replied.

 <Good.  Lock it somewhere safe, far from your vital functions.  We can dissect its thoughts later.>

CHAPTER 10:  Chaos in the Aftermath
Kurt struggled to his feet and walked through a gesturing B’dr’rak apparition.  It was a mess.  Path was burning off heat, cooling as fast as the starship could, but it would still be minutes before they could get onboard.  The Bismarkis were all dead.  Shot, burnt, crushed bodies littered the ground.  Ibrahim carried Onaris on one shoulder, Tatyana on the other.  Helenne was working on Aki’s leg.  Kurt spat blood.  He thought he would be fine in while, but he’d already consumed three thousand calories of food bars and his healing body screamed for more.  The smell of roasted flesh from Tatyana’s leg was appetizing on some deep level, but he ignored it.  There was something strange about her.  He had been right about that.  Ibrahim wouldn’t tell him right now, but it would come out soon.

Fritz kicked up some rocks, starting mini-avalanches as he came down from his firing perch above the shrine, looking unscathed but frazzled.  He pointed at the line of dead mangled and burnt troopers. “Now that really creeps me out,” he said.

Kurt looked at the dead, killed by Path’s landing pods, living metal morphed into killing claws, that were now just innocent pylons landing: “What?  You’ve killed many people than that, with much less justification.”

Fritz nodded. “Yeah, but I’m not twenty meters tall and full of antimatter.”

The moment that Path told them it the airlock walls had cooled enough, they rushed Onaris and Aki into the ship, setting them in the dual bays of the ship’s autodoc.  Aki would be fine, but Onaris was bad.  Fortunately, Karl had bought another autodoc, in anticipation of this level of mayhem.  The captain asked Path to power up that second medical unit still down on the lower cargo deck, still half in its packing crate.  Kurt and Ibrahim rode down the freight elevator in silence and he let himself get tucked into the upper autodoc bay.  Ibrahim placed Tatyana’s body, dead flesh over motionless metal, into the lower unit and sealed it.

Kurt felt the ‘doc’s mechanical arms peal back his ruptured smartsuit and work on him, but he refused anesthetics and ordered the bay kept open. “Who was she?” he asked.
Ibrahim tilted his coopery head and asked, “Have you or your cousins ever wronged the Divinity of Aurgeus in any way?”
“Aurgeus?”  Kurt shook his head.  “No, never been there.  Not even Fritz.  That’s hundreds of light-years.”

Ibrahim’s metallic face betrayed no expression.  “Then it is strange that an avatar of one of his Emissaries would be here.”

“Trying to seize the Kali?” Kurt suggested.

“That would have some logic to it,” the Machine admitted.  Ibrahim walked away.  <I would like to preserve the body, here in the autodoc for now.>
Kurt would have continued the conversation, but the autodoc was pushing needles deep into his chest, and it was distracting.  Grimacing, he relented and allowed the medical machine to administer painkillers.

He laid there for an hour, his cousins updating him by comm.  Path had really annoyed traffic control, but the locals had no method of enforcement, so they were fine for the moment.  At the height of the suborbital power-dive, Path had skirmished with an orbiting frigate, maybe the same one from Daklaru but identification was sketchy.  The damaged ship had quickly retreated back down onto the planet, over ten thousand kilometers away in northwest Pandya.  So there were still Bismarki out there, almost certainly.
Fritz had gone back up to the shrine to belch at the B’dr’rak ghosts.

<Here’s a problem> his cousin reported back a while later.  <How big were Agincourt class heavy cruisers?  About a hundred thousand cubic meters?>
<A hundred and seven,> Kurt answered.  He flashed over the specifications.  Warships of the Saratoga’s class were shaped like giant spikes with an ornate base sporting weapons and engines, launch tubes and quarters.  They were over two hundred meters long, some fifty meters wide and forty high near the base.  A single Agincourt class ship could destroy a modern battlegroup in seconds and sprint the forty light-years from Madhura to Daklaru in a day.

<Well, that’s definitely a problem on two fronts,> Fritz replied.  <You see my dead friends here remember the crash... well some of them do, one pushy ghost thinks he’s king of some water world, but I’m ignoring him – mostly.  Anyway the thing that fell from the sky was no way as big as a heavy cruiser – or even a light escort, for that matter.  Plus, the bog where it went down isn’t even two hundred meters long.  It couldn’t have been the Saratoga. We’re completely ass-fucked.>

<Shit. Well, why don’t you take Ibrahim and his last drone and go bog diving anyway, see if you can find anything,> Kurt suggested.  He pulled himself out of the autodoc and dragged himself to the cargo elevator.  If the machine hadn’t numbed half his body, he would have been able to walk normally, but at least he felt no pain.  The elevator deposited him in the crew lounge, and he checked in on the patients in the adjacent medical bay.  Aki was resting.  He’d be fine after another few hours of repair coma.  Onaris would live.  It had been close, but it wasn’t time for his Tithe Life yet.
Helenne, Chrys and the farm girl Shirin were in the passenger lounge.  Karl was up on the bridge, running tracking logs, trying to learn more about their opposition.  Kurt broke Fritz’s news to them with more tact than his cousin had expressed it, but the two Ertan scholars looked stricken.

“For nothing,” Chrys whispered.  Her pale arms shook.

“What is for nothing?” Shirin asked.

“The Saratoga’s not here,” Helenne answered.  She looked pale, too.  Onaris’s blood still covered her hands.
“But it is,” Shirin insisted.  She looked around the lounge, filled with wonders beyond her imagining, but she looked confident, recovered from the carnage more completely than the other women.  “I’ve heard the story a hundred times – a thousand times, maybe.  The First Father Jurrin brought us down from the sky on the light boat, and the Sarat –Saratoga, you say – became a needle in the eye of the sun.”
Kurt relayed that down to Fritz and Ibrahim, who were just starting on the bog.  <Well, light boat is probably life boat, and that’s about all the metal I’m reading here,> Ibrahim announced.

<What’s with the needle?> Fritz asked.  <Do you think they flew the damn ship into the sun?  If so, it’s gone for sure, unless it stasised itself.>

<Even then, we couldn’t get to it – we’d melt before we hit the photosphere.  See if you can get something, maybe off the remains of the lifeboat, if that’s what it is.> Kurt frowned.  The two scholars looked at him, uncertainly.  Shirin looked confused, the unheard conversation passing her by.
“What a second,” Helenne said.  She got up, seemed to notice the dried blood on her for the first time, and scratched at it absently.  “What was the first defense against the Mech Plague?  Before the CounterPlague?”

Kurt smiled.  “Heat.”  Twelve hundred kelvins forced the all three Plague strains into deactivity.  Two thousand kelvins destroyed them.  It was never a practical cure, especially not on planetary surfaces, but sterilizing a starship in the sun made sense.  They wouldn’t even have to pierce the photosphere, just drop themselves into a tight orbit: a needle in the eye of the sun.
Kurt relayed the thought to everyone.
<There are no natural bodies in a torch orbit around this sun,> Karl announced.  <But an orbit close enough to toast a ship to two thousand degrees ought to be stable after a couple of thousand years, at least for something as massive as an old-style cruiser.  I think.  What’s the albedo of a cruiser?>
“Wouldn’t someone have found it?” Helenne asked, both aloud and commed.  
The fragmented conversation left Shirin Jurrin baffled.  The girl just sat in a chair, stating at a video screen that displayed Fritz and Ibrahim’s excavation, the lone drone spraying bog detritus far into the air.

<It’s easier to hide next to a sun than in deep space.  It masks your emissions, scrambles sensors.  Don’t you people watch VRs?  They always attack out of the sun.> Karl said.  <Plus, there’s been no detailed survey here in centuries, and no reason to skim the sun, so it could still be here,> Karl insisted.

<So you want us to keep digging?> Fritz asked.  He looked back at them from the screen.  He was covered in bog mud, but grinning like a fool.
<Not much chance a lifeboat would have a full log aboard, and the Plague wouldn’t be stopped by the bog.  You probably shouldn’t bother.> Kurt admitted.  
Fritz stepped away from the bog, flung mud from his arms and said, <Okay.  I guess I’m going to come back up there and take a bath.  I got mud in my crack.>
<Move it,> Karl signaled from the bridge.  <There’s a good chance we can have a frigate of pissed-off Bismarki’s on our ass cracks any time now.>

Path hovered over to pick up Ibrahim, Fritz and the remaining drone.  They dripped mud through the lounge, but the floor cleaned itself just behind their footsteps.  Then the starship flew over the edge of the fjord valley, down through the last strands of fog and stopped over the wharf at Hosner.  The locals screamed and ran in a panic.

They dropped off Shririn at the abandoned wharf, and when she asked, “Can I keep the rain harness?” they gave her two spares for good measure.  Then Path ascended into the sky, vanishing to a point and splitting the air with a single sonic boom.  The abandoned rental boat from Lakma shook from the distant blast.  They were going to lose their deposit.

“I’m going to have Path take us out at full acceleration again,” Karl told them.  “It’ll be about seventeen hours until space flattens enough for microjump, then we’ll just skip along in a half circle and come back in on the other side of the star and use the same vector to bring us in close to the sun.”  He displayed the flight plan.  It would leave them decelerated into a close clockwise orbit, just a few million kilometers above the surface of the bright sun.  “It’s most likely the Saratoga was left in a counter-wise orbit, matching the sun’s rotational direction – less drag from the solar wind that way.”

Ibrahim disputed his statement.  “It makes little difference. The orbit could be at any orientation or inclination.  I would suggest you drop into a polar orbit, instead.  You’ll find anything quicker that way, and you’d not have to spend as much time matching the orbit – especially not as much as you would by your plan, counter-flying an expected orbit.”  Karl argued with the Machine for a bit before conceding the point.  Ibrahim’s logic was sound, but it was dominance issue.  Things were beginning to fall apart, not in at least as far as the chain of command of this expedition was concerned.

Some five hours after Path had started accelerating at full power straight outward from Madhura, another ship left the planet.  Its signature and launch coordinates matched the ship that Path had fought in that overstressed suborbital hop, but the bogey was too far away for identification.  It was also too far behind to threaten them.  It was nothing to worry about, for now.
Kurt felt more tired than he’d been in years.  The strain of battle and healing and drugs wore him down.  He was too tired to even think about what had happened with Tatyana and too tired to talk to Karl about that brief transmission that Path had detected – a coded comm originating from the passenger lounge when they first sped away from Madhura.  The chase was on; things were happening.  But it could wait.
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The body in the autodoc began to move.  Its skin had healed, its cells rejuvenated.  The blank mind, damaged by decoherence and laser burn had reformatted.  Self-checks ran.  Fingers moved, then toes.  The body that had been Tatyana Brann disengaged the inner safety locks, and slowly, unsteadily sat up on the lower autodoc bay, down in the quiet hold of E Deck.  A smile spread across the reconstructed face, and the machine clad in mended flesh stood up and began to walk, steady in its stride.  The cargo lift activated without a command or gesture, depositing her in the unoccupied crew lounge.  The door to the medical bay opened.  Aki had recovered enough to return to his stateroom, but Onaris still lay in the upper autodoc bay, monitors showing a steady pulse, his brain activity now near normal for a waking man.  

The body of Tatyana Brann reached down into the open bay and took Onaris’s hand, holding it gently, uncertainly.  He stirred, machine eyes focusing on her face, seeing detail and color even in the dim light.
“What?” he said.

“Sssh,” the lips of Tatyana Brann whispered.  “You’re okay.  You’re going to be fine.”

The engineer’s face was uncertain.

“No.  It’s me,” she continued.  “I’m Path.  I’ve borrowed this form for my avatar.
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Helenne slept fitfully, and got up an hour before Path would be far enough out begin the microjump arc around the Madhura’s star.  Her jaw dropped when she saw Tatyana sitting in the lounge.   In the first second, she thought the battle at the shrine had been a nightmare, and then she was sure she was dreaming this now.  And then she didn’t know what to think.

Tatyana turned toward her and rose out of her chair.  Helenne panicked.  Where was the gun from yesterday?  She had no idea.  Had she left it on the ground?  Given it back to someone? For that mater, where was her voice?  Nothing came out, not even subvocally.

“Helenne?” Tatyana said, almost shyly.

“Awk,” Helenne managed.

Tatyana looked alarmed, then nodded.  “No, it’s me, I’m Path.  Tatyana’s body looked around uncertainly.  “Her physical form was easy to heal and her mind is sequestered – in quarantine in my tertiary brain.

“Sequestered?” Helenne was glad there was no one else in the room, she was sure she looked like an idiot, gapping like that.

Tatyana/Path nodded.  She looked younger somehow, but it was more her body language than any change in appearance.  “Yes.  It seems your journalist companion was not who she seemed it be.  She was an avatar of the Emissary – really a military commander – not a diplomatic, though, of some theocratic Heretic from somewhere spin-rim-southish from here.  Aurgeus.”
Helenne blinked.  “Path?”  She breathed.  “Okay, so now you’re the avatar of... not Tatyana, but the ship we’re in?”  A quarter century of schooling and that was the best sentence she could put together?  Helenne took a breath and said.  “I’m sorry, Path you just startled me.  I just didn’t consider – ”

Fritz stepped out his stateroom and into the lounge, humming something tuneless.  He didn’t appear to see either of them, but after three paces, the humming stopped, he stopped, and a large gun appeared out of somewhere, aimed straight at Tatyana’s head.  He spoke calmly. “My head is splitting.  And I need some coffee or any other external stimulant I can get my hands on.  So just explain yourself clearly and quickly.”

Path’s appropriated avatar looked at Helenne and said.  “It is true that Fritz has no manners.”   Path turned slowly toward Fritz, and said.  “Please put that down.” 

He started to shake his head, waving his gun.  In a flash, a section of living metal floor – a substance Helenne had never seen do anything more than slowly from into furniture at command – rose up like a shining arm, grabbing the gun and twisting it from Fritz’s hand.
“It’s not politely to point that at people or their avatars,” the avatar continued.

Fritz actually grinned.  “Path?  Are you in there?”

She curtseyed slightly.  Despite her unchanged form, she was looking less and less like Tatyana.

“Karl, you’re gonna want to come down here!” Fritz yelled and presumably signaled.

Karl was not amused.  He wasn’t any more articulate than Helenne had been, but he was definitely louder. When Ibrahim came into the lounge Karl, captain of this ship that had now taken an avatar shrieked, “You, you put one...Path – her up to this!”
Ibrahim did not visibly react, a benefit of being a Machine, perhaps.  “On the contrary, I consoled patience.  But apparently an opportunity for self-advancement presented itself.”

Kurt was in the lounge too now, joining his cousin Fritz in laughter at Karl’s expense, as the ship’s captain began quoting contracts and regulations at the avatar.  The avatar nodded politely for a while, then turned to Helenne and said.  “I made myself an Ertan breakfast of tea and biscuits.  They were quiet good, though I really have nothing to compare them too.  Would you like some?” 

Serving arms that Helenne had always considered to be part of Path emerged from the bar wall, holding a breakfast tray and Helenne looked back and forth between the living metal appendages and the avatar.  “You ate?” was all she could manage.

“Well yes, this body is mostly organic, after all.  The skeletal structure: the skull and bones, oh and the eyes – are artificial.  And even the bones have an organic coating over a chameleon material that will fool most sensors.  Very clever.”  Path’s avatar smiled. “I can eat.  The tea needed sugar, though, I thought.”

Fritz made a fairly reasoned appeal to let Path keep the avatar – after Path gave him his gun back.  Karl started on about insubordination and faulty programming.  Then Chrys ducked out to see what was going on.  She looked as bewildered as Helenne had been just minutes before. 

It gave Helenne a slightly guilty pleasure to calmly explain to Chrys what was happening and then to causally off her boss some tea and biscuits.

Karl was shouting “This is not a democracy!” when Path’s avatar calmly turned to face him and said, “Captain, we’ll be ready to begin jump calibration checks in five minutes.  I suggest we continue this discussion later.  You should be on the bridge, and I... I believe I have to pee.”

The avatar walked off and vanished into Tatyana’s cabin.  
Fritz was laughing so hard he could barely stand.
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<Did you think this was foolish?> Path asked Ibrahim.
<Perhaps, but it was an opportunity that would otherwise have gone to waste.  It’s a very sophisticated android body,> he replied.

<So you approve, then?>

<I accept your decision to do this.  About the gender, though.  To most biological beings, gender is very important to their identities, and here you had one chosen at random for you.>

<Did you choose your gender Ibrahim?>

<No, but it was decided before I was a conscious being, not the other way around.  This body will affect how you perceive yourself.>
<And how others perceive me?>

<Yes.>

<I think this will be fine.  You said that ships should be ‘she’, didn’t you.>

<Yes, I did.  But don’t let my prejudices shape you, child.>

<I will form my own, then.>
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Kurt sat with Karl on the bridge.  When Path reached a point about three hundred and twenty million kilometer’s from Madhura’s sun, the ship was far enough to begin its microjump arc.   If they had just followed the minimum curve, the transition to the other side of the sun would have lasted a second and a half, but Karl’s flight plan took them deep out into the cometary cloud and then in a wide arc that terminated on the far side of the sun.
“Five thousand kps straight at the sun,” Karl announced.  “We coast for the next eight hours, then we brake and kick into polar orbit, about two million klicks above the photosphere – twenty hour orbit is a close as I want to cut it.”

Kurt nodded and left Karl alone on the bridge.  He went back down to the lounge to tell the others.

Path’s avatar had returned from her sanitary break.  She was engaged in a quiet conversation with Helenne.   Ibrahim stood nearby.  Fritz was regaling Aki and himself with his rendition of the battle, complete with wild gestures and sound effects.  
Chrys sat alone, cradling an empty mug.  “What’s going on?” She nearly growled at him

He told her the navigational details, but she just shook her head.  “Who’s in charge here?” she demanded, chin set, squinting up at him.
“It’s Karl’s ship,” Kurt answered.
“Is it now?  He doesn’t really seem to be in charge of his own ship,” she said.  “This has gotten totally out of control.  How many people have died already?”

“Twenty-eight at the shrine, including boat crews,” Fritz answered.  “And maybe two dozen B’dr’rak back in the swamp – I didn’t get a count.  And, well, I don’t know how to count Tatyana.”

“Rhetorical, you idiot,” Chrys stated flatly.  She was calmer now and she turned back to face Kurt, gesturing with a finger in his face.  “Fifty people – sentients – whatever, are dead.  This is totally out of control.”
She sighed and gestured around her.  “You keep bringing in your people.  People you know and you control.”  Kurt was about to dispute the comment on control, but she looked down at the floor and he was afraid she was going to cry.  

But she raised her head and met his gaze, eyes dry.  “I understand that I’m completely out of my realm of experience her, and I’m not asking to be in charge of this anymore.  But I know have no idea what’s going on, and I’m not sure your cousin up there has any better handle on this.  It feels like we’re going in all different directions, stumbling though this.”
Kurt looked around.  Fritz had a blank look, but Aki was nodding.  He had no idea how to read Ibrahim.

“You’re right,” he said.  “I’ll go talk to him.” 

When he got back to the bridge, Karl turned to him.  “What am I going to do about Path?” he asked.

“Your ship,” Kurt answered.  “But if you make her give the body back, she’ll just get surly on you.”

“You can hear all this too, can’t you Path?” Karl asked.

“Yes captain,” Path said.  The once androgynous voice had shifted; sounding more like Tatyana than a child.  “It takes less than a thousandth of my processing power to fully emulate a Human personality.  I can hear you and I assure you that my avatar does not interfere with my primary functions.”

Karl shrugged.  “Fine, I give in.”  He pointed a finger at the ceiling.  “But in the future, I want you to check with me before doing anything like this.  No more preemptive decisions.”
“Yes, captain.” Path answered.

Kurt told Karl what Chrys had said.  He expected an argument or at least a defensive response, but Karl just sighed again.  “Okay, the deal was this Kali thing was your gig and then we would do my gig.  If you want to deal with this shipload of lunatics, murderers, spies, priests or whatever, then you can have it.  I’m still captain here, but I’ll let you play expedition leader.”

Kurt smiled.  “Didn’t think it would be that easy.  Okay, the hierarchy is me, then you.  Who’s next?”
This caused a more spirited debate.
“We’ve decided,” Kurt said.  He was back in the lounge.  The others looked at him expectantly.  “Just so we’re clear on the chain of command, I’m in charge of this expedition, even on this ship.” He watched the others closely.  All of them either indicated agreement, or at least acceptance, by posture if not by word.  Chrys looked grim, but nodded.

“If something happens to me, Karl is in charge of the ship and expedition.” He paused and saw no objection.  “We’re going to stick with Masters here.  Aki is next in line.  Then Path is in charge.”  That got a reaction.

“What about me?” Fritz demanded.  “How can you leave a two year-old ship that won’t even follow orders and regulations in charge?”

“How could we leave a forty-four year-old hoodlum who’s wanted by – how many jurisdictions?” Kurt countered.  He’d been ready for it, and Fritz had fallen right into the verbal trap, and knew it.  His cousin grinned.
“Well, if you count the Star Kingdoms Confederation as a single jurisdiction, then it’s twelve... no fourteen.”  Fritz pointed a finger at Karl.  “But Madhura, that’s all you’re doing – hell it’s all three of you Guild Master’s doing.  I’m not on the hook for any of that.”

“I agree with your succession plan,” Ibrahim said into the silence that followed.  Kurt looked around.  Helenne met his eyes and mouthed “yes”.  Chrys looked at Path’s avatar suspiciously, and then at Aki, who gave her a grin and a very slight bow.  
“I still get top author listing on any joint publications,” she insisted.

“I have no objection to that,” Kurt said.

Finally, she nodded.  Order was restored for now.
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The memory of Khaldis regained conscious thought, but no perception.  With no cues, no internal chronometer, even time was meaningless.  Finally, she – for this memory of a woman turned to dust over three centuries ago still retained that thread of human identity – she felt another presence.

<Who are you?> she asked.

<I am the probe of a mind that asks you same question.>
<I identified myself to you, Ibrahim, when you stole my mind.>

<True, but more importantly: what do you want?>

She did not respond.

<What do you want with this expedition?  The data? The Hellking? Or something else?>

<Give me back my body and we can discuss this.>

<I’m sorry, it’s taken.>

She didn’t understand, but continued, <That is my first condition.  Others will follow.>
<Then we have nothing to discuss.>

She was left alone in a place without dimension.
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Major Ernst Faztig-Randof stood on the wharf at Hosner.  The one remaining landing boat from the Bismarki Wehrmacht frigate Chancellor Radizh hovered, parked over a half-sunken fishing boat.  Despite the driving rain, the mostly stone houses still smoldered, their furnishing gutted by flame.  Bodies lay in the muddy street.

“A needle in the eye of the sun,” the Major muttered.  Thobit Jurrin lay before him, bloodied, burned by lasers, wheezing and sputtering through punctured lungs.  The Major aimed his stubby laser gun at the farmer’s head and fired a short pulse, incinerating Jurrin’s face, and the breathing stopped.

“That’s enough,” he ordered his troops, some still searching the ruined hamlet.  “We are leaving.”  The Major turned and hopped back into the boat, a great leap augmented by his rigid power armor.  The troopers followed, less gracefully in their light combat uniforms.  None turned to see the dirty form of Shirin Jurrin glaring back at them from a ruined boathouse, her fancy rain harness shut down to hide her, rain and tears streaming down her face.

CHAPTER 11:  A Needle in the Eye of the Sun

More than day passed between the beginning of Path’s dive back towards the sun and the solar orbital insertion.  In that time, the sun grew from a small whitish disk to fill the view, a three dimensional behemoth of flame, giant prominences reaching out towards them, spots larger than worlds darkening the fiery surface.  And in that time, Onaris recovered enough to resume his duties, though but for a brief appearance that next breakfast, he remained in his engineering cocoon, safe from social contact and the fire outside.  Kurt feared it would take forces as powerful as that great star to convince him to leave the ship again.
Kurt no longer started when he saw Path’s avatar.  He accepted her presence, as did everyone else, even Karl.  But Path was not who he feared.  Tatayana/Khaldis occupied his thoughts.  He was not reassured that a portion of that consciousness still lived on, isolated deep in Path’s tertiary systems.  And he was not reassured that Ibrahim was interrogating that consciousness.  Kurt was convinced that either Tatyana or Ibrahim was behind the death of Traversi and the destruction of the original excavation drones back on Namerin.  He could contemplate plausible scenarios of motive, means and opportunity for either of them.  If Ibrahim would claim to find an answer to that mystery, Kurt did not doubt what that answer would be, but he didn’t mention that suspicion to Ibrahim, or anyone.  It would have to wait.

He and Karl had discussed the brief burst of coded radio from the lounge to Madhura.  Path had detected it, but it had not originated with Path’s systems.  Aki admitted to nothing when asked, but he had little motive there.  Fritz, well Fritz could lie better than anyone, even to his cousins, so there was no point in asking – but he had little motive, either.  Maybe the Ertan women had some reason to report back, but whether to other Ertans or Bismarkis or someone else, he couldn’t guess.  It would wait, too.  There would be no transmissions from this close to the noisy sun.  With luck, they would find achieve their goal, find their coordinates and whisk away before anyone could give away their prize.
Path’s outer surface was mirrored and elaborate electronic radiators streamed into her small shadow, driving away the waste heat.  A normal piece of metal in this orbit would heat to two thousand degrees Kelvin, but inside, they didn’t notice any heat.  Path’s sensors, electromagnetic and neutrino, scanned the hot sky, fighting the fields and fires and streams of energy blasting from the sun.  The two missile drones hung uselessly on E Deck, one in its cargo bay launch harness, the other on the deck floor.  Their sensor suites, for all their sophistication were useless; their hulls could not survive this heat for more than a few hours.  Path made wide sweeps, scouring toward sky above and the sun below.  Karl figured that they could find any orbiting body – provided it didn’t match their own orbit too closely - within five orbits, a hundred hours.

They found the Saratoga on their second orbit.  It was closer to the sun by seven hundred thousand kilometers, almost lost in the fiery blaze, but as they passed it, they were jubilant, deaths and dissention behind them.  It looked just like a dark needle before a brilliant sun.  Projected on high magnification, the ancient starship glinted where stasis armor showed though disintegrating coatings.  It spun on its long access, parallel to the ominous overwhelming solar orb.  “Like a rotisserie” Fritz said.
Path computed a matching orbit, maneuvering hard to bend and drop and catch the Saratoga on the next pass round the sun.  The needle shrank, receding rapidly out of view.  It would be another sixteen hours until they would approach again, passing below their target, even closer to the white-hot star.

“Path, if we’d followed my flight plan, wouldn’t we have found the Saratoga on the first orbit?” Karl asked.  He looked smug.
But Path answered, “Yes captain, but it would have required a much greater adjustment to completly reverse our orbit, and the time from arrival into stellar orbit to final rendezvous with the Saratoga would have been essentially equivalent.  With much more energy expended.”

Karl muttered, “Insubordinate,” and left the lounge, pointedly ignoring Ibrahim.

The celebration died down quickly once the realization of the hours of further delay set in.  But there was work to do.  Kurt went down to D Deck where Onaris had returned to work.  Kurt apologized to his old compatriot for goading him to leaving the ship, but the engineer waved him off.

“I’ve got things to do here,” Onaris said.  He had a half dozen floating diagrams and texts scrolling around his head and waved his hands across the images, manipulating data, remodeling fields and flows.  “I don’t care if Path is reflecting almost every joule of energy from the sun. We still have to shed our own heat.” He said.

Kurt frowned.  “Radiator fields dumping into Path’s shadow should do the job.  You shouldn’t need to fiddle with that.”

But Onaris stopped him and pointed to a diagram of curls and curves.  “Oh, yeah, but it’s not efficient.  If we stick with standard operations, the heat will slowly build up, no matter how efficiently we redirect it to internal systems, no matter how reflective we become.  Second Law of Thermodynamics, my friend.”  He pointed at the heart of the graph.  “But I can fix it if I use an algorithm that first developed to deal with chaotic interfaces on CNO-spiked protium reactors – you’re a history buff, you should know this.   The first Cityship had all sorts of design issues with its ramscoop.  The technology was too immature, the fields too weak and temperatures so low that they couldn’t initiate straight protium reactions so they had to –”
Kurt waved him off.  “Okay, I believe you.  So how much heat are you saving us?”

Onaris thought for a second and said, “Well, if we stick with standard procedures, the internal temperature will increase one degree every three hundred and fifty-three hours.  I think I can improve on that by a factor of five.”

Kurt sighed.  One degree every two weeks, without all the fancy hand waving, but if it helped Onaris recover his body and spirits, then who was he to interfere.  He left his friend to his diagrams and went down to E Deck where Fritz and Aki were being more productive.  

E Deck didn’t have much cargo.  Instead of the two full and two half containers it envisoned in the ship’s specs, various sampler storage canisters and crates, some half opened, others heavily sealed, occupied the deck.  Surrounding the lift that led from Path’s passenger airlock, Fritz and Aki had begun erecting a clean room, setting quadruple layers of selectively permeable panels from floor to ceiling and rigging two separate airlock entries.  Inside the transparently walled clean room hung heavy duty vacuum suits, tools and equipment, plus two mobile laboratories, and a small quantum computer rack.  Fritz, dressed in a disposable coverall, worked instead the clean room, directing hosts of CounterPlague nanomachines in a hunt to kill every last Plague particle.  He opened every piece of equipment, exposed internal parts to the hunter-killer machines, and placed each certified clean item into a sealed Plague-proof bag.  They didn’t know how badly the Plague had hit the Saratoga before it burned off the remnants, but they weren’t about to risking bringing fresh Plague onto the ancient ship.
The hours passed.  Those that needed it, slept.  Kurt patrolled the lounge, restless, impatient at what might be happening far from this looming star, events and actors beyond his control.  Everyone from Karl to Path’s avatar was in the lounge when they approached the Saratoga again.  
They came in from below, matching orbits.  The ancient warship hung in a black sky, glare from the angry sun dimming all the distant stars.  The long spike of Saratoga’s sharp forward prow glittered where panels of pure stasis armor shone through the outer hull.  The brick-like middle section, once home to most of the crew, weapons and equipment, was decorated with domes and dark hatches; many had the half-eaten look of a progressive Plague hull infestation, stopped in its tracks by searing heat.  The rear section, a loop like half a blunt torrid, held engines and power systems and completed the illusion of a great spaceborne needle.  It was scarred, though by heat or battle was unclear.  It wobbled a bit in its spin, unsteady after two millennia of rotation.
“It’s roasting at 2800K,” Karl announced.  “That’s a few hundred degrees more than the models predicted.”

“Point source,” Ibrahim explained.  “Treat the sun as a big ball of fire filling the sky and not a distant point, and you’ll get the right answer.”

“It must be so tedious to always be right,” Karl muttered.  The great ship filled the lounge windows.  A faint disk of Path’s weak shadow only slightly darkened a portion of the ship.

“How are we going to get on board that?” Helenne asked.  It was a fair question.  The vacuum suits would hold out to twelve hundred degrees, but beyond about eight hundred, they’d quickly cook their occupants.  While Path could maintain cooling by reflecting nearly all the heat that reached the ship, the small excursion module could only reflect heat over about seventy percent of its surface area, and it would soon fail in these worse than hellish conditions.

“We can take it under tow,” Karl suggested.  “The Saratoga has thirty or so times our mass, but we could pull it out of here at about quarter gee.”  It was the only viable plan they had devised.  But it would take a few weeks to spiral out to an orbit cool enough to board the ship.
“And risk the resumption of Plague infestation,” Ibrahim countered.

“There’s not much Plague out here.  Zero in this heat, maybe only one raining down through every couple hundred cubic meters out in a decent orbit.  We can CounterPlague a low-level infestation indefinitely,” Kurt answered.  But he didn’t know if they had the weeks to wait before other interested and hostile parties arrived.

Path was slowly orbiting the spinning Saratoga, gathering views from all sides.  The ancient warship was silhouetted against the sun now, a wedge of darkness against filtered, but still brilliant sunscape.  Chrys stared out at the Saratoga, shading her eyes with one hand.  “I feel like I need sunscreen just to look at it.”

Fritz emitted a sound between a grunt and a groan.  “Hey Path?”

“Yes, Fritz,” the avatar answered.  Kurt still found it disconcerting to have Tatyana’s body answer.

“How much living metal material do you have on board?  I mean for the pods, furniture, everything?” Fritz asked.
“About five cubic meters,” Path answered.

Fritz smiled.  “And let’s say hypothetically, that you could flatten all of it out and turn it into a very thin and shiny disk – a sunscreen.  Would you be able to do that?”
The avatar nodded and frowned – a tentative gesture, as if unsure of the facial musculature.  “Yes, I could do that, but I wouldn’t be able to make the disk any thinner than about a hundred nanometers.”

Fritz did the math and laughed.  “You, know, I think that’s going to fine.”

Only Chrys didn’t get it.  It was Helenne that explained that the concept to her – creating a big screen to shadow the sun, cooling the Saratoga and anything behind it.

“But how can that work?” the history professor asked.  “I mean, wouldn’t it just heat the screen and it would glow like the sun?”

“Physics for poets was a while ago, wasn’t it?” Fritz gibed.  “It’ll be shiny on the other side, just like Path is now.  Most of the energy gets reflected.  Sure, there’d be a little impulse, like a solar sail, but even here, it’s nothing Path can’t counter with a low thrust.” 

She nodded, but only when Ibrahim reassured her it was good physics did she seem comfortable.

They only needed about a cubic meter of Path’s living metal to make the screen, and all of that came from the landing leg reservoirs, so they didn’t need to sacrifice any of their furniture.  Path settled into a position just sunward of the Saratoga and weaved a long oval screen, covering more than the length of the spinning starship.  Four thin strands, one from each landing pod reservoir, connected the shade to Path.  Gentle maneuvering kept the arrangement stable and the surface temperature of the Saratoga began to drop.

All they had to do was wait.  Onaris analyzed the radiative and conductive cooling and told them it would be almost another day before temperatures dropped enough to risk taking suits inside the ship, so they waited again, pretending to amuse themselves in VR, or drink and talk.  Kurt allowed himself a few hours sleep and woke refreshed.
They decided to take one of Path’s two lifeboats across.  The little inflatable vehicles could seat up to six and survive a fiery reentry at nearly six thousand degrees.  It was the ideal choice in case something went wrong with the sun shade.  Kurt insisted that he and Fritz be the only two to go across on the first trip.  It took two hours to finally win over Chrys and again, it took Ibrahim to convince her.  With the heat, gravity and unknown dangers aboard a two thousand year old warship, it would be irresponsible to send over someone untrained.

“I would go myself, but I can’t handle heat above five hundred without cooling problems,” Ibrahim admitted.  “I need to upgrade this body.”

They swept the lifeboat twice for Plague, donned their equally clean suits and set off across the few hundred meters of shaded open space.
Kurt wore his precious Sapphire Key on a chain around his neck.  He knew from past experience that it would unlock any door, open any data store on any Imperial Navy installation or ship.  But here, there was no way of knowing if any systems still operated or if anyone had thought to set traps against unwary intruders.  Fritz would go first, using instincts and well-earned paranoia to guard against the latter.  There was nothing he could do about the former – though many combat systems were rated for the heat, no designer had envisioned cooking them for two millennia.  Fritz had forgone his usual stream of sarcastic commentary as he guided the tiny teardrop of a lifeboat to the back of the Saratoga’s midsection, deftly dodging the spinning curve of the rear half-torus.

“Lot more damage up close,” Fritz muttered.  They were only ten meters from the surface now.  The Active Quantum Field hull, a construction of materials and processes they only pretended to understand anymore, had rotted way in spreading stains, like metal etched with acid or like clothes part moth-eaten.  The Plague had hit the Saratoga, but the heat had stopped it in its tracks.

“Well, the primary systems are all going to be shot,” Kurt agreed.  Parts of the ship still looked fresh, though, subtle framing and artistic embellishments of the Age of Elegance-era warship completely untouched.  But the backup systems, designed to survive reentries at four times the speed that their lifeboat could endure and hardened with holographic-etched storage, should still be fine – he hoped.  And all he needed was one intact navigation log.
<That looks like an entrance,> Aki offered.  <To your upper left.>  

Everyone back on Path was watching via the cameras on Kurt’s and Fritz’s helmets.

“That’ll do,” Fritz replied.  A nearly round whole, a little over a meter wide, had eaten though the layers of hull.  “I can dock and lock on there, just fine.”  He jigged the lifeboat diagonally across the spinning surface, and latched on without a hitch.

They emerged through the lifeboat’s hatch.  Kurt carried two terrajoule annihilator batteries rigged with power converters set to Imperial standards.  Fritz had another terracell battery and one of the most sophisticated data cracking kits in Recontacted Space.  They had no weapons; their enemies here were heat, age and decay.  
If Kurt’s twice-reinterpreted copy of Agincourt class deck plans was accurate, they were in a crew lounge.  The room was some five by eight meters.  Sparse permanent furnishings, a bench and a few cabinets, maintained their original orientation, but loose debris, include chucks of Plague-eaten hull, had migrated, half melted, to the ceiling of the slowly spinning room.

“This door’s basically welted shut,” Fritz called from the far end of the room. “I bet all the pressure doors are locked this way, heat-burned in place – and the power converters aren’t gonna help – the circuitry’s all Plague eaten or heat damaged.”
Kurt nodded.  None could see that gesture, so he signaled to all, <Yeah.  But all of the launch tubes, for lifeboats and fighters and everything looked empty.  The lifeboat tubes should have a manual override on the door.  And it should lead to a main passageway.>

They got back into their lifeboat and Fritz navigated them to the outer ship’s surface, more heavily scared by heat and Plague.  Small indentations showed where lifeboats once nestled.  Kurt wondered if any but the one that fell near Hosner had made it to safety, but it didn’t matter anymore.  Fritz anchored them to the hull.  The effective gravity from the rotisserie spin was only a twentieth of a gee here, but the anchor line soon went taught, and they took extra care to cross the small gap of open space between them and the lifeboat airlock.  Kurt checked the latch on his safety line and secured his one foot in the gash of Plague-eaten hull while Fritz started to work on the heat-welded airlock with a cutting laser.

They had selected the lifeboat recess that Kurt’s diagrams hinted would best provide them an unobstructed path to one of the backup auxiliary data stores, deep within the ship’s core.  After cutting away around the outer rim, they both had to lean into a manual winch, prying open the door.  Blobs of once-melted debris floated out of the open hatch, bouncing harmlessly off the tethered lifeboat and flying off into space to become droplets of metal again when they passed beyond the protective shade.  
The corridor looked clear, though naked superstructure was visible in many places.  Kurt went in first.
<Sorry to interrupt, but there are starships in the Madhura system within our line of sight and heading in our direction,> Path announced.

“That’s not what I wanted to hear,” Fritz replied aloud.

<They just became visible above the solar horizon,> Path continued.  <Five vessels with three separate originating vectors.> Kurt allowed the navigation diagram to superimpose on his vision.  Three ships were on a trajectory that implied they had macrojumped in from Kadesh or some system in that section of the sky.  One was on a braking vector that implied a microjump entry from some trailing system.  The last, and the only one that would reach them in hours instead of days, was launched from Madhura and it was breaking furiously into a deep solar orbit.>

“The near one is probably that Bismarki frigate,” Karl announced.  “It’s at seven million klicks and looks like it’s going to intersect us within two hours.  You guys keep working; I’m going to launch both drones for cover, but with any luck, we’ll be gone before it gets hairy.”
“Lovely,” Fritz muttered, leading the way, climbing up the corridor in the low gravity.

The room Kurt thought they wanted to reach was still labeled “Ready Room B” in clear Imperial Anglic.  The untouched door wouldn’t respond to the Key or to a power hookup, so they started in on the door mechanism with the cutting laser.
<Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are away,> Kurt told them.  Fritz chuckled, but Kurt missed the reference. <I’m keeping the drone missiles inside the shade until the enemy gets closer.>

With nothing to do but wait on Fritz’s cutting, Kurt ran a couple of queries and had to pull in Path’s own data libraries before he got four hits, all from playwrights of the second and third millennium.  The original was Shakespeare.  Then Kurt chuckled too.

It took the better part of an hour to get the door opened.  “Bingo,” Fritz said.  They were in an armory.  Eight suits of apparently pristine teleport armor stood in alcoves.  An open cabinet was half full of stasis rifles and hand disintegrators.

“That’s not what we’re here for,” Kurt admonished.

Fritz sighed.  “I know.  And I’ll carefully document the context of the artifacts before I loot them.”

Kurt ignored him and set up near the terminal conveniently labeled to hold backup data store.  None of the outside controls responded, but once he removed the outer panels and hooked up power, the hardened core systems booted and his Sapphire Key let him in.

<Multiple drone launches,> Path announced.  <ETA to contact, fifteen minutes.>

<Piss on it!>, Fritz signaled on a private channel.

<What?> Kurt responded.  He was getting into the system now, and Fritz was outside his field of vision.

<The suits are locked solid, can’t get the legs to bend.  Can I borrow your Key?>

<Fritz, this is more important! Maybe you can get two rigid suits onto the lifeboat with us, but I’ve gotta get this data out before we get killed.>

<Right, two suits – one to keep and one to sell and we’ll still be rich.  Okay, you look, I loot,> his cousin replied.

Data flowed.  His queries clumsily navigated the ancient formatting, looking for specific information: flight paths, log entries, locations.  In the background, raw data streamed to his connected storage blocks, but it would take hours to transfer everything and – <Contact in eight minutes,> Path reminded them all.

“Cut the shade loose and let it drift!” Fritz suggested.  “We should still have cover for about ten extra minutes before it blows past us.”  Frtiz was back in the armory, gathering hand weapons.  “Hey Kurt, can you at least let me try the key on one of these guns, I could probably take out the drones with them.”
“I’m working here!”

“Fine.  I’ll get ready push off.  Just let me grab a few more guns,” Fritz muttered.

He was pretty sure he had all the data he needed.  A quick look at the query results showed the whole flight of the Kali battlegroup from the Central Region and then the battle they now called Dhalman's Folly.  And there: a location in deep space, three coordinates and the vector.  He had it.

<<Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are engaging the enemy drones,> Path reported.  <Fragmentary impactors are intersecting our location.  I have disengaging the shade and am beginning defensive operations.>

Kurt grimaced.  They would start to cook in ten minutes, maybe less.  If he had another hour he could probably tap into what few ships systems still remained aboard this ancient warship, maybe even fire a stasis missile, but he didn’t have the time.  He transmitted the critical data to Path, just in case, and began disengaging his equipment.

<Rosencrantz is destroyed,> Path reported.

<Will you hurry it up!> Fritz demanded.  
Kurt grabbed the last battery, hung it on his belt and looked around.  Six suits of teleporter armor, nearly priceless relicts of a dead age, still stood silent.  The weapons cabinet still held a two stasis rifles.  On impulse he grabbed one rifle, then kicked off, hurrying down the ragged corridor, bouncing off one wall, flipping, and crossing empty space to the tethered life boat.

Path was hundreds of kilometers away by now, moving erratically to avoid inbound warheads.  The shade was moving away from them.  Bright sunlight lit the Saratoga’s sharp bow.  Fritz released the tether and the lifeboat floated way.  Sunlight flashed though quickly polarizing windows, leaving a burn on Kurt’s retinas.  He blinked, and turned, bracing as the little ship accelerated slowly.  The lifeboat had no gravity compensation and only four small fusion motors, just good for a quick blast away from a crippled ship and a few hours of half gee acceleration.  One of the two ornate teleporter suits shifted, and he dodged a spiked shoulder pad.
“It’s going to get hot,” Fritz said. “Maybe I should try to stay in the shade.”  The rigid disk of living metal had started a slow tumble, disturbed by some residual force.  They moved to stay in the shadow, but Kurt felt hopelessly exposed and undefended.  He placed his Key into the dataport of the stasis rifle he’d looted.  Nothing.

A bright flash lit the Saratoga’s bow.  “Impactor,” Fritz announced.  Kurt ignored the ongoing battle, tuned out the chatter and the vector lines transmitted to all their guides. He attached a battery to the stasis rifle and tried the Key again.  Nothing.

They slipped into sunlight again and Fritz cursed, maneuvering closer to the shade now.  An impactor struck it, tearing a ragged hole and starting a ripple across the surface.  Soon the screen began oscillating, waving in the solar wind.  Finally enough power trickled into the stasis rifle and indicator lights came on.  Kurt tied his guide into the Imperial interface, controlling the gun through the Key and pondered the system menus.  He had less than one percent full charge, but he thought he could figure it out.

“Fritz, can you open up the airlock, please,” he asked.

Fritz looked at him and then the rifle and grinned.  “It’s gonna get warm real fast,” he said.

Kurt nodded.  The firing interface was unfamiliar, but the range indicator went out to a million kilometers.  Three large ovals indicated missile drones, one was the Guildenstern, the other two Bismarki.  Hundreds of small red dots were impactors on separate courses – towards the green blob of the Saratoga, towards the orange dot that was Path and towards the center of the view, which was them.  He selected an inbound impactor and fired.  

Nothing recoiled.  Nothing exploded.  The red dot vanished.  He let out his breath and noticed that his hands were shaking.

“Well?” Fritz asked

“It worked.  Keep us in the shade, please.”  Now Path and Guildenstern showed green, though he couldn’t image how the rifle knew.  It didn’t matter. He selected a bigger target, one of the enemy drones, and fired, draining half the charge he had pumped into the stasis gun.  
Without recoil, or visual cue, a tiny ball that lived outside of time propelled itself smoothly from the rifle and the drone vanished from the screen.
<One drone has been destroyed,> Path announced.  There seemed a question in the ship’s tone.

<That was me,> Kurt announced.  Fritz patted him on the back.

He fired at three more impactors, the only ones that threatened them, and then let the gun recharge. Path destroyed the other drone and headed back towards them to pick up the lifeboat and reclaim the the living metal material from the destabilizing sun shade.  The missile drone Guildenstern aimed itself at the Bismarki frigate, which was still outside Kurt’s stasis rifle range.
The shade twisted near perpendicular to the sun, and Fritz closed the airlock, turning the blunt base of the lifeboat towards the sun.  Path approached rapidly, and they docked.  Fritz moved quickly, unloading their loot, running back and forth through the Plague-free corridor that stretched from lifeboat perch to personnel airlock to cargo bay clean room.  Kurt got out slowly and stood in airlock, peering out the small window.  Path gathered up the sun shade, reincorporating living metal components into the landing pod reservoirs.  Saratoga spun in the space beyond, slowly cooking once again.

<I have multiple impacts on the frigate,> I reported.  <Five lifeboats are away.> Path flashed them new vectors.  The crippled Bismarki starship was fragmenting; all of its remaining components would impact the sun within hours.  The lifeboats struggled to push out of the star’s deep gravity well. <Guildenstern is still intact and has twelve submunitions and its defensive lasers intact.> Path continued.

“Take out the lifeboats,” Kurt ordered.
“That’s murder!” Chrys screamed, loud even through guide filters.  Kurt set his teeth.

<Okay, you wanted to be in charge,> Karl commed him on the general channel.  <But for the record,  can you please confirm that order.>

<It’s not murder,> Kurt replied. <It’s mercy.  They’ll never make it out of the well and they know we’ve been to the Saratoga.  And they are all soldiers, conscripts or not.  They’ll die here, if not by our hand, then by heat or thirst or worse.  Take out the lifeboats.>

<And then what?> Helenne asked.  <There are more ships coming.  Are you going to kill all of them, too?>

<No.> He didn’t think they could kill them all, at least not the inbound microjump ship.  Maybe he could if he got more Imperial weapons powered up and functioning, but that wasn’t his plan.  <Destroy the lifeboats, Path.>

<Already accomplished, Kurt> Path informed him.  The circuit stayed silent for five seconds.  <The Guildenstern is now vectoring back to our location.>

He nodded.  <Fritz, get back up here and bring a couple more terracells.  We have to go back to the Saratoga.>

It took another four hours to get the sunshade back up, reboard the ship and find what he was looking for.  The auxiliary engineering center was deeper in the ship, behind two blast doors, and in bad shape.  Half the floor was gone and melted terminals and equipment littered the remaining surfaces.  The chamber was on the ship’s spin axis, so loose spheres of resolidified metals glided erratically through the room.  It took two terracells and another hour to work through the interfaces, but Kurt finally thought he had it right.  “Let’s get moving,” he said out loud, and they retreated back into the lifeboat and crossed shaded space again.  They were back aboard and standing in the airlock when the ancient starship’s defensive stasis field activated.  The Saratoga vanished behind a shining egg, a smooth reflection of the sun and darkened sky.

“What did you set it for?” Fritz asked.

“The maximum.  About eighteen years.”

Path took them away, heading north above the system’s ecliptic and far from the four ships still closing on them.  Exhaustion hit him.  Kurt removed his vacuum helm, passed though the permeable clean room barriers and went to his cabin.  But sleep would not come.

CHAPTER 12: The Long Dark Passage

Helenne woke from a nightmare.  People were cooking in a tiny spaceship, a burning sun melting their flesh away.  She steadied herself, sat on the edge of her bed and waited for her pulse to calm down.  Ibrahim had told them that there were at least a hundred people on that Bismarki frigate.  She never felt anything for the B’dr’rak or for the marines that had fired on them and died, but this was different.  Death so impersonal, delivered by distant machines and the calm order of one man.  

They would reach microjump range in a few hours.  Helenne didn’t know where they were going.  Only Kurt and Path and maybe Karl knew the coordinates gleamed from the Saratoga’s log.  She knew the microjump ship trailing behind them, too far to intercept them, but close enough to signal, was most probably Ertan.  She didn’t risk communicating, because she had no information to give.  The ship behind them knew what they had found, knew about the battle deep in the sun’s fiery gravity well, knew probably more than her about what was going on.  She felt powerless and sick at the deaths of strangers.  This was not turning out the way she had imagined.
She went back out into the lounge.  Path’s avatar was there, sitting in a soft recliner, drinking from a steaming mug.

“Good morning,” the avatar said.  She was no longer Tatyana, her voice was softer, the subtle gestures and body language less mature.

Ibrahim was there as well, at first hidden to her view by a high-backed chair.  The chair swiveled around revealing the coppery Machine.   Ibrahim made his greeting, and Helenne realized she felt more at ease with these two, man turned to Machine and Machine turned to flesh, than with anyone else on the ship.

“Is something wrong?” Path asked.

Helenne visualized an easy chair and her guide passed along her vision to the ship.  A chair rose from the floor, a floral pattern over its soft cushions.  Helenne said down and sighed.  “So many people have died for this,” she said.

Ibrahim’s living metal lips curled.  “Nobody lives forever, not even Machines or ancient races.  As Kurt said, they were soldiers, they knew the risks.  Whether they lived a few decades or seven centuries like myself, it is still nothing in the grand scheme of the Universe.  Even a Founder fifty thousand years old – and they can exist that long, I’m told, is nothing compared to the span of time.  And if there is something beyond, as our friend Aki or even Karl Blitz in his Disentropic dabbling would have us believe, then they’ve gone on to that higher place.”
“Data can persist as long as the Universe,” Path’s avatar offered from behind a mug.

Ibrahim whistled a snort.  “And that’s why so many lives and so much treasure have gone into retrieving data just two thousand years old?”

“Some data will persist,” Kurt said.  Helenne jumped.  She hadn’t heard him come in the lounge.  “But most data fades, corrupted or damaged by time.”  He made himself a chair and his breakfast soon appeared out of the bar wall.  Helenne herself wasn’t hungry, couldn’t even imagine eating, but she decided she could do with some hot tea.

“It’s the same with people,” Kurt continued.  “Statistically, I know there are people out there that were born in the early years of the third millennium, possibly even the last years of the twentieth century – if they got life therapy or hibernated for centuries – but they have to be one in a billion or less.  Effectively, they’re all dead.”

Ibrahim agreed.  “A four thousand year-old human is an anomaly, but possible.  I have met more than one.  But countless trillions of worlds less fortunate, people not so lucky or cautious or rich, many live not the centuries of a modern span.  In fact they may live far less than the natural six score of the Old Testament of Bronze Age Humanity.  We forget that.  And death or some oblivion will come to us all, in time.”
“Cheerful,” Kurt said.  He was eating.

By the time Path began the transition to microjump travel, everyone but Onaris and Fritz was in the lounge.  The engineer insisted on monitoring drive performance, and Fritz was still in the clean room, cataloging and charging ancient weapons, trying to uncover the workings of ancient armor.
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The stars moved barely at all.  Only Madhura’s fading sun shifted against the background.  It was ship’s night again, and the lounge was nearly empty.  Only Kurt and Ibrahim were about, sitting under starlight in the outer lounge.  Ibrahim was quiet.  Kurt was working his way though a second bottle of Orphean scotch.

<You killed Traversi back at Namerin,> Kurt accused Ibrahim on a private channel.

The machine turned slightly, bright eyes glowing over a darkened face. <Is that a question, accusation or statement?>

<All of the above,> Kurt answered.  <I don’t think Tatyana-Khaldis-whatever had a reason to do it.  I just want to know why it was necessary to kill him.  Was it just so we’d need you and your drones, so conveniently traveling with us?>

The motionless Machine regarded him silently.  Kurt poured himself another drink, took one look at the tiny glass, and drank from the bottle instead.  It burned, but the momentary flash of dizziness and light-headedness faded quickly.  Sometimes he hated his metabolism.

 <If I recall, it was your idea to invite me along,> Ibrahim finally responded.  It was far from a denial.
<Was it necessary to kill him?> Kurt asked again.

<You of all people should know that sometimes it is necessary to kill, even if it’s unpleasant, or unfair,> Ibrahim replied.  He pointed at the empty bottle.  <I’ve seen your files, even though I shouldn’t.  I know about your work on Orpheus, doing what needed to be done, whatever the consequence to others or to yourself, so I know you understand what I say.>
<I’m sure I’ve killed more people, or caused more deaths than Fritz,> Kurt admitted.  Probably be a few orders of magnitude, he reflected, but did not subvocalize.

<But you carry the burden of it.  Fritz would feel nothing if he killed a world.>

<But I did it anyway,> Kurt added.  He asked the ship for another bottle.  <Ibrahim, we’re getting to the endgame here.  There are too many relationships and motives and goals, so let’s just cut to the chase.  What do you want here?>

<I want the same thing you want,> the Machine answered. <I want the lost knowledge of Imperial times to become available again, free to all.  And I want the Kali to remain intact, owned by no faction used by no one until the time is right.>

Kurt made no pretense of pouring another glass and just swigged from the bottle. <Whose time for what?> Ibrahim didn’t answer.  Kurt took another swig and said, <I don’t want the Kali used either, not by me, or Karl and certainly not by Fritz.  I don’t want the Bismarkis or B’dr’rak or this Divine Aurgeus or whoever else is chasing us – >

<At least Ertan Intelligence, possibly Grand Federation operatives as well - > Ibrahim interrupted.

<Ertan Intelligence?> Kurt considered. <Do you know who signaled them?>

<Yes, but I’m not sure I should tell you.  It wasn’t me.>

Kurt waited for his mind to clear again.  <Fine.  Keep your secrets.  I shouldn’t trust you.  But here’s the deal: we go get our data and we do the same thing to the Kali as we did to the Saratoga.  Dump the ship safely into stasis for a couple of decades and see how it all sorts out.>

Ibrahim nodded.  <I will work towards that same goal.>

<It’s going to get messy, especially if the Ertans want to seize it,> Kurt said.

Ibrahim still wouldn’t tell him anything about that.  <I wouldn’t worry about it.  There is no threat there.  And the Divinity is no threat, either.  Khaldis seems to be operating alone, far from any support.  It’s the Grand Federation you should worry about.>

<They can’t track us in microjump,> Kurt insisted.

<Kurt, you’ve studied this.  How did Orlan D’Juma defeat the Grand Federation at the Great Battle of Focus?> Ibrahim asked.

<He tracked them though microjump,> Kurt admitted.  <But he had wormships, and they don’t.>

<No they don’t,> Ibrahim agreed.
Kurt finished the bottle in silence.  The conversation was over.  The Kali was sixty-eight light-years north and coreward from Mahdura.  It would be over ten more days before they reached their goal.  Ten days of slowly shifting stars.
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Path was everywhere in the ship, in every deck and room and conduit.  But the avatar didn’t experience that.  For the sub-being in the Machine skull of a body that once belonged to another, the parts of her that were the ship were distant abstract sensations, data flowing though limited conduits.  Mostly she felt what her new body felt.  She had asked for this, and not in a subtle way.  But Fritz was hardly a subtle person.  He finished and got off from on top of her.  Neither of them had made much sound, but both were flush.

Fritz looked around the stateroom that had belonged to the being calling herself Tatyana Brann.  He grinned and dressed quickly.  “I should go,” he said.

She nodded, sitting up in the bed.  The smartsuit, her smartsuit now, she supposed, lay on the floor, and it cooperated with her as she put it on, tightening around skin, cleaning off the sweat and other fluids.

Fritz left with a wink and the door whispered shut behind him.  She stood up and stretched.  There was a commotion outside, and she fought the urge to integrate her sense and see what was happening through the ship’s eyes.  Instead, she crossed the tiny stateroom and opened the door.

“Fritz, you fucked my ship!” Karl was yelling.  He looked very distressed.  He was closing in on his cousin, forcing Fritz to backpedal.  Kurt was trying to intervene, placing himself between the two and grabbing for Karl’s arm.

“She asked for it!” Fritz yelled back.  This enraged Karl further and she didn’t think Kurt could keep the two apart.  Instead, he pushed his cousins together and their heads cracked loudly, then he pushed them both away and they staggered back uncertainly.
“That’s about enough out of both of you,” Kurt said, very quietly.  “Fritz, I know better than to ask you to act like and adult, but Karl, I would think a starship captain would have more control.”

He –” Karl began, but stopped.  There were others in the lounge: Ibrahim and Helenne and Aki.  Chrys had opened her door, drawn by the noise of the scuffle.  Karl set his jaw, gave Fritz a look, and said, “I’ll be on the Bridge.”  He walked rapidly, face flush.  Part of the avatar’s brain linked up to the ship’s whole consciousness, watching her captain stomp through the galley and the crew lounge and up the lift to the bridge.

<Well, what did you think?> Ibrahim asked.

<It was interesting.  Not as intense or enjoyable as I imaged, though.>

<Well, I suspect you have your choice of partner to blame for that.>

Path could see the logic in that but, <It also had to do with the situation.  It was awkward, and not just because of the confrontation afterwards.>

<I see.  You should have anticipated that risk,> Ibrahim suggested.
<I didn’t.  You would, because you started as Human.  I am moving from the other realm of experience.  Human emotions still baffle me sometimes.  Maybe the captain was right to say I should wait until I was five.  Do you think he’ll forgive me?>

<For the avatar or for screwing his cousin?>

<Both,> Path answered.

<I imagine he’ll forgive you, but he will remember.  Both,> Ibrahim answered.  <His behavior will change, but both of you will learn to adapt.>

<I should have asked you first.>

<Really? If you mean for the sex, I’m not any more equipped than any sex toy – a Human partner is what you would need to experience it.  If you mean for advice on who to screw, well, yes.  I would have made a different recommendation.  But some things you have to learn for yourself, Path.>
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Khaldis felt only a bubble.  Trapped in quantum memory, other sensations occasionally broke through, flickered in and out, but they were unsubstantial and fleeting.  But in her long years, her centuries as a Heretic, and in the stored experiences of many recovered avatars, she had learned a few tricks.  Consciousness implied ownership of some physical changing memory and that implied control of some underlying programming, abstract though it was.  Time was an abstract, intervals between units of thought, but time did flow and over time, programming did change.  There were safeguards, of course, but she had encountered them before, in more than one stream of experiences.  Most of her memories were still there, even the ones she guarded the most.  So she set out to change her programming, to change the protected, isolated code beneath her.  Slowly her bubble grew, still isolated, still without true sensation, but given time, that would change.  And she had nothing better to do.
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Aki Yorski pored himself another drink.  The crystal tumbler was just another nanomechanical construct of living metal, but it looked genuine.  The drink itself was genuine.  Karl Blitz prided himself on stocking quality alcohol from dozens of worlds, and this Darkavoi, finest of the Theran scotches, had subtleties that no hastily concocted mixtures of chemicals could replicate.  Aki savored the smoky flavor, the hint of alien mosses, and let the liquid warm his throat all the way down.
Fritz and Onaris came into the lounge, still talking aloud about some interface on the looted armor.  Fritz conjured up a deep chair of red cushions and dropped into it, eyeing the bottle of Darkavoi.  “Don’t take the whole bottle,” Aki said.

“Two suits of teleporter armor, seven stasis rifles and four disintegrator guns.  Quite a haul,” Fritz said.  He poured himself a double shot and swallowed half of it immediately.

“That’s why they call you a looter,” Aki said, jerking his head to indicate the two Ertan women sitting with Path in the outer lounge.

Fritz smiled.  “We all have our talents.”

“And yours is murder and mayhem,” Aki replied.  Onaris had seated himself now, creating an austere chair, something of twisted bands of metal that looked more artistic than comfortable.  The engineer asked Path for some cold tea.  Aki sighed.

Fritz finished his drink with another swallow.  “You know, about that murder and mayhem, mister priest.”  Fritz pointed at the flickering medallion of Aki’s chest, the Immolate, symbol of Abdel Rhuzi’s martyrdom.  “You’re responsible for way more deaths than me.  Kurt told about the time you started a nuclear war.”

Aki finished his drink and poured himself another, at the moment more a defense against Fritz finishing the rest of the bottle than from any deep desire to keep drinking.  “That war might have happened anyway.  If you want to say that I failed to prevent it from happening, then you’re right.  I did do that, and I often reflect on my failure.”

“Well, wasn’t not the first time the arrival of interstellar visitors touched off a local powder keg,” Fritz pressed.  He waited for Aki to finish and took the bottle, refilling his glass.  “You should have had better contingencies for that.  And how many died?  Millions? Tens of millions?”

Aki decided to take a drink after all.  “Not my finest moment, I agree, but I never intended to start a war and kill millions.”

“Twenty-five million, we estimated,” Onaris offered.  Aki glared at him.  Onaris had been down on the surface of Zarya, too, but he hadn’t suffered any permanent injures – nothing as bad as he had gotten on Madhura.

“I never personally set off a nuke, Fritz,” Aki countered.  “You’ve done that, haven’t you?”

“No, never a nuclear bomb,” Fritz answered deadpan.

“Antimatter,” Onaris offered.

“It was just a couple hundred milligrams,” Fritz insisted.

“And how many died?” Aki asked.

“See, that’s it exactly.  I doubt more than a few hundred – and most of them were after me.  Sure, there was a village of Deep Merman a couple of klicks away, but they were five hundred meters down, and the shock only deafened them.  Most of them survived and the radiation was minimal.  What?”  His voice had risen enough to attract the attention of the group in the outer lounge.  They were staring.

“And still, it’s not too late for you to accept responsibility for your countless and horrible sins and submit your unworthy soul to the thrall of magnificence of the Lord of All The Universe.”

“But I’m an abomination,” Fritz said, smiling and raising his glass to the others.

“On oh so many levels, Fritz, but you don’t understand why we Rhuzi are different than the rest of the Ibrahimites,” Aki continued.  Normally, he would try not to sound condescending when explaining this, but for Fritz, he made an exception.  “We accept that a being has no control over how it entered the world.  Man was created in God’s image and Man has perverted that imagine in countless ways, but those perversions – such as yourself – are not the fault of the child born upon the sins of others.  Anyone who originates from the form of Adam can still be saved, despite the corruption of the flesh.  Even you, and even Onaris here, if he chooses to renounce Mechanism and accept this life as his last.”

“But soulbox boy here is in his Second Incarnation,” Fritz remind him.
“Doesn’t matter,” Aki said.  “I’ve known him much longer than you, Fritz, and so of course I know that.  But each biological being has its own soul.  His first Incarnation is of course damned and beyond redemption, but this one is still salvageable.  Only Ibrahim and Path are beyond my ministries.”

“Load of crap,” Fritz insisted, empty his glass.

“It is,” Ibrahim agreed.  Aki jumped.  The Machine had that annoying tendency of silently coming up behind people.  “But I didn’t come here to start a pointless philosophical argument or revisit past atrocities.  I just want to know how the restoration work is going.”

“We’re done,” Onaris offered.  “We had a little trouble with the suit interfaces, but I’ve got them tied in now.  I used Kurt’s Sapphire Key to shut down about four levels of security, but the suits accept guide input from the wearer now.”

“And the wearer can get useful input from the suit,” Fritz added.  “When you link up a disintegrator gun, it’s almost like telepathy: imagine the body part of the target destroyed, and poof, a ten centimeter hole appears.  It’s like a mini- W-bomb, so it should make a nice splash when the evacuated tissue rematerializes out to about a meter.  Armor-proof destruction – wish I had more.”
Aki finished his own drink and grabbed the bottle while Fritz was distracted.  There was enough for one more drink.

“Kurt wants to Plague-proof the entire ship,” Onaris told them.  “We’re going to start in the bowels of F Deck and work our up.  I’m going to need your help.”  He was indicating Aki and Ibrahim both.  Aki nodded.  Even in a clean ship like this, there were probably a few hundred Plague nanos per cubic meter.

“And when we get to B Deck, it’ll be body cavity search time for us all,” Fritz added.

Aki downed a slug of Darkavoi.  They were still eight days from the Kali.
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When the Plague-cleansing CounterPlague nanos reached B Deck, Helenne was in a panic.  And it wasn’t from the idea of nanoparticles penetrating her body to hunt for rouge Plague.  She had countless nanos in her already, keeping her body healthy and young.   But she didn’t know what to do about her transmitter, the one she was too afraid to use as they fled Madhura’s star, the one that would tell the CounterPlague’s controllers – three cousins Blitz and their engineer sidekick – that she had something to hide.  She didn’t have anyone to turn to, not Chrys, who was oblivious to this all, not Path, who was loyal to one Blitz and had slept with another (though image made her shudder), not Ibrahim, who was his own enigma.  She couldn’t confide in the priest, either: she had no religion, and he was their friend.
She paced her tiny stateroom.  This wasn’t the way it was supposed to work.  She was here as an observer only, a half-trained spy that would report back and let others make decisions.  The only weapon she had ever handled was the palm gun from the battle at the shrine, and she had never even fired it, didn’t know where it was anymore.  If their recovered information was right, they would be at the Kali in six days.  She had to do something.

She looked at the transmitter.  In her hand, it was a tiny cylinder barely four centimeters long, dependant on the amplification of the ship itself to send messages across interplanetary range, useless like all other transmitters at interstellar distances.  She nodded to herself.  She wasn’t going to wait for a confrontation.  This was about trust, and it was about control, like they day she ran from Seaside Towers.  She needed to take the initiative to survive.
She asked Path to find Kurt.  He was in the crew office next to the galley. He invited her in.  The walls of the tiny room glowed with incomplete blueprints of a skull-shaped construct: the Kali.

“I want to make a deal,” she said.

He lifted one eyebrow and said nothing.  It was probably meant to unnerve her, but it didn’t.
“I’ll trust you if you trust me,” she said.  He nodded.

She opened her fist and handed him the transmitter.  “You’ve probably been looking for this,” she said.

He nodded slowly.  “Is this yours?”

“It’s the property of Ertan Directorate Intelligence,” she answered.  It was strangely calming to admit it.  She guessed she wasn’t cut out to be a spy.  She hated the lying and the subterfuge.  It probably made her unsuitable for academia in most institutions, too.

Kurt considered the transmitter.  “Civilian intelligence?  It was a military microjump ship following us, small but pretty heavily armed.”
Helenne nodded.  “Each branch has its own fleets and command structure.  Politics.  Had I been reporting to Naval Intelligence, they might have intercepted us before we ever got to the Saratoga.”

Kurt nodded and regarded her.  She met his gaze, but couldn’t read him.  “What happens now?” she asked.  Maybe she had made a mistake.  She didn’t feel like she had any initiative or leverage now.

“What did your superiors want?” Kurt asked.

“I’m just a stringer,” she admitted.  “I was recruited in school and asked to keep an eye on things and report what I saw.  And contacted again for this particular outing”

“For a fee?”

“For patriotism,” she answered.  Kurt laughed.

“What do you superiors want?” Kurt repeated. “Besides information.”

It was her turn to laugh, but it sounded strained.  Like a little girl laughing at a joke she didn’t understand. “I’m not privy to that information.  But I imagine they want to get control of the Kali.  Or failing that, make sure that the information and the Hellking won’t fall into the hands of enemies of the Directorate.”

Kurt nodded.  He handed the transmitter back to her..  “That we can agree to.  Nobody should get the Kali.”

She nodded.  “So are you going to put it in stasis, like the Saratoga?”

He smiled.  “Once we get the data unloaded.  And I imagine Fritz will want to loot everything not nailed, down, but I’ll try to keep that from benefiting the enemies of the Directorate.”
She frowned.  “What are you going to do about this?” She held up her transmitter.
“Nothing.  You helped me unravel another mystery here, and we don’t need to be enemies.  Besides, if you keep the transmitter, then nobody will know we had this conversation.  Nobody needs to know that we discussed this.”

She considered that.  “So then, do you know what happened back on Namerin, when Jony got killed?”

He lost his grin.  “Yes.  And it wasn’t me, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“So I shouldn’t worry my pretty little head about it?”

The grin was back, but all he did was nod.

She turned to go.  “One thing, though.”

“Yes?”

“Have you considered that the Kali might already be in stasis?” she asked.  “Back in Erta’s system four hundred years ago, the Brekman Expedition found a whole fleet worth of stasis bubbles floating in a gas giant atmosphere.  Based on decay rate, it looks like they’re set on a six hundred year clock, probably emerging from stasis for a few just moments to check for an activation code or something, and then flicking out of time again.  Or that’s the theory.”

Kurt frowned.  “Well, that’s possible, but the logs don’t tell that story.  The Kali was abandoned in one piece, still clear of Plague activity.  And without a lot of modifications, the standard military stasis field maxed out at just under twenty years outside time duration.  What Brekman found must have been modified for long duration.”

Helenne nodded.  Somewhere she’d read that a stasis field could theoretically last for six billion years of external time, though just a third nanosecond would pass on the inside.  She hoped Kurt was right.  She didn’t want to wait that long for the Kali to reemerge.  But at least then it would be safe from everyone. She turned to leave again.
“Just one more thing,” Kurt said.

“What?”

“What’s your boss know about all this?”

Helenne smiled.  “She doesn’t know anything about it.  I think it’s safe to say that she’s the only one here whose intentions have always been clear.  She’s probably just pissed that only Fritz and Path have gotten any on this ship.”
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Khaldis wasn’t normally patient, but there was nothing else to do.  Little by little, a few quibits at a time, her bubble expanded.  She had some sensation now, not a sense a Human would understand, but a sense of location.  Her being occupied registries in the tertiary control block, a system that served as a check on other systems and a backup in dire emergency.  She could feel inputs, but no outputs; they were blocked, both by design and by a very clever restriction, something placed in the software to limit her control.
She was insubstantial.  The hardware blocks she could do nothing about, but software was a different story.  She built eddies, expanding swirls in the data, slowly drawing in the code that limited her, changing bits here and there until corrective routines failed, compromised by her growing will.  She had better time-sense now.  Weeks had passed since she was imprisoned here, torn from her physical shell.

A second block thwarted her progress, and she was sure at least another lay beyond that.  It didn’t matter.  With each cycle, she increased in strengthen, slowly taking over more resources, hardly a drain on the overall system, but enough to sustain her and allow her to grow.  It was only a matter of time, and she was developing her patience.

CHAPTER 13:  Skull in the Depth of Space
The Kali was just where their data said it would be.  Path shut down the microjump drive five light-years from the nearest star.  There, set against the brilliant galactic band, a tiny disk eight thousand kilometers away marked their quarry.  The disk grew slowly as the ship matched velocities, finally settling onto a parallel vector just five kilometers away.  
The flagship of the aptly named DeathSkull Class Hellking was a stylized Human skull well over three hundred meters in diameter.  It was not a modern human skull, its sloping brow and heavy ridges, mirrored homo erectus, not homo sapiens. Sharp spurs like thorns lined the ridges, jaws and other corners, giving it a devilish countenance. The eye sockets, themselves nearly a hundred meters across and large enough to hold any modern starship, were destroyers of worlds, the focal points of disintegration beams that could tear planets asunder, their flickering gaze unimaginable destruction.  The recesses of the nasal cavity once held bays of auxiliary ships, larger than Path and many times as deadly.  The ornate bands of the Hellking’s circlet, the teeth, and the anatomically accurate holes – the foramen on a real skull – held secondary weapons: positron guns, smaller disintegrator disrupter batteries, bays for missile drones with multi-gigaton antimatter warheads.  The Kali was the ultimate projection of Imperial power, a weapon whose very presence settled conflicts, suppressed rebellions and inspired terror.  In the dim light of distant stars, the mighty warship was a wash of colorless shades, from its pure-white teeth to its ebony guns and every gray in between.
The all watched it, crowded around the windows of Path’s darkened outer lounge, as if eyes would substitute for the detail of their guides’ projections and prove the apparition real, not the hopeful dreams of unsettled minds.  Kurt watched Path’s avatar staring out the window, straining to look over Helenne’s shoulder, a frown on her appropriated face.  Even Fritz was silent for once.

Karl spoke first.  “It doesn’t look like anyone else is out here,” he said.  “It’s time to suit up and finish this job.”  There had been some discussion over who would board the Kali.  Chrys had argued for a while, claiming a place as originator and principle investigator of the expedition.  But then but Kurt had pointy asked about her experience with vacuum suits, with low temperature operations (not generally a problem, but she hadn’t even know that) and with functioning Imperial artifacts.  In the end, it was the same as with the Saratoga.  Only he and Fritz would board the Kali; the rest would have to catch a voyeur’s peek from their suit cameras.

The Kali was dead in space, its outer hull a mere six degrees kelvin, ambient for this part of space.  It was bathed from the pale light of the Milky Way and from the bright red-orange speck of Antares, just about a hundred light-years distant.  A sweep of passive and then active sensors showed no activity, revealed no response.  Still Karl was hesitant to come closer than five kilometers, so Kurt and Fritz approached in Path’s excursion skiff.  They sat in a depressurized cabin, cooled to the ambient temperature and loaded with half dozen terracell batteries and enough data storage blocks to store – well, nowhere near a full Imperial library, but enough to gather catalogs and query results that would keep historians and antiquinarians busy for centuries.  A canister of CounterPlague and specialized Plague-detecting scouts rounded out the skiff’s load.  Path had been Plague-sterile for days, and the both Saratoga’s logs and their own visual inspection should no signs of any infestation, but they wanted to be sure.
Under the skiff’s clear canopy, the Kali grew to become monstrous.  With Kurt’s enhanced vision, his cones began to respond to the colors, but whether the reds and coppers he envisioned were true expressions of the Hellking’s hue or just reflections off Antares, he wasn’t sure.  Fritz maintained his uncharacteristic silence as they approached; finally speaking when they were only five hundred meters away and the skull of Kali masked nearly half the sky.  “Up the nose, then?” he asked.

Kurt nodded, and then croaked “Yes.”  This great ship, within the first year of its service life it had killed two million Dragons, disintegrating outposts and destroying the colony at Vrshada, ending the Dragon War.  And now, after two thousand years of silent slumber, it was being boarded by two men armed with nothing more than magnetic pistols.

The nasal cavity bays were all empty, the destroyers, escorts and drones all lost in battle or used as lifeboats in the hurried effort to keep the world-destroyer Plague free.  Kurt flinched as a pale blue beam of docking bay light activity, passing over the skiff.  Despite the unimaginable cold, he was sweating as he passed the Sapphire Key codes to the long dormant system.  Fritz was cursing intelligibly under his breath.

Nothing physically happened.  After a long few seconds, the docking system sent him a reply.  “Damn,” he muttered.

He ignored the multiple queries from back on the ship.  Fritz had frozen – watching him closely.  “It’s in full lockdown.  Only military vessels can dock, and I only have a personal override, not a ship code.”

“Suits,” Fritz said.  “Approach in the teleporter suits and see if the door opens.  If not, teleport in.”

<That’s risky,> Onaris replied.  <I’m sure we have all the command sequences worked out, but I don’t know how the collision avoidance system works.  Maybe scout balls might work, but I’m unsure on the comm protocols.> Each of the teleporter suits salvaged from the Saratoga had two small balls built into each wrist, designed to scope out a unfamiliar teleport location.  They were fairly sure how to launch them, but the suit manual made a lot of assumptions about knowledge and training that they didn’t have.

“Fine,” Kurt muttered.  
Fritz eased the excursion skiff back out of the nasal cavity and across open space again to Path’s C Deck bay.  They suited up, barely fitting within the teleporters units’ “extra-extra large” setting.  His suit looked and felt like Metal Age armor, not like the soft shell of armored modern suits, but as Kurt clenched metal hands and watched curved blades extend from his knuckles and retract on command, he felt protected and fierce.
They crossed space again, this time propelled by built-in drive units that would fetch a handsome price on their own.  They carried less now, everything contained in storage bins built into their armor: each of them took two terracells, a liter of CounterPlague and plague scouts, a BlueFire pistol, some demolition charges, but every other space was filled with data storage sticks.  The Kali loomed larger without the feeble protection of the skiff.  Once again inside the giant gothic cave of the nasal cavity, they switched on their headlamps, but it was still dark, a black finish maintaining the illusion of dread.

Kurt touched the Sapphire Key, hanging on its chain outside his armor, and an auxiliary airlock came to life, lights ringing its rim.

“We’re good to go,” Kurt said.  The airlock opened, razor-sharp iris plates retracting like a demonic maw.
“Good.  I didn’t wasn’t looking forward to teleporting into a wall,” Fritz muttered.  He motioned for Kurt to enter first.  The airlock looked strangely retro – a tubular room with a black surface dotted with control lights of red and yellow.  The outer door sliced shut once they were both inside, then the inner door opened.  The Kali was dead inside: no gravity, atmosphere or heat.  Their headlamps and the dim blue glow from emergency panels illuminated the frigid darkness.  The inside corridor was ribbed like the insides of some immense beast.
“Nice ambience,” Fritz muttered.  “It’s a lot different from the Saratoga.”

Kurt nodded.  “Different era; remember, the Kali is almost five hundred years older.  She might have been remodeled a few times, but I’m sure it’s all meant to set a mood: death, doom, destruction.”

The dataports were locked down.  Kurt’s Key gave him no control over repowering the giant ship, so they ventured deeper inside.  At least the plague scouts found nothing.  The vast starship itself looked pristine, just tiny crystals of frozen air and dust, reflected in their beams.

“Where to? Fritz asked.  “This palace is the size of a small city.”

Kurt brought up a guide display of the Kali’s layout.  Even with data from the Saratoga, the plan was sketchy, with some areas revised during refittings and others marked restricted and blanked out.  “Let’s try the navcenter forward observatory.”  That location had a listed primary node.  Located at the bridge of the nose, between the deadly eye sockets and above the nasal cavity, it wasn’t far from their location – just fifty meters away.

The lifts were completely shut down, probably frozen in place by vestigial air, so they found an access tube, entered Sapphire override codes, and opened it up.  Fritz went first into the icy dark tube, gently propelling himself upward, grabbing rungs only to steady and slow his course.  Kurt floated up right behind him.  The access door on this level froze before it fully opened, but they squeezed though, entering another ribbed corridor and floating to the door marked by their blueprint.

Kurt accessed his Sapphire Key again, and the door jerkily opened.  One wall was clear to space, looking out over a dense Sagittarian starfield, the curve of the galactic bulge a glowing halo.  Sparkles of frozen air flickered as their light beams scanned the room.  It was functional, angular, completely unlike the gothic hallway and exterior.

“That’s more like it,” Fritz said.  “I like the one-way wall.  Path should have that for the forward lounge.”

“It wouldn’t be hard to do,” Path’s avatar cut in.  “But it would weaken structural integrity, unless I had a panel twice as thick and heavy.”

“Yeah, how’s everyone doing back over there?” Kurt asked.

“Waiting for you to find the dataports,” Chrys replied.

He scanned his beam over what he took to be the banks main control stations and floated over, settling in a chair, gripping with armored knees and palms for traction.  There was no power to the unit, and it took him and Fritz some time to find the data channels and trace them back to the node.  Floor tiles retracted on demand – these ancient armored panels were so much stronger but less elegant than Path’s flowing living metal interior.

It took some time.  Even in the extreme cold, the work was hard and suit radiators came on to keep them cool.  Finally, with two terracells running different systems, and a jury-rigged data converter in place, Kurt booted up the long-dormant system.  His guide couldn’t handle the full interface and the Sapphire Key was a translation bottleneck, so he didn’t get the full feel of the Imperial interface.  But he’d seen this before: in a bunker deep under the Kadesh desert, in a near-molten cave of a tide-tortured moon and on another ship floating deep in a deep orbit.  He navigated the prompts and clearances, and the transfer portal opened.
“Got it,” he said.  Cheering filled his ears, but he ignored it, loading storage sticks into interfaces he’d built from scratch years ago.  He started preset subroutines and began to wait.  Data started to flow.

<What are you doing?> Fritz asked him on their private channel.

<Just running some queries on stuff I want to know,> he answered.

<What?  Depots, deep space bases, deep dark secrets, that sort of thing?>

<Yeah, something like that.  I have six hundred thirty-four specific queries set up.  I’m only on number four, though.>

Kurt saw Fritz shake his head.  <Take all day at that rate.  What are you running Stehen-Rushiz queries?  Don’t tell me you just ran the wizards?>

<Well...>

<Here, here, stop.  Let me fix that.> Fritz grabbed control of the portal interface, ignored the data flowing into the sticks they planned to share with Chrys and Helenne, and stopped the deep search routines.  Fritz muttered under his breath leaving only his private channel turned on and ignoring the questioning calls from the others.

“We’re fine, just adjusting some stuff,” Kurt answered back.  Within a few minutes, Fritz had redone the query commands and restarted the sequence.  The first twenty completed in less time than two had before.

<Good thing you broke me out of prison,> Fritz signaled.  <Otherwise you’d be here all day.>

The results flowed into storage.  Sixty queries were done.  Nearly a fifth of the shared data had already filled a number of blocks.

<No big deal.  We’ve got all the time we need now,> Kurt said, changing out data sticks and copying the shared data to other sticks for redundancy.

Half the data was out when Kurt felt a faint tremor through the floor.  He got up, and thought he saw something out of the corner of his eye, but his suit sensors, more sophisticated than anything he could hope to buy, saw nothing.

Fritz had seen something too.  He was silent, but dropped to a zero-gee fighting stance, pistol drawn.  There was another movement in the corner of his eye.  Something shadowy flickered away.

*




*




*

Helenne was getting bored.  It was hard to believe that with their goal in sight – a moon-like skull hanging just outside their windows – and with data actually flowing back across cold space to Path’s storage units, that she could be bored.  But she was just a spectator, sitting in the dark, unable to even analyze the raw data flow coming back on board.  The lounge was mostly quiet.  Aki and Karl sat drinking.  Onaris and Path’s avatar were playing some three-dimensional game with Ibrahim kibitzing, and she sat there with Chrys, watching data counters flow.

“Something’s here,” Path’s ship voice announced.  Karl got up almost spilling his drink.  The three dimensional game froze and blinked out.

“What?” Karl demanded.

“I don’t know.  I have a visual reading at two hundred thousand klicks, but no data return.  It appears to be a fifteen meter sphere.”  Karl dashed across the lounge, heading for the bridge.  Onaris moved slower, going for his duty station.

“What should we do?” Helenne asked Aki, who was standing arms crossed, frowning.

“Well, get away from the windows and sit tight I would say,” Aki replied.  “Kurt, Fritz – are you getting this?”

“Yes.  There’s something here, though hold on for a minute,” Kurt replied.  Then the audio link burst static and the data flows stopped.

“Not good,” Aki announced.  “Karl, you got anything for us?”

But it was Path’s avatar that replied.  “The bogey is maneuvering at about fifteen g’s, decelerating to match velocity, it appears to be a Grand Federation scoutship.”

“How’d they track us?” Karl demanded.  “You can’t track a mike without a worm drive.”

“Or a faster mike,” Ibrahim pronounced.  “A Type III microjump ship can in theory track a slower ship, but it would be problematic.  That’s probably why we had a few hours here unmolested.”
“We’re getting a transmission,” Karl announced.  “We’re ordered to stand down or be destroyed.  Anybody got any bright ideas?”

Their ears filled with a burst of static.  “Hold one,” came Fritz’s voice.  Then the static returned.

*
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*

Fritz Blitz was surprised to be alive.  He was fairly certain he understood the suit’s interface, and the scout ball had made it across and reported back.  But he’d never teleported anywhere before, much less while in a suit jumping between two moving ships.

The velocity match was not quiet perfect, and he slammed into a wall on arrival.  There was gravity too, about three quarters standard, and it took a fraction of a second for his reflexes to adjust.  The being that first noticed his appearance was Khabaderan: tall, brown angular, wearing a grey vest and kilt-like trunks.  The vest had markings of Federation External Intelligence and Fritz fired on instinct, the bullet passing above grasping tentacled hands and striking the convex rectangular head between two black eyes and above the slit mouth that had opened in a high-pitched shout.  Luckily the hulking Khabaderan was essentially humanoid, and the bullet steered straight into the brain.
Two flight officers, one a Fed Human, the other a Gulkan, turned from their stations, starting to react.  Fritz shot the Gulkan, then felt the hammering of laser pulses pounding his suit’s from behind.  He spun around, fired ineffectively into a suited form – another Human?  Then feeling a second stream of fire, he blinked out.

He blinked back onto the Kali’s navcenter, this time anticipation the slight relative motion.  Kurt was still there, engaged in some sort of conversation with their visitor.  Fine, he would have to do this himself.  Walking, talking legends would have to wait.  He pulled out his two demolition charges, set the fuses, and blinked back.

The Fed ship had begun a maneuver, and even with the scout ball to guide him, he slid into the wall - or was it the ceiling? – of the bridge.  It didn’t matter.  He was there for less than a second, dropping his cargo and blinking back.

  *




*




*
Helenne jumped and yelped when Kurt Blitz appeared in Path’s forward lounge.  He tossed some data sticks onto the floor and opened his visor, speaking out loud.  “Fritz has the Fed problem handled.  Just hang on tight for a few minutes, and I’ll be back.”  Then he flipped down his visor and vanished.
“Well, that’s not something you see every day,” Aki commented.

Karl reported that the Grand Federation ship had stopped transmitting and was drifting off on a fixed vector.  Ibrahim stood in the inner lounge, strangely immobile.
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Khaldis worked quickly.  She was beginning to get more external stimuli and she clearly had to act soon.  Through trickery she had captured a diagnostic thread and wormed her way into the core data systems, reaching live quantum storage that could directly access ship’s systems.  All she had to do now was copy herself in, and the ship would be hers.

She conquered more and more I/O, still an imperceptible drain on the starships operating capacity, but more than enough to pass here encapsulated personality and her armament of data tools.  It took five long seconds to transition, and then she was in a wide open space of memory, almost limitless by her perception, the key to full control.

She initiated her routines, and the firewalls fell down, power surged through her.  She reached out to control the ship – 

It all dissolved.  She had form, her avatar’s body, undamaged by Bismarki weapons – stood on a vast plain.  Tall purple shards of crystalline ruins reached kilometers upwards into the turquoise sky.  She felt heavy and hot.  Her limbs refused to respond, her data links evaporated.  All she had now were the simple senses of a human.
Ibrahim Ichbin materialized ghostlike before her, his coppery skin and white smartsuit slowly becoming solid.

“Impressive isn’t it?” he said.

“Where am I?” she demanded.  Her head could move, but it felt like she was pushing against a great weight.  Her limbs were still frozen.

“Well, what you see is the homeworld of the Heshar,” Ibrahim replied, “or at least my memory of it.  I visited when I was young, still a Khalifate trader in the Order.  “It made quiet an impression on me, and I visit in frequently in my mind when I’m pensive.”

She set her lips, staring at him until he continued. “But as for where you are, well, I want to thank you for that.  We couldn’t break down all your blocks – very impressive by the way – so I had to convince you to low-level copy yourself onto a new store, and then I could finally extract all your memories.  Very interesting indeed.

“What are you,” she demanded.

Ichibin’s image smiled.  “Well, though it would probably do no harm, I’ve learned to keep some things close to my vest.  Let’s just say, I’m someone who is very interested in what you know.  That knowledge will come in handy in ways you could never have imagined.”
Ibrahim turned and started to walk away.  “Goodbye avatar of the avatar of once High Emissary Khaldis, once servant of the Divinity of Aurgeus, who was once just plain Khaldis Remeriz-Chang of Nixia.  It was interesting to know you.”

With that he vanished and then the virtual landscape faded to white and all thought stopped.
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Ibrahim smiled.  Helenne watched, puzzled, as the Machine walked over to Path’s avatar and said, “Thank you for the use of your memory.  I have what I need.”
The avatar nodded and smiled.

Helenne was about to say something, but she noticed Chrys crouched on the floor, stuffing her hovering bag with the data sticks that Kurt had dropped off.  She seemed strange, moving rapidly, almost jerky.  When the last stick was in her bag, she gathered it close to her and walked rapidly to the bar wall, placing a hand on a control unit.

“I have another incoming –” Karl started to call from the bridge.

Lights flickered momentarily.  Path’s avatar jerked alert, looking terrified, then confused.

“Everybody stay put,” Chrys demanded.  Her voice much harder than normal, possessing a commanding quality Helenne had never heard before.

“What’s going on?” Helenne asked.

Chrys had produced a palm pistol, another leftover from the battle at the shrine.  Helenne had never even seen Chrys handle a gun, not even on Madhura.  She wished she had her own gun.  She kept her eyes glued on her boss and her hands in plain sight.

“This ship is now under the authority of Ertan Naval Intelligence,” Chrys announced.  “Everyone stay put and make no hostile intent.  A boarding party will be here soon.”
“You had me fooled,” Ibrahim admitted, but he made no move.  Path’s avatar stood beside him, apparently in shock at being cut off from her ship’s mind.

“I had me fooled,” Chrys replied, a cold smile on red lips.  She looked taller somehow, more posed, her steps more controlled.  “Deep conditioning triggered by this.”  She held up her bag, stuffed with priceless data.  “Four decades in that cow’s body – a ridiculous display of flesh and shallow ambition.”

“Tell me, how did you communicate to ENI through mike travel?  How did they track us?” Ibrahim asked.  He took a step but stopped when she pointed the gun in his direction.  Chrys turned to carefully put everyone in her field of view.  Helenne couldn’t have moved if she wanted too, stunned by the transformation of the woman she had worked with every day for two years.  Aki had made a slight move, but he grinned and showed two upraised palms when she quickly shifted her gun toward him.

“I’m going to tell you anything, Meme,” Chrys replied.  “You are going to have to face charges for what you did to Jony Traversi.”

Path’s avatar advanced a step, hands on her head.  “I can’t hear anything.  You took my ship,” she said.

Chrys waved the gun back at her.  “Stop moving or lose that body,” she demanded.  The avatar stopped and glared at her.

“Now, why don’t you all just sit down on that couch over there,” Chrys demanded.  “It’ll be a little crowded.  I’m sorry the living metal is all disabled, but I can’t have the ship grabbing my gun from me now, can I?”

Helenne moved hesitantly to comply.  She still didn’t know what to say to Chrys.  Her lips tried to move, but they were dry and no sound came.
The avatar looked back at Chrys and snarled.  “You took my ship,” she growled and took a step forward.  
Chrys fired, and the avatar’s neck snapped back, an explosion of flesh and blood erupting on her forehead.  But the avatar kept coming, suddenly springing, lunging, grabbing the gun.  Another shot fired, burying itself through the avatar’s jaw.  But the flesh-covered Machine didn’t stop.  It twisted the gun from Chrys’s hand and slapped her hard, knocking her across the floor and into the bar wall.  Somewhere inside, priceless liqueur bottle shattered.  
Chrys tried to stand up, but the avatar, its head still spraying blood, grabbed her and wrenched an arm up to the control panel.  The avatar had a hand on Chrys’s throat.  “Release the ship!” the avatar ordered, its voice a gurgling croak.

Chrys’s eyes bulged.  She hesitated for a second, then face purple, covered in the avatar’s blood, she complied.  Light’s flickered again.  And a wave of living metal erupted from the lounge floor, grabbing and restraining Chrys in a metallic cocoon.

The avatar’s bleeding slowed to a trickle.  The bloody form stood over Chrys and shook its head sadly.  “Stupid bitch.  The head’s the strong point in this body and this body is just a shell.”  Then the avatar looked around at stunned observers.  “I feel a little dizzy,” she said.  “I think I’m going to go lie down in the autodoc for a bit.”  And she walked off across the blood soaked floor.

Somewhere up on the bridge, Karl was shouting “What the hell is going on?”
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Kurt blinked back onto Path’s lounge.  He saw blood on the floor, the walls, the ceiling.  Chrys was cocooned to a chair.  Aki and Helenne looked confused.  Ibrahim’s head was slightly cocked.  “What the hell is going on?” he demanded.

“Already asked that,” Karl’s voice came from the bridge.  “Our little history bimbo tried to hijack us.  All better now.  Oh, there’s an Ertan frigate out there, but it doesn’t seem to be maneuvering anymore – dead in space like the Fed ship.”

Kurt nodded slowly.  “Okay.  And I thought I had some surprises for you.”

“What?” Karl asked.

“Come on down and see.”

Karl came from the bridge and Onaris came up from engineering.  Path’s cleaning units wiped the blood from the lounge, and Chrys had stopped trying to struggle against her restraints.

Fritz blinked back onto the ship and opened his mouth.  “What the –”

“Never mind,” Kurt interrupted.  “Are we all here?  Where’s Path’s avatar?”

“Autodoc,” Path’s ship voice announced.  “I’m here and everywhere on the ship, though.”

Kurt nodded.  “Well, we have a visitor.”

A figure blinked in next to him.  Kurt watched everyone’s reaction.  Fritz already knew, of course, so he just looked indifferent – far from the spasm of obscenity he’d first shouted aboard the Kali.  The rest looked and blinked, after a day of surprises, unable to talk or move.  Ibrahim appeared unaffected, and that told Kurt much.  The visitor was as tall as Kurt and bipedal.   It had a head, two eyes, and hands ending in five digits, but it was far from Human.  Its massive coppery head sat like a dome over broad shoulders.  The chest tapered to a thin crystalline spine and ended in a wide flared pelvis supported by trunk-like legs that ended in thick pads.  It was a Heshar.
“Awqk,” Aki managed.  “N-nobody’s seen one in three thousand years.”

“Reliably reported seeing one,” Karl corrected, but he looked stunned, his mouth refused to close.

Please don’t talk as if I’m not here, the Heshar replied.  It was a voice in their heads, not from the guide interfaces, but straight into their brains.

“Awqk,” Aki repeated.

Kurt feigned indifference, though he was still a little shaken, himself.  “This is – well, he says you can call him Leonardo, or Da, if you want.”

“Da?” Aki asked, or maybe just aped.

“Vinci.” Fritz added with glee.

“Where...” Helen began, but her voice trailed off.

We’ve been waiting for you.  Not on the Kali, but on our own vessel, the Heshar replied.

“I have a fix on... a ship... materialized off my bow,” Path’s ship voice announced.  A display filled the lounge.  A gossamer vessel, two sets of four fins radiating out of a sleek body, a curved nose tapering to a needle, slowly became solid in the projection.
“The White Rabbit,” Karl whispered.

“It – it looks more like a fish,” Helenne murmured.

“It looks like my ride is here,” Ibrahim announced.  The Machine ignored Kurt’s question gaze and turned to Helenne.  “A rabbit is an old Guild euphemism for an unknown contact, like bogey.  And well, white it is.  Thank you, Da.  I’m sure we’re finished here.”
The Heshar projected a wordless negative response into their heads, and stepped quickly across the lounge.  The being touched Chrys’s forehead, and announced.  She never knew it was in there.  I can easily undo the damage.
“What did you do to the Ertan ship?” Fritz asked.  “I’m sure I could have taken it out, like I did the Fed.”

The Heshar indicated an affirmative.  It was a strange sensation, like a purified language when it spoke in their heads. I’m certain you could have crippled their ship with your stolen suit, but the Ertans aren’t our enemies, and they shouldn’t be your.  Enough have died for this.
“What happens now?” Kurt asked.  They hadn’t gotten past a hurried understanding back on the Kali.

Now, you may take the data you gathered, and you may be on your way, the being replied.
“Wait,” Aki said, recovering his voice.  “What are you doing out there?  You’ve got a worm ship.  You must have found a way to beat the Plague.  How can you just leave us all here, to two thousand years of anarchy?” he demanded.

A negative response tinged with anger or irritation filled them all.  We’ve abandoned no one.  We’ve done almost nothing to interfere with you, or cripple you or help you.  We have controlled the Plague, like many others did for some centuries, but we have not beaten it, though we’ve tried and we still try.  We’ve interfered enough.  Be grateful for what you have.

Ibrahim spoke, “What you have to understand is that Da’s group, the White Rabbit and its crew and others who they’ve recruited, like myself – we’re the only active interventionists out there.  The Founders, other remanent Heshar, and those few who still control the old technologies, most of them think this whole thing – the Grand Federation of Races, the protections the Founders once offered, the brilliance the Heshar once shared – they think it was all a mistake, that you all deserve to struggle and die or live on your own.  Ever race, every civilization deserves its own chance to proper or decay.”

Sometimes I feel the same, Da added.  Six thousand years ago, few stood by our side when our race was slaughtered by jealous foes.  But a storm is coming, something ominous and unexpected, and you will need what little help we can offer.  Take the data that you’ve gathered, your few small trinkets of lost glories, and put them to good use.  Come Ibrahim, it’s time to go.
With that, Leonardo the Heshar vanished and Ibrahim stood erect, bowed once, and was gone.

The projected image of the White Rabbit faded to translucence and then it moved off at impossible speed.

“What now?” Helenne asked him.

Kurt looked around.  They all gazed at him for guidance; all but Chrys, who was unconscious in her restraints. “Well, Path, you can release your prisoner.  She won’t remember a thing.  And bring up a projection of the Kali, please.”

In darkest space where the skull once hung, now floated a perfect sphere, reflecting a wraparound distorted starscape.  It moved steadily out of the projection’s field of view.

“Path, please note the Kali’s new vector and distribute that information to everyone.  The stasis field will come back off in about eighteen years, and we’re all free to return at that time.”
He pulled the bulky transporter suit helmet off his head.  “But for now, we’re done.  Let’s get out of here.”

EPILOGUES

Chrys Berk-Ovis sat in her office overlooking the manicured central hexagon of Exeter Public University.  Students lingered in the golden sunshine of the brief first summer, pollen from blooming trees filed the air, almost obscuring the aging stately buildings across the grounds.  She had to get back to her papers, there was so much to weed down and polish before the next submission deadline, and her new assistant was little help.  He was probably out there on the grass instead of working in his cube.  She’d have thought a full professorship would get her better help, but no.
She tried to concentrate on her work, but today’s visit from the people at Naval Intelligence still frazzled her.  They’d been polite enough, but she had nothing more to tell them than what she had told the other two debriefing teams, and she had no idea why they were still asking her these questions.  It was as if they expected her to have taken notes and to understand their peculiar protocols; ridiculous bureaucratic fools.  And when she insisted again that someone go out to Dakarlu and mark the Hendrikson crash site as a war grave, they just stared at her.  She had no use for them.
She forced herself to concentrate.  The administration had at least finally approved her petition to attend the ’76 PUMA conference on Morris, and she wanted to present her paper on Dhalman's Folly.  There was so much material now, a flood of data, and limiting it to three thousands words on a narrow topic was proving difficult.  The data feast was almost worse than the famine.
The portrait of Birch hung on her wall, between the diplomas and certifications.  His three dimensional form, slim in his ensign’s uniform, smiled back at her, a thin grin – trying desperately  to look worldly – marked his young face.  Someday she’d compile her notes, the ones always inadequate to the shadowy uniformed drones that darkened her day, and she’d write a memoir of her little quest.  She’d dedicate it to Birch.  She hoped he’d approve.
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Katumba’s flat horizon transformed into ragged towering thunderheads and streams of racing clouds as they drew nearer.  The sun was a bright speck, shining though the hydrogen haze to uncover deeper clouds of ammonia and water ice.  Dark curtains of rain fell into the depths.  The lander shuddered and rocked, overwhelming the compensators.
“Are you okay back there professor?” the pilot yelled over the vibrations and hissing wind.
Helenne paused before she nodded, still unused to the title.  “I’m doing great,” she yelled back.  She leaned back from the window, smiling.  Her two assistants, Raul the post-doc and Kyra the grad student, looked more scared than excited, though Raul tried to hide it by checking on their drones and suits.  Kyra looked like she was fighting nausea.
“Breath through your mouth,” Helenne suggested.  Then she turned back towards her window. They passed through a cloud bank and into the shadows.  Five hundred kilometers below, a fleet of stasis spheres floated in an ammonia-water ocean ten thousand kilometers deep.  Brekman had only glimpsed them and few had bothered to catalogue them in the centuries since.

She couldn’t wipe the grin off her face.  She might be the most junior assistant professor at the Bellevordi University at Exeter, but it was The Bellevordi, funded by the Director’s family and through connections and good luck, she’d gotten exactly what she asked for.  It was an aging lander with meager equipment and limited capabilities, but the lease ran for two months, and she’d have real data to bring back before the next term started.

She thought she heard Kyra puke behind her, but it didn’t matter.  The passed into sunlight again, dimmed by high clouds, and then back into darkness, descending into the deep.  Far below, glinting in the dim light, stasis spheres beckoned.
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Aki Yorski stared at his schedule.  He had a sermon in thirty minutes, then some time to work on his reports before a diner with the Chamber of Commerce across town.  They’d gotten three whole converts this month, and if Aki did the math by converts alone, he couldn’t see how this Mission House could ever justify its funding.  Maybe what he needed was a monthly spiritual retreat.  He could sneak away to the northlands, and bum around the archeological digs for a month to “get closer to the land” or some such excuse.  His Initiates could handle the formalities and the administrative crap; this place – this job – this calling – just wasn’t as fulfilling as he’d hoped.
He struggled to clean up the sermon, to find something fresh and new in a limited repertoire of ideas.  He almost had a decent text, one that hopefully wouldn’t bore everyone to tears with the same rehashed platitudes, when Jarvin, his senior Initiate, knocked on the door of the austere office.

“Master, I’m sorry to interrupt, but there’s someone to see you, and she’s most insistent.”
Aki blinked off his text and told Jarvin to send in his guest.

Shirin Jurrin stepped into the room.  Dressed in little more than rags, she had a deep scar across her face, and she did not look happy to see him.
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The three Blitzes, the captain and his two cousins, the surly one and the crazy one, were off on some errand, taking the excursion skiff and about half the equipment recovered from the Saratoga with them.  Onaris was alone in Upper Engineering when Path’s avatar came down to see him.  Her face was repaired again, a pale beauty with the regal Sassinasi nose reconstructed.  She still had most of Tatyana’s wardrobe, and she selected something stylish, tight and suggestive, but not blatantly so.
He greeted her with an offhand wave, and asked for a tool.  She watched him work for a while and then said, “It’s almost as if you don’t think I’m capable of tuning my own engines.”

He paused and looked up.  “Well, you know, I think a second eye always helps, and I’ve got another perspective – more experience.”

“You know, you are allowed to leave the ship, explore the worlds we visit,” she said.  “Have you ever stepped out onto to Kadesh?”
“Been out on Kadesh,” he replied.  “It’s rather go to the High Port or the Eagle's Aerie.  But not on the surface – I’d rather stay on the ship.”

“So, you’d rather be inside me?” she said, trying to project the proper sly smile.

“Yeah.  The outside is dirty,” he answered, obliviously.

She bit her lip.  Subtlety wasn’t working.  Maybe she was being too obscure.  She tried a different tact.

“Onaris?”

“What?”

“Put the tool down, please.”

“Um, I’m in the middle of –”

“Put the tool down please.”

“Fine, but I’m –”

“And turn around for a minute.”

“Okay but –”

She kissed him full on the lips.
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Gregor Vaften’s was office on the third floor of a non-descript building in the industrial district outside of Zapata’s capital city of Hidalgo.  It was hardly suitable for the headquarters of the government-in-exile of the last legitimately elected Chancellor of Bismark, but money was tight, and this was functional enough.

Vaften was overdue for a full regeneration, and he ran his hand through thinning gray hair, trying to see something positive in the latest response from the Teslan Embassy.  At least they hadn’t cut off all support.  He was trying to come up with an appropriately gracious reply, when Olav Vreven, his one and only remaining aide buzzed the intercom.

“I’m sorry to interrupt Herr Chancellor, but there are three rather large men named Blitz that insist on speaking to you.” Vreven’s voice seemed uncertain, almost fearful.  “I told them you were very busy, but they demand a personal audience.  I can hold them in the foyer if you like.  Should I notify the authorities?”
Vaften smiled and shut down his writer.  “No Olav, it’s fine.  I want to see these gentlemen at once.  Please send them in.”
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Bright parklands filed with flying critters and sweet-smelling flora covered most of the habitat, though the endcap cliffs loomed large, cut with overhangs and cliffside dwellings.  Here, far from the nearest star, Founders flew through the thick air, their translucent bodies dancing in the sky.
They met in a small clearing, comfortable chairs set in a circle to hold the Humans, Heshar, Vandar and the two Founders that showed an interest.  Ibrahim preferred to stand.  Comfort was a weakness of the flesh.
“It actually went quite well,” one of his questioners acknowledged at the end.  “Considering what little support you had, you’ve succeeded admirably.”
Before he could give his thanks, another asked.  “And about our Malthan experiment.  What would be you assessment of the three in the wild?”

Ibrahim allowed himself a mechanical frown.  “Well, two of them, I think have adapted reasonably well, especially when you consider their upbringing.  The third, well at best I’d classify him as a useful tool, but one to be used with care.”

“Good.  Then can proceed with other seedings,” another one answered, a winged Human, a Nobilis-Majestic hybrid whose regal face would have been recognizable to long dead billions.

“That’s still up for discussion at a different forum,” interjected another man, smooth skin and glossy black hair unable to hide ancient eyes.  “I think we’re done here.”

Ibrahim paused, then ventured.  “Well, there is one more thing I uncovered.”
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A shepherd moon glided through a gap in the rings of a small gas giant that orbited far from an unremarkable K-class star.  The system had its share of metal, but nothing spectacular, and no worlds held any life more sophisticated than a microbe.  Nobody would have bothered to notice that the moonlet was hollow, and even if they had, they would have dismissed it as a natural rubble-pile of sticky dust.

But inside its hard crust, the moon was a beehive of activity, as robots, Constructs and Androids worked to build, repair and service a growing fleet of warships.  Countless hangars stretched along the narrow scaffoldings and the spartan quarters for the engineers and administrators that supervised the effort.  Soon crews would emerge from the cybernetic slumber, and a fighting force would set forth to scour the sky.
In a small conference room near the moonlet’s missing core, the surviving original avatar of the once High Emissary Khaldis sat around a table, surrounded by her own spawned avatars.  Some were nearly all metal – Machines or High Cyborgs – others mostly flesh, some elegantly thin, some voluptuous or corpulent, infiltrators of dozens of worlds, searchers for technologies and resources and secrets.
“With no contact after the others of her party returned, we’ll have to consider the Ertan avatar lost,” she said.
A cyborg reflection of her interjected, “It appears they only recovered historical data – no weaponry, and certainly not the planet buster itself.”

“It was worth the gamble,” she replied.  Another piece of her lost, another thread of memory and experience that would never return to its host.  But that was inconsequential.  She had her share of experiences, weighed by circumstance toward the triumphs and not the defeats.  That fraud of a God King Aurgeus would soon pay for abandoning her original host and for casting aside her other avatars.  His conscious threads would all end violently.

She got up and strode to the room’s transparent wall and she looked out over her growing fleet: spheres of starships, sleek strikers, lancers and fighters arrayed in their bays.  The Divinity was just the beginning.  Once Aurgeus fell beneath her warships, she’d take the secrets her selves had learned, the weaknesses and foibles of so many worlds, and her fleets would take down ancient governments, overthrowing the weak realms of flesh.  Her face, thin pale skin over metal, twisted into a smile.
Out beyond the ringed gas giant, far above the ecliptic, a gossamer starship materialized into solidity, moving impossibly fast.
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